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Good morning, bore da. I am delighted to be here. RAISE is a very important and significant initiative but as with all initiatives the key thing is what happens when they go and whether they’re part of the infrastructure that remains. 

This is something I am quite passionate about-the issue of raising achievement for all pupils in all settings. It seems such a long time ago now that I started my career in Mountain Ash Comprehensive School in the Cynon Valley as a very young English teacher with huge aspirations and expectations; but it soon become very clear to me that the playing field was far from level for certain young people from certain backgrounds. I come from a working class background but I was very fortunate: my parents believed in education, as most Welsh parents do. I was, also, fortunate to go to a pretty good school and have some teachers who believed in me. If I hadn’t, then I wouldn’t be standing here now, particularly not as a professor of education. So I know the power and the difference that education can make. Yet, in Mountain Ash Comprehensive I think I was aware for the very first time of the effect of poverty and disadvantage can have on your life chances; and it’s stayed with me ever since.  Why should it be that by virtue of your background, by virtue of the context that you are brought up in, that your life chances should be limited or that you should not have the same educational potential as someone else from a different background?
So, I guess my moral purpose and the reason that I do what I do is quite profoundly and clearly determined by my belief that every single child should have the same advantages and that educational achievement and life chances shouldn’t be a lottery.  They should be a right, an absolute right.
One of the burning questions I have is how do we secure success for each student in each setting. People say to me, “Actually, Alma, that’s an aspiration that we can’t achieve because we know the power of poverty and disadvantage on subsequent achievement.” Indeed, all the evidence, which I’ll share with you in a minute, shows that so categorically. However, I ask them another question in return: “OK, then, which children do we decide won’t have the advantages? Which kids do we leave out? How do we decide which young people get the advantages and which young people don’t?”  So, again, my clear moral purpose is that we should, at least, aspire to secure success for each student, in each setting, irrespective of where they are, irrespective of their background. That has to be the moral purpose; that has to be the clear aspiration.
The argument I’m going to make today is that there is a very powerful relationship between educational disadvantage and subsequent educational achievement. That link is still as powerful now as it was thirty or forty years ago; but we can break it. We can break it: through the power of education, through the power of intervention.  I believe that raising performance for all kids is actually achievable. We know how to improve schools, we‘ve got thirty years of evidence about how to improve schools.  We know schools make a difference; but I’m coming to the conclusion that we can’t do it in a uniform, top down way. You’ve got to provide some localised solutions. You see, for a lot of my career I’ve been working in the area of school improvement, and we know two things about school improvement. The first thing is that there have been many, well funded, large scale initiatives that have made no difference to the classroom. Initiatives come and go.  The conveyor belt of initiatives move initiatives along, they don’t move schools along. So I’m passionate about the fact that we need initiatives, interventions that do make a difference to the classroom, where it matters most of all. The second point about the school improvement initiatives that certainly I’ve seen around the world is that so many of them are blanket school improvement initiatives.  They’re the one-size-fits-all approach to school improvement. Now, one-size-fits-all actually fits no-one. If you don’t believe me, try on one of those one size t-shirts.  I guarantee it won’t fit you. That’s the problem. The top-down models of school improvement that are blanket, one-size-fits-all actually fit no-one. We need much more localised, contextually specific approaches to school improvement because each school is different, each context is different. So, we need to make sure that approaches to improvement, to raising standards and achievement, are finely nuanced and contextually specific. 
As a starting point then, in thinking about this whole issue around educational achievement and the relationship between that and disadvantage, what is becoming really clear is that, despite all our best efforts, despite all our initiatives and our drives to close that gap, it is actually getting bigger. The difference between those who are affluent in society and their end point and those who are less affluent and their end point is actually becoming more and more marked. So, now, it isn’t just about raising the bar; it’s actually about closing that gap. That has to be the imperative: how do we close the gap of under performance of young people in Wales? How do we do that?
I think there are some solutions, there are some ways forward. I’m inherently optimistic about our ability as a group of educators to break that very important cycle. The reasons for under-performance are complex. I’m not going to go into them in any depth.  People have written books on the subject. There are many organizations that know much more than I do about the reasons for under-performance of certain young groups of people. Yet, although it’s clear to me that there are some external factors that shape disadvantage and under-performance, there are also some internal factors and the thing about internal factors is that they are within schools’ control. We can make a difference to some of those internal factors. However, we also have to be realistic.  The power of the external environment is still many times greater than anything we could ever, ever achieve in schools. I’ll say a bit more about that later. 
