[image: image1.jpg]


swamwac Programme of RAISE Learning Visits
Summer term 2008

Evaluation of Outcomes
1. Background:  The rationale for learning visits

In April 2008 a decision was made by the Swamwac RAISE Operational Group to establish a series of learning visits to schools demonstrating good practice in thematic areas of RAISE activity.  These learning visits were designed to involve small groups of staff (notionally, 6 teachers per group) visiting another school for one day. It was planned initially to host 7 learning visits as a pilot, and to evaluate the outcomes to inform further decisions about their use as a mechanism to share good practice. The learning visits were co-ordinated by the regional RAISE team in partnership with LEAs. 

The aim of the Learning Visits was to exchange best practice between staff who work in schools.  Best practice in education could be considered to be an idea that there is a method or process that is more effective at delivering a particular outcome than any other method or process.  Best practice can also be defined as the most efficient and effective way of accomplishing a task.

The Learning Visits provided teachers the opportunities to share professional practice among themselves, rather than being participants of professional learning programmes discussing issues at a greater distance.  During the pilot, this activity was confined to participants from RAISE schools; in the future it is anticipated that teachers from other schools should also be involved as part of a broader dissemination strategy. 

The specific objectives of the learning visits were to: 

· Enable headteachers and teachers to visit other schools, observe good practice in action, discuss emerging issues, and deepen their awareness of how to implement similar provision in their own school setting.

· Test out the effectiveness of learning visits as a methodology to promote professional learning and build the capacity of schools to achieve the aims of the RAISE programme.

· Prepare materials arising from the learning visits for electronic dissemination regionally/nationally.

· Provide schools with access to learning visits across the whole region, not limited to their own LEA.

Information about the proposed learning visits was circulated to all RAISE schools across the region.  Two visits did not receive sufficient interest from potential participants to go ahead.  These were focused on 

· Developing Creative thinking through Drama and Role Play: Social Inclusion Project
· Literacy – Implementation of the Catch-up programme

The five learning visits that did go ahead in the Summer Term focused on the following areas of practice: 
· Developing a Nurture Class 

· Nurture/Literacy Group 

· Philosophy for Children (thinking skills)

· Improving Literacy and Emotional well being 

· Nurture Provision
2. Financial arrangements

Schools were paid for hosting a learning visit: Consultancy fee £350 + one day teacher supply (£173) = £523.  Payments were also made to participants: One day teacher supply £173 X 6 + travel costs = £1278.  Visits focused on the 3 thematic areas identified by the People and Work Unit, and involved broader collaboration between schools in some cases. The visits were scheduled to take place in June/early July.
3. Operational arrangements

The process for managing the series of learning visits was as follows:
· LEAs nominate appropriate schools to host learning visits (2/3 max per LEA – phase, range of settings) 

· Consortium staff prepare written proposal for host schools 

· Distribute written proposal to potential host schools and identify dates for learning visits 

· Consortium staff contact host schools and canvass interest, finalise arrangements

· Letter to all RAISE schools about learning visits, financial arrangements + booking form 

· Visit to each host school to plan the day 

· Deadline for return of booking form

· Allocation of places – participants to learning visits

· Distribution of letters to successful/unsuccessful participants Liaison with LEA Co-ordinators

· Monitor conduct of learning visits – participant observation + completion of thematic case studies 

· Participant evaluation – feedback form completed on day

· End of day review with host schools

· Impact evaