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Abstract: Educational leadership and schools feel perpetexbpectations for
improved student learning and ingenuity in satrgfyincreasingly diverse student
needs. This study probed beneath the broad fadbyzincipal leadership, vision,
and collaboration to reveal specific tipping pointiisat make school improvement
possible. The purpose of this study was to analgseher perceptions for what
specific factors create successful school improverpeojects (SIPs). Twenty-three
successful school growth experiences were analySétity of information, and
teacher voice were dominant features, but each essfal project had a unique
ingredient that required attention.
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Introduction

Schools have always been expected to develop sfutstudents and capable learners, whether
for the Industrial Age, or for the complex and fpated society of today. School improvement
has been extensively researched and better styskmfdrmance is an ongoing goal for
researchers, districts, schools, and parents. Atability for this expectation is built into the No
Child Left Behind order in the USA and Provincialifidterial Orders in Canada. Thus,
jurisdictional obligations, and more importantlyofessional motivation and mission propel
educators to search for deeper insights, approaitestrategies for educational improvement.

Senior managers develop detailed achievement pdanas school leaders cultivate school
improvement plans (SIPs) to grow student perforreanteachers are desired for their
participation and to be motivated to support andcernhese plans. With the overall goal to
improve student performance and well-being, whatthe specific resources, strategies, actions,
and personnel that teachers say are necessatjddo toccur?

Assessments get made; plans generated. Goalstgdateanalyzed. School improvement plans
are multifaceted and dependence on any one asppetson is not reasonable. One consistency
in the research is that teachers listen to teacheecher knowledge, influence, and affirmations
change practice and improve schools (Loeb, ElfeR&kki, 2010; Louis, Dretzke &Wahlstrom,
2010; Marzano, 2003; Sergiovanni, 2009; Willian302). The intent of this study is to listen to
teachers, learn from them, and attend to the nsattescessary for successful school
improvement.
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Research demonstrates that successful school ienment requires a collaborative vision, good
staff relations and dispersed leadership with teexckengaged (Christophersen, Elstad &Turmo,
2012; Fullan, 2010; Supovitz, Sirinides & May, 20Milliams, 2009). Specific and flexible
planning and effective principals are also consttyeidentified (Loeb et al., 2010; Louis et al.,
2010; Marzano, 2003; Schmoker, 2011; Sergiovardti9p As an experienced school-based and
district leader, the investigator has lived a nunmiifesuccessful school improvement scenarios.
Personal experience indicates that the followinghestones need to be in place to generate
positive school growth: (a) a broadly developedl|aborative school vision; (b) utilizing and
developing teacher leadership; (c) monitoring ofread-upon actions; (d) passion and
encouragement; and (e) results feedback. This mmpraxis aligns with previous findings.

Are these factors that are found in the researchimtived experience also what teachers feel
and believe? Fullan (2010) emphasizes the neeelsfmect teacher voice and Malcolm Gladwell

succinctly states that “you realize that an awbil df seemingly complicated questions about
education could be resolved simply by asking teache . they're the ones doing the teaching,

dealing with the kids, who live this stuff. Juskdeem” (Bethune, 2013, p.15). The purpose of
this study was to analyze teacher perceptions fatwpecific factors generate successful school
improvement projects?

M ethodology

This investigation took place in fall, 2011, in thi#%es of Vancouver, British Columbia, and
Calgary, Alberta. Twenty-three teachers in a Lesliipr and Administration program were
administered an open-ended written survey to cammpfelependently. Individual teachers, 13
female and 10 male, were asked to reflect uponaaadyse a successful SIP that they lived.
Twenty-three different SIPs were analysed, fromacher perspective. These had occurred in 8
elementary schools and 15 secondary schools.

Each school-based SIP was distinct to the inditideacher, and was considered to be
successful in his/her opinion. To gather data anegnded survey requested information in the
areas of (a) context and purpose, (b) strategidsesources used, (c) evidence of change, and
(d) significant actions and turning points. Thepgmse of this study was to learn from teachers
what conditions were necessary for school improventearticular to the needs of this study, the
guestions regarding specific actions and turningntpowere (a) What situation or person
instigated the change? (b) What were the key masnenactions that precipitated success? (c)
What action got people agreeing to the change?{dréhat were the important factors that had
to be attended to? When completed, the surveydajma into 2-4 pages of data for each SIP.
The data was analysed using concept occurrenagdatatl under the question headings, type of
project, and school level.
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Findings

The SIPs were categorized into four types, thesggli@) curriculum, (b) technology, (c) student
climate, and (d) staff relations. Student climate@npassed social and behavioural aspects of
student life, such as discipline, attendance, aspect. Staff relations involved issues of
communication, collaboration, and morale. The dats assessed for which strategies and
actions, and personnel were instrumental in makigschool change successful. Eighteen of
the SIPs analysed were school-wide projects amdviere department-based.

What situation or person instigated the change?

The formal leaders were most instrumental in itifiga the school improvement projects,
followed by staff discussions, and teacher-lead€igire 1 illustrates that from the 26 comments
in this area, 12 identified the principal or asstprincipal (9 and 3 respectively) as the person
instigating the change. Four of the projects weneegated from staff discussions and three were
initiated from individual teachers. Of the 23 Siitdy two of the successful endeavours were
initiated by district office.

Figure: 1

Principal
Staff Discussions
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Instigating the improvement plan

What wer e the key moments or actionsthat precipitated success?

The data concerning key actions was exceptionagrde. Twenty-seven responses came forth
regarding what moment or action was vital for emguthe success of the SIP. Twenty-six of

these statements were different from one anotleh @roject appearing to have a unique
circumstance that was pivotal for creating the sasful situation. Samplings of the precipitators
for success were such areas as (a) student vbicaey personnel, (c) organizational changes,
(d) vision development, (e) studemtfprmance, and (f) agency meetings.

What action got people agreeing to the change?

Four areas emerged that were deemed to get peo@ae for the successful school changes.
The most prominent action for galvanizing peopléh® cause was teacher voice, receiving 8 of
the 36 responses for this area. Teachers beingndidt to, teacher modelling, and teacher
validations of the initiative were examples giventeacher voice. Subsequent to teacher voice,
Figure 3 shows that three areas were found to ballggmportant in fostering the success, each
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receiving four responses, these being (a) the grroeing worthy, (b) student voice, and (c) the
principal.

Figure: 2
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What wer ethe important factorsthat had to be attended to?

The most important factor that needed attention $wccessful school change was
communication. Clarity and accuracy of informatiangd staff collaboration produced 15 of the
51 responses, as displayed in Figure 3. Subsequieftective communication, monitoring and
follow-up on actions to be taken, and teacher imginvere prominent receiving 7 and 5
responses respectfully.

Figure: 3
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Discussion

School improvement can be a complex enterpriseomesenvironments. Effective leadership
creates collaborative culture for growth. Reseaiflicates that a shared vision, teacher
participation, and effective leadership are inflignfor successful school change. To further
reveal the finer particulars of managing schoolnggasuccessfully a group of candidates in a
graduate leadership program were asked for thetep&ons as to what made SIPs successful.
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The majority of successful SIPs were instigatecabyadministrator, 12 of the 23 overall. The
importance of an effective leader is a replicatmfnmuch previous research findings. Staff
discussions and teacher leaders combined for ngeaéiven of the school change proposals that
were investigated. Only 2 of the 23 successful 81®&® mandated by central office.

Leaders may initiate, but the continuation of thejgrt revolved around staff affirmations and
the worthiness of the endeavour. Found equallyénitial to the worthiness of the project was
the impact of affirming student voice, by meanstofdent leadership groups or through student
discussions. In this study the importance of sttdeice was present in the social/behavioural
SIPs, but not in the curriculum related ones. Studeice was not identified as an initiator for
change in the 23 SIPs investigated, but four contsnearfaced recognizing its importance for
driving the school to agreement on the SIP. Mi2@0g) “identified important benefits of
student voice initiatives . . . . including to héhpprove teaching, curriculum and teacher-student
relationships” (p.2). The presence of student vasean important consideration in school
improvement presents an interesting and potentmilyerful dimension of school reform for a
leader to be cognizant of, and to concentrate on.

What needed to be attended to throughout the pgagas thought-provoking. The importance of
monitoring actions and follow-through of strategiesre strongly present, having the second
highest incidence of occurrence with seven. Thesasahave also been advocated and expected
based on previous research and the experienceeoitestigator. Superseding these factors
however, was the subject of staff communicationeirgng the highest incidence of occurrence
with 15.

Teachers stated that communication was the mosirtant factor to attend to when generating a
successful SIP. Aligning with past research, havimg to discuss and collaborate with fellow
staff was dominant in the data (Fullan, 2010; Smmnni, 2009). Coupled with this, the data
revealed the need for all information, data, améddions provided to be accurate and clearly
stated. The need to have specific research infeomé&t support the initiative did not arise once.

The importance of principal participation was alsat evident in any of the data. Principal
participation with teachers on instructional preethas been identified as a powerful effect on
student learning (Fullan, 2010; May & Supovitz, 2pland yet principal influence on
instructional practice has also been thought tonib@gmal (Schmoker, 2006). This is an area
requiring further inquiry and refinement.

Money was not found to be a significant factor $ahool growth initiatives. Only 2 of the 23
projects cited financial resources as somethingrtbaded to be attended to. Even with ten of the
SIPs distributed over curriculum and technologyeéss financial resources were not a prominent
element shaping success. The insignificance of snand the importance of follow-through for
successful school growth aligned with the expegesicthe investigator.

The foci that teachers deemed influential, anddih@nished importance of financial resources,

may be related to that the positive school growtt teachers had experienced did not centre on
things or resources, but predominantly on humanedsions of school culture. Of the 23
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successful SIPs examined, 13 were either in théestusocial/behavioural or school culture
realms (8 and 5 respectively). The remaining téPsShvolved curriculum development (8) and
technology (2), comparably distributed between lbthelementary and secondary levels. The
projects focusing on school culture concerned steffale and relationships. Seven of the eight
student climate projects were at the secondary.l@We prevalence of successful plans in these
affective domains is assuring. Difficult personagld student environments can be positively
addressed when the necessary factors are attemded t

The key moments and actions that precipitated sstgereforms was the most diverse response
area, with each SIP having its own unique turnioopip Further examples to those identified in
the Results, were (@) having a successful initigt{b) student accountability, (c) staff vote and
ownership, (d) staff vulnerability, and (e) admirasive directive. The existence of a particular
and significant turning point, which is exclusiveéach SIP, is of interest to leaders. Effective
leaders may be attuned to, and have the critiealdieship, management, and cultural dimensions
in place for school improvement to occur. Nonetbgleeach SIP appears to emit a particular
elucidation, unique unto itself that is the tippipgint for success. Leaders need to have the
“educational connoisseurship” (Eisner, 2002) witle tapacity to observe, identify, and then
manage that key moment.

This study has revealed the dynamics of a sucdeS$#futhrough the voices of teachers. For
further study greater specificity of questioningpdder evidence collection and sample size,
principal perceptions, and focus groups would &dgsisevolving this discourse further. The
impact of student voice and principal participatimm school growth and student learning are
topics compelling further examination.

Conclusions

The intention of this study was to use teachergrons to reveal the factors that are pivotal for
ensuring school improvement. The data demonstitiai@dinstigation of a school improvement
plan predominantly originates from administratidmyt teachers ensure its success. Few
successful SIPs came from central office. Financedources, research information, and
principal participation did not emerge as beinggigant.

Once proposed, agreement on a school's directignined (a) teacher affirmation, (b) the
project being worthy, and (c) student voice. Tomtain the initiative the most influential driver
was to have clear information regarding purposesctions, and actions to be taken. Following
these, staff collaboration and monitoring were neximportance. Each plan demonstrated an
exclusive component, specific to itself, which nedtdo be attended to for ensuring the SIP’s
success. Each successful SIP may ultimately remt apleader’'s capacity to be attuned to, and
be able to act upon that specific moment or acatitthin the dynamic school change milieu.
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