The pessimistic bit of the talk is that unfortunately the educational odds are still stacked against young people in our poorest communities. If you come from a disadvantaged community, then there are certain things that weigh against you in terms of your educational achievement and subsequent life chances. We know that, we know that categorically. There is only one graph that I’m going to show you and I think it’s quite important.  The important thing to focus on is the blue line going upwards and the broken red line coming downwards. Essentially, what it shows is that, if you are in a high social economic setting and you start from a low base point (that’s the blue line), over time, your cultural advantage will work for you and you’ll actually improve in terms of your educational performance. While, if you are a bright young person and you happen to be in a poor environment, a low socio-economic status setting, then the converse happens. So, you can see where those two lines converge. What is happening there is not about innate ability.  It’s about the external factors influencing the ability, the aspirations, the attitudes of those young people. Those two lines actually cross over and those positions change. That’s the power of the external context. So, in a sense, we have a compensatory role to undertake in schools; to make that difference; to make young people believe they can achieve and to believe that achievement and attainment is a good thing. 
It’s not just about achievement and attainment though, is it? It’s about the fact that young people who come from those settings are at risk from all sorts of other social issues and problems. So, we have a choice to make, and the sociologists that work with me unfortunately, rather bleakly, say, ‘Well, there’s very little we can do.’ There was a book, written in the 1960’s, called ‘Inequality’ that basically argued that you couldn’t do anything, that the power of context meant that there was very little you could actually do to affect the life chances of certain young people and their eventual outcomes. Well, you can either go with that or you can say, “Well whatever we can do, however imperfect it is, we’ll do it. We know that it’s imperfect.” We know that we’re really pushing against a very, very strong external force but my own belief is (and, of course, I would say this from my background) that, if we try and if one child, only one child, succeeds as a result, then it’s been worthwhile. If we fail and fail and fail again let’s hope we fail better. The point is, if only one child succeeds, if only one child comes out of the context of poverty and actually achieves, becomes something, makes a future, then that is a major success on our part. If we can improve the life chances of just one child, then I firmly believe it’s absolutely worth it. That’s the work I do, that’s why I’m here.
I believe that one of the powerful levers we have is the education system itself. It doesn’t compensate for society, but it can certainly eradicate some of those rather negative forces that we experience. In England, at the moment, the common discourse is we have to do more with less. That is clear. We have to do more things, in a much better way, with less resource. In England we have ‘schools in challenging contexts’.  Basically, they’re high poverty schools. If you look at under-performance in schools and you look at the degree of poverty and disadvantage, the fit is almost perfect. In England, we have a preoccupation with failing schools; and we honestly believe that what you need to do with failing schools is to punish them for their poor results, to make them feel bad about themselves, to name and shame them, to put them in a category. (There’s something called the national challenge in England.  If you go below 30 % As to Cs, you’re in the national challenge). One headteacher said to me that, on the same day that they had a glowing report from Ofsted (saying that, irrespective of the challenge, they’re doing a fantastic job), they received a letter saying, ‘You seem to be below 30%. You’re now a national challenge school.’ The wonderful irony of that was that they couldn’t see that that school, from that starting point, was adding such significant value to the lives of so many children.

I’m not concerned with ‘failing schools’. I think a lot of our so called failing schools are doing an amazing job against the odds. I’m actually more worried about our schools in the leafy suburbs, where by virtue of the schools’ intake, they are not adding any value whatsoever. That’s a controversial thing to say but, if you go to some of these schools in challenging circumstances, you see the quality of what they’re doing and what they’re up against. I’ve got enormous admiration for those schools. I don’t think I could teach there, frankly, and the teachers that do on a daily basis are dedicated and determined professionals. 
There are some challenges, though, that we just have to recognise, when we think about school improvement. There is the issue of sustainability.  We know how to improve schools, but we know less about sustaining that improvement over time. There’s also a fragility about improving schools; sometimes it doesn’t last, it’s very vulnerable. There’s also the issue of mobility, as kids will come and go, particularly in our inner city schools. You see that in London all the time. There is, also, this very important notion of capacity. The quality of an educational system, quite frankly, cannot exceed the quality of its teachers. So we have to build more capacity in the system. We need better teachers in the system. Without that capacity any initiative, however well intentioned or well funded, is not going to work. Teacher quality is absolutely key, if we are really going to improve the system overall. We should have the best teachers in front of some of our most challenging young people. The kids with the greatest challenge actually need the best teachers; don’t they? So, if we’re really serious about erasing that very strong relationship between disadvantage and educational outcomes, then we need better teachers, better teachers, better teachers. Think about this for a minute. If you have an ineffective teacher for one year, you fall behind; if you have an ineffective teacher for more than one year, it is unlikely you will catch up. That’s the power of teachers. That’s the power of teacher quality. 

I once did a piece of work around effective departments that basically showed (and it’s clear here in Wales) within school variation. Within school variation, here, is quite extensive and it’s most extensive at the level of the individual teacher, and then, in secondary schools, at the level of the department. I did this study of ineffective departments in secondary schools. Now, can you imagine being a researcher and saying, “You seem to be an ineffective department, can I spend some time with you finding out why you’re so ineffective?” It didn’t win me many friends. When I talked to these heads of department, it was the first time that anyone had spoken to them about what they did.  I was just struck by the power of teacher quality to make that difference. Ineffective schools are not totally ineffective, just as effective schools are not totally effective. There are pockets of excellence even in our less effective schools. The trick is to try and find them and to share that good practice.

What I’m going to argue in the remaining time is that we’ve got three very powerful levers that we can choose to use to break this relationship between disadvantage and educational under-achievement. There’s something about collaboration, networking and multi-agency working that I want to talk about. The work that I’m doing for the Welsh Assembly Government around the School Effectiveness Framework is very much about working with local authorities and schools, in looking at the power of collaboration to build the capacity for change. The second and most powerful thing we can do is engage parents. In our most challenging schools, that’s always the most difficult thing to do. There’s something called the 80:20 rule: 80% of achievement is down to what happens outside the school, 20% is down to what happens within the school.  If you bring the 80% and 20% together, then you can see the powerful influence and the change that it can make. So, we’re not engaging parents because it’s a nice thing to do, we’re actually engaging parents and the community because it’s an absolutely necessary thing to do to raise achievement and performance.  The final thing is around building community, (and I don’t mean that in a clichéd way). How do we build communities, so that they actually support schools, to make the difference, to be the best that they can? The best schools know that they have to connect with the community. The best schools know they have to be the solution for the community, rather than the problem. I talked to the DCSF in London, where I’ve been doing some work on parents.  The officials there ask me, ‘What are we going to do with these hard to reach parents, Alma?’; and I say, ‘Well, you know, sometimes these hard to reach parents actually think the school is hard to reach.’ If you happen to be a parent who’s had a pretty bad experience of education, you’re not going to be rushing back into school, are you?  You’re going to transmit that negative impression of schooling to your children. So, we have to find a way of building bridges both ways.
This data reiterates that schools make a difference and sometimes they can make a considerable difference to the life chances of young people. What works in terms of school improvement? I’ll just tell you the most important things you can do to improve your school. The first thing is to have effective leadership widely distributed. The second is to focus on teaching and learning, which seems an odd thing to say; but, frankly, so many of our initiatives have been a distraction from the classroom, where the difference is made. Let’s focus on teaching and learning again. I can predict that, when we get a new government, education will suddenly be the playground for politicians again. There’ll be ludicrous things that we’ll be asked to do. I’m saying to schools, just resist them. Just focus on the things that matter most. Just focus on teaching and learning because that’s where the difference will be made - in classrooms. 

The work I’m doing with the Welsh Assembly Government and with the local authorities around Wales (and hopefully some of you will be involved in this) is around Professional Learning Communities; recognising that we have the power, within our own schools, within, between and across schools, to change the educational system in Wales. It is we who have the power, not the politicians. The School Effectiveness Framework document is good but it’s only a document.  How do you translate it into practice?  Professional learning communities are one way of translating that into practice, by getting teachers to work together. 
I just want to say a few things about the PLC work I’m doing with a lot of people, a big team, but also with my colleague, Michelle Jones. We are beginning to formulate professional learning communities within schools, across schools and between schools, and there are just a couple of things to highlight. We’re doing it build the capacity within schools and local authorities to implement the School Effectiveness Framework. It’s clear that Estyn will be inspecting professional learning communities and there’s a job of work to be done there. You can’t just say the school has one.  It’s very much a case of the quality of what’s going on. It’s very much about school and local authority involvement.  It is a misunderstanding and misrepresentation that it’s only about schools. It is about working within school, between schools and across schools, with the local authority playing an absolutely pivotal role. It’s about the interdependent learning that I’ve talked about, that collaboration and an absolute focus on learner outcomes. 
