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	General  Observations by TUI 

TUI accepts that government commitment to embedding self-evaluation into the school system is implicit in the Education Act, 1998.  It concurs that the process can support schools and teachers sustain good practice and/or move towards desirable or necessary change in the interests of student development and progress.  In addition, it acknowledges that the established school development planning process incorporate elements of self-evaluation, supported by Looking at Our School: An aid to self-evaluation. This has created a strong foundation for the further development of self-evaluation in schools.  Nonetheless, the concept and associated practices are not yet well developed, well understood or adequately supported in Irish schools. 

Self- evaluation is a somewhat complex, sophisticated process. It must be handled with a high degree of sensitivity to the context and individuals involved.  Although it can be supported by simple and modest efforts TUI believes that done well self-evaluation it is a demanding exercise.  Successful and fair outcomes will depend on those involved having access to the prerequisite time, expertise and support to engage effectively in the process. 'Buy-in' from the 70,000 plus teachers is critical to successful development and implementation but will not be forthcoming if teachers do not trust or have confidence in the supporting processes and systems.  The union notes with much concern that since 2008 all schools have lost a critical number of teachers (relative to size and context) and many have lost a significant proportion of their middle and senior management posts (TUI Internal Survey, 2012).   In addition, TUI emphasises the growing casualization of the teaching profession where many teachers are offered hours as opposed to jobs. It is unrealistic to expect these teachers to have a deep commitment to, or invest heavily in, whole-school issues such as self-evaluation.   In effect, this has led to considerable restrictions in terms of allocating staff time to specific tasks or responsibilities and building capacity within the school community.  

Consequently, the union considers that it is imprudent for the Department to have high expectations with regard to engagement by the whole-school community or individuals in extended self-evaluation work at this time.  Expectations must be appropriate to available resources and TUI urges a more modest approach to further developing and embedding this concept and its associated processes.  Coupled with implementing the proposed new curriculum at Junior Cycle and initial teacher education initiatives the union believes, justifiably so, that an increased focus on self-evaluation may stretch schools beyond their limits and lead to, albeit inadvertently, negative consequences.  In particular, it emphasises that a concerted effort to introduce more progressive and intensive self-evaluation calls for a government commitment to return some of the middle management posts and teacher hours to schools to support implementation.    

TUI welcomes the intention of the Inspectorate to set aside whole-school evaluations for a period of two years to enable inspectors work with schools in a supportive manner to build capacity in self-evaluation.  It acknowledges that in the short-term and in the best interests of some students schools will have to meet certain minimum expectations by the Department e.g. evaluating literacy and numeracy standards and identifying how to best address student needs in this area.  Notwithstanding, it has significant reservations about capacity of schools to allocate additional time to this area of work.  It therefore puts on record that when the final guidelines are agreed particular implementation issues may become the subject of discussion in relevant industrial relations fora.             

Following feedback from its membership and the consultation meeting between the teacher unions and the Inspectorate (June 2012) TUI, without prejudice to the above comments, notes a number of specific observations with regard to the draft guidelines and draft circular on self-evaluation. 


	Draft School Self-Evaluation Circular 

While the draft circular includes some useful information with regard to self-evaluation it is problematic for a number of reasons.  
The current presentation and over extensive nature of the circular inadvertently leads to confusing messages and also infers a level of complexity that is unnecessary and unhelpful.  As constructed it implies significant additional work for teachers and principal teachers. TUI considers it inappropriate to place additional expectations and requirements on schools at this time (see comments under general observations below). Where additional requirements are necessary e.g. addressing literacy and numeracy, due consideration must be given to resource implications such as staff time and expertise.  The circular suggests time is already available in schools. This is not a true reflection of the day-to-day reality.  In practice, new requirements will most certainly displace or diminish other activity.        

Combining the general idea of developing stronger self-evaluation practises and systems in schools over time, with short-term requirements in respect of evaluating literacy and numeracy is very unhelpful.  TUI recommends that the circular should focus on the general issue of self-evaluation. This could conclude with guidance that in the short-term schools are expected to evaluate literacy and numeracy and one other aspect of school life.  The general approach to achieving this could be exemplified in this last section or in an appendix.  In this regard, TUI sees it as unhelpful and inappropriate to identify very specific timelines.  A more useful approach, in keeping with the developmental and capacity building nature of the process, would be to indicate a period of time within which a school should complete a certain amount of self-evaluation work. 
Section 6.1.  refers to the new guidelines. The level of detail is unnecessary and distracts from the fact that the guidelines are intended as a resource to support and develop school planning and evaluation activity. The key message should be clear e.g. while increased self-evaluation activity is expected over time development will be incremental; schools will self-select areas for attention and the evaluation approaches, methods and tools appropriate to the circumstances, context and themes under evaluation.  In particular, it must be more explicit that new guidelines will not be prescriptive; they will be a basis for discussion among staff which will inform decisions about conducting self-evaluation.
Section 7 presents ‘Frequently Asked Questions’.  The idea is helpful and some of the content very useful.  However, this detail could be more appropriately and usefully comprehended in a separate document or an appendix.  In addition, the text in a number of cases could be reduced to give a sharper focus.  

In general, the current construction and content of the circular, coupled with the guidelines document, will engender resistance as opposed to co-operation from principal teachers and teachers and needs considerable review. 

	Draft Guidelines for post-primary schools 
1. Introduction
· Context and Focus on Improvement 

Throughout the documentation TUI considers that there is an over emphasis on the idea of self-evaluation leading to improvement. This infers that current practice is always under par or sub-standard.  A need for improvement in certain practices and areas (e.g. literacy and numeracy) may be identified during a self-evaluation exercise. However, identifying and sustaining good practice and quality provision or simply the possibility of doing things differently to sustain student interest may also emerge as priority objectives. 
Alternative approach/ amendment  
Where possible, in instances where improvement is cited as a potential outcome of self-evaluation it should be paralleled with a reference to sustaining good practice and quality. 
· Focus on Literacy and Numeracy

TUI appreciates that student attainment in literacy and numeracy is critical to successful engagement in the schooling process and lifelong learning. It accepts that the national literacy and numeracy strategy sets benchmarks for schools to evaluate students’ progress in these areas and make changes to practice as necessary or appropriate. Notwithstanding, it believes it is unhelpful that the focus on literacy and numeracy and state examinations results is intertwined so explicitly with generic self-evaluation throughout the draft documentation. This leads to an unnecessary level of confusion, a lack of clarity about the intention of the draft guidelines and a skewed focus on academic attainment as the primary indicator of a ‘good school’ and success. 
Alternative approach/ amendment  
As advised for the circular it would be more appropriate if the early part of the document addressed general guidelines to promote and support engagement in self-evaluation. This could be followed with specific examples of conducting some self-evaluation in respect of a number of areas including literacy and numeracy.  Such an approach would capture the intended focus of self- evaluation on school life and would be viewed by teachers as less focussed on academic attainment and test results and, therefore, less threatening or skewed. 
2. The School Self-Evaluation Process

· Underpinning Principles

TUI accepts that self-evaluation must be underpinned by strong principles. Some of the principles cited on page 8 e.g. collaborative, reflective, continual, on-going are clearly relevant.  However, TUI is not convinced that the all the principles listed or the accompanying explanations are clear or useful.   

Alternative approach/ amendment  
Some revision of principles and explanations is advised e.g. the concepts of leadership, flexibility, communication might be best placed elsewhere or at least represented differently.
· Self-evaluation and school development planning

TUI accepts the view that self-evaluation is grounded in school development planning and that the guidelines are intended to support an increased emphasis on effective self-evaluation processes.  It also welcomes the clarification that the Department does not intend the guidelines to be prescriptive and that schools to a large degree of choice on how to build on existing planning processes and what self-evaluation approaches, methods and tools to use.  However, it holds that the current presentation understates this message and, consequently, an entirely new, onerous and prescriptive approach to self-evaluation is inferred. This is problematic both in respect of the time involved and the potential to undermine current good practice and professional autonomy. Furthermore, it will engender resistance to what seems to be a new and demanding set of processes. 

Alternative approach/ amendment  
The strong relationship between the school development planning and self-evaluation should be more clearly articulated at the outset.     

· Gathering evidence, analysing data, making judgements

Good, relevant data and information is important to support judgements about students’ progress and performance. TUI notes the high focus in the current draft guidelines on gathering and analysing data on student attainment in state examinations and standardised tests. Although very important, these must not become the sole focus of how a school evaluates its work or student progress.  The union is also concerned that the manner in which the section on gathering evidence is set out could result in an overly ‘scientific, quantitative’ approach to data collection and analysis.  Although important in some instances this could lead to a lot of time being diverted to collecting a particular type of data. In turn, restricted analysis of ‘school life’ and general student progress and, therefore, limited judgements about current practices and areas that require or merit change could emerge.  Inadvertently, this could drive an over emphasis on academic attainment and test results at the expense of other important features of the school experience and outcomes.  In this regard, TUI welcomes the clarification that the self-evaluation report will be internal to the school and that the Inspectorate actively discourages the use of league tables on examination results.     