So much professional development focuses on teaching rather than learning.  The non-negotiable about PLCs is that the work has to focus on learner outcomes. There are two key principles. One is very much wedded to RAISE and that’s the notion of enquiry and action research; but there is also this very powerful idea of collaboration: teachers working together, enquiring together, generating new knowledge together. It is clear that interdependent learning is very much a common-denominator characteristic of high performing schools and systems around the world – whether it’s business, whether it’s sport, health, education – interdependent practice seems to be the gold standard characteristic of highly effective organisations. 
It is clear to in the English context that multi-agency working is a desirable thing but we haven’t quite achieved it because of some of the professional boundaries that get in the way. I keep asking the question: what difference does it make to young people? What difference does it make to their learning? What difference does it make in the classroom? We’re seeing, for the first time, evidence to suggest that multi-agency working is making a difference to young people. And some of the comments that we’ve had from young people around the country about the impact of that multi-agency working have been quite sobering and poignant. Of the following characteristics of effective multi-agency working, the second one is absolutely key: that you focus on the family rather than on the individuals. 
Moving to parents, the argument is that, in the current environment, the need to engage parents is even greater than ever. Remember the 80:20 rule? You bring the parents in to the classroom; you bring the parents in to actually understand the learning; then, you’re actually bringing a very powerful force. It’s clear from the evidence base that, if you are engaging parents, you’re doing something more that getting them involved in the school. You’re getting them engaged in learning. This is one thing to bear in mind: involving parents is necessary but not sufficient.  You have to engage them in learning, if it’s going to make a difference to student achievement. 
The two most powerful levers that we have, therefore, are parents and teachers. I’ve talked about the importance of teacher quality and we know the contribution that parents can make. Do parents really know they matter and how they matter and how significantly they can affect the life chances of young people? Are we really building a two way relationship? A lot of the communication to parents is of the negative kind. It is one-way communication from the school. If you look at the literacy levels of the young people in many schools, you’ll realise that many of their parents can’t read the letters that are sent home: the communication in a way is becoming a barrier and so we have to think differently about how we communicate with parents. For some parents just simply getting to the school gate is a problem. We need differentiated strategies. We need to recognise that we have to engage some parents in certain ways and other parents in other ways. We may find, in our most difficult school contexts, there are already parents working in the school. Why can’t we use those parents to engage the others? Use the resources that we have? These are some of the things that have been found to work in terms of engaging parental support: 

In the evaluation of RAISE, it was absolutely clear that the community was critically important and that a school’s community focus was particularly important, when you’re talking about young people in the most difficult circumstances.  So, I want to end by talking about community focus. I’m really proud to see the alignment between all of the key policies in Wales: the School Effectiveness Framework, the Common Inspection Framework, the CPD review and RAISE all point in the same direction of travel. So, how do we develop community focus? Well, you’ve got to place the family very clearly at the centre, articulate very clear pathways for parents to engage and have family support programmes because we’re naïve, if we think that certain families don’t struggle with a whole raft of issues. Schools can contribute to this focus by building on existing provision and helping agencies to join up a bit more at the point of need.  
Finally, building community is about seeing the community as the unit of change. Through our Professional Learning Community work, not only will we raise standards of achievement and attainment in Wales, not only will we build the capacity to transform an entire system, but we should through the collaboration also secure better community relationships and collective gains. Undoubtedly, we need more connection, we need more alignment, and we need more capacity, without shadow of a doubt. I think we have to be braver, because what happens is we continually add things without abandoning them, and I think we should have strategic abandonment. We should abandon things not because they’re not working but because they’re no longer fit for purpose. 
There’s a great American educator called Ron Edmunds, and in 1979 he said,”Wherever and whenever we choose, we can improve the life chances of young people.” I believe that fundamentally. We have it within our grasp; we have it within our scope to do that. How we do it is more difficult but we can do it.  We have to believe we can do it. There’s a great moment in The Audacity of Hope where Obama is talking to an African-Caribbean girl in a school and he says to her, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” She says, “I’d like to be a hairdresser”, In response, he says, “That’s fantastic.” No it isn’t,” she replied,” I’d hoped for so much more.” That’s the point here. We deal in hope. This is what we do as educators. People’s life chances, people’s opportunities: we give them hope that it can be better, it can be different. I like the Seamus Heaney poem which is about hoping for a great sea change. I think that, in Wales, we’ve got a real opportunity for a massive sea change, where we will transform the education system and the aspirations of young people. I think we can close the gap here and raise the bar. I’m absolutely convinced of that. We need to be optimistic. 
I just want to end by saying thank you for listening and by reiterating this moral purpose: that we can make a difference, we do make a difference, we are making a difference - but we can make more of a difference if we work together.