Alternative approach/ amendment  
A further iteration of the guidelines must show greater sensitivity to the wider curriculum and whole-school experiences provided for students.  It could also be more explicit why data of a particular kind may be required when dealing with certain issues.
3. A school self-evaluation quality framework: teaching and learning

· Self-evaluation quality framework- teaching and learning 

There is a contradictory message around the generation of paperwork. On page 10 it is stated that it is not intended that paper work will ‘take over’ from the overall process.  Nonetheless, all post-primary schools will be expected to evaluate their performance year on year across a range of criteria and record the findings. Chapter 3 gives further expression to this and, as currently set out, could generate concern about unrealistic demands and unnecessary angst among teachers. TUI has already received reports from members to this effect, indicating that pressure has been put on some teachers to engage in extensive data collection and analysis without open dialogue and agreement among staff. 

A clearer message needs to emerge about the incremental, progressive nature of developing self- evaluation in schools, both in respect of areas for engagement and the tools and approaches selected.  Again the non-prescriptive, self-selecting nature of the activity needs to be better highlighted notwithstanding any requirements to conduct evaluation with respect to student progress and attainment in literacy and numeracy in the short-term.  
The diagram on page 14 is useful in understanding the interrelationship across the overlapping quality perspectives and evaluation themes. However, the detail in the following pages in respect of these is very intensive and to some degree overly repetitive. Feedback from TUI members suggests it is ‘unnecessarily detailed, prescriptive and ‘off-putting’.  

· Evaluation themes and evaluation criteria

TUI believes that the use of language and terminology that portrays the curriculum as something that is ‘delivered’ to children and young people is unwise.  This may well be a widely used expression that enjoys some kind of common understanding.  However, it actually undermines an experiential, problem solving focus to teaching and learning and places students clearly in the role of ‘recipient’ as opposed to an active agent in a learning process, involved in generating and constructing their own learning experience. This is at odds with the teaching approaches and learning contexts embraced by the evaluative themes.  
Reference to observation of teaching and learning, peer assessment and inspecting classrooms is very problematic and will be resisted by TUI. These are not established practices and will undermine current working conditions and relationships within staffrooms.  Collaborative and professional dialogue will facilitate teacher engagement in observation and peer activity if and where they think this appropriate.
Alternative approach/ amendment  
As currently set out this section will engenders significant opposition as opposed to enticing engagement.  A revised, paired back approach is advised. In particular, TUI recommends that: 

· The level of detail under the evaluation criteria be reduced as it is too detailed and over prescriptive.

· The list of evaluation methods and tools is removed to section 5 or the  appendices and presented as a generic list of options from which a school or group of teachers can chose depending on appropriateness to an area under evaluation. 

· References to observation of teaching and learning, peer assessment and inspecting classrooms are removed.  

· The reference to extracurricular activities is removed or at least presented differently and ‘qualified’ as it is not a formal requirement of schools to provide these, although many do.
· Expressing the curriculum as something that is ‘delivered’ should be avoided. 
4. Quality statements

As with section 3 this section is over pedantic and suggests the generation of copious records and much paperwork.  TUI questions whether this is necessary as a discrete section given that the construction of quality statements arise out of specific evaluation activity on a particular theme.  

It notes that the options suggested to support summary evaluative judgement are probably too limited in scope and schools are unlikely to select the less favourable ones no matter what the evidence.  In addition, the descriptions in respect of significant strengths (although only a guide) could encourage very limited and even subjective interpretations, unless more comprehensive exemplars are provided.    

 Alternative approach/ amendment  
· The rationale for and possible approach to developing quality statements could be absorbed into section three in the general section and under each quality perspective and evaluation themes. 

· Additional exemplars of quality statements could be included in an appendix.

5. Evaluation tools

Section 5 Evaluation tools could more usefully be called Evaluation approaches, method and tools. This could be re-organised to embrace all methods and tools (see section 3.3 Evaluation themes) into one section from which teachers could select depending on the area under evaluation. This would reduce repetitiveness, confusion and provide for greater autonomy at school and teacher level as to what method and tool is considered appropriate.  A clear message should be included that the approach, method and tools to be adapted should be the subject of discussion and agreement among the whole-staff or smaller groups involved in the selected evaluation activity. 
As indicated earlier observation of teaching and learning should be omitted as a method.  Therefore, it follows that the discrete section on this method would also be removed. Sensitivity and opposition to the inclusion of observation of teaching and learning rests in that this is unexplored in the Irish context and alien to many Irish teachers. TUI will guard against and strongly oppose any attempts in this regard and believes a focus on collaborative approaches and team work will enable relevant activity.  A move to emphasise teacher observation would be construed as an attempt to introduce teacher appraisal, thereby, undermining current working conditions of teachers and the collegial relationships which underpin school life and day-to day co-operation among teachers. Therefore, it would be foolish and untimely of the Department to pursue this objective.  

In general, TUI sees the benefit of including detail on specific methods and tools and samples in guidelines. However, it does not see this as a substitute for on-going and comprehensive face-to-face support from external personnel through the Inspectorate and the Professional Development Service for Teachers.  Capacity to self-evaluate as an individual, in teams or as a whole-school will demand a range of simple and sophisticated expertise and skills. Building capacity will demand heavy investment in professional development support over time through a number of mediums.     

TUI has some concerns in respect of the guidance, protocols and templates presented in section 5 and appendix 1. Each of the approaches, methods and tools may be appropriate in some instances but how they are designed and used will be critical to fair and reasonable outcomes.  
In this regard, the use of open- ended questions should be avoided, except in very particular circumstances and instances, as they may generate inappropriate information and data. They could also create unrealistic expectations for change among parents and/or students and school management.  The kind of data they will generate might be best elicited through focus group discussions where the open-ended questions could be used appropriately to support discussion.   

In keeping with other sections this entire section implies the generation of considerable data and information at a time when schools have fewer staff to collect, collate, manage and analyse it. The question arises as to who will be responsibility for such activity and where will the time allocations come from?  

Alternative approach/ amendment  
TUI advocates that : 

· The lists of evaluation approaches and tools in section 3 be amalgamated into one generic list and absorbed into section 5.  

· The importance of staff discussion about and agreement on the evaluation approaches, methods and tools selected for use be more clearly articulated.      

· Section 5.3 (and relevant samples in the appendix) on observation of teaching and learning be omitted. 
· In designing tools and samples particular care must be taken to: 

- protect the identity of individual teachers/principal teachers and others involved 

           - guard against comments being directed at individuals 

           - ensure appropriate confidentiality for all concerned

           - avoid open-ended questions; if used considerable caution must be exercised at design and analysis stage.  
6. Self-evaluation report and school improvement plan 

As pointed out earlier TUI believes that there should also be a parallel focus on sustaining good practice and identifying desirable improvements where appropriate.  It accepts that the final self-evaluation report, which should be short and focussed, will inform school planning and decisions about priority actions.  However, it does not support the emergence of a discrete or overly specific ‘school improvement plan’. Changes or improvements to be pursued should be comprehended within the self-evaluation report. These should be realistic and have due regard to available resources and school context.  In particular, TUI seeks that the reference to naming persons responsible for actions be removed. 

As currently framed the draft guidelines could result in work associated with writing the report and the ‘improvement plan’ placing enormous demands on school staff.  Mindful of this TUI advocates that a more modest approach be pursued.    

Alternative approach/ amendment  
· The final planning decisions that emerge and actions to be taken should be incorporated into ‘the school plan’ as opposed to a separate school improvement plan. 
· Reference to identifying persons responsible should be removed. 
· Clear guidance that any actions or targets identified need to be realistic with regard to available resources and context should be included.

7. Sample School Self-Evaluation Tools

A good range of appropriate sample tools and templates will be an important resource for principal teachers and teachers. Comments under Section 5 above are relevant in this regard.   TUI notes with concern that the current design of and guidance provided in the sample tools and templates imply a fairly intensive approach to gathering and recording data, constructing evidence and deliberating on actions to be taken.  It, therefore, re-iterates its concern that the self- evaluation process as currently envisaged by the Inspectorate could generate significant additional workload for those involved.  
Once the guidelines are modified in accordance with feedback for the education partners considerable more discussion on appropriate samples and templates is required.  Given the real possibility that any samples or templates provided will guide work to a high degree, TUI advises that the main guidelines issue first, followed by a range of samples and templates. This will allow for discrete attention to this important work and adequate discussion with the education partners.   

In conclusion: 

The draft guidelines and circular are overly repetitive, too ‘wordy’ and confusing. This portrays a level of complexity that is unhelpful and contributes to a sense that the process of self-evaluation will become a cumbersome, bureaucratic exercise of little real value. A shorter, sharper guidelines document and circular will be important to enable school principal teachers and teachers see self-evaluation as a manageable, helpful process, which has the capacity to support effective individual and collective planning and enable the whole-school community to be responsive to student needs.   
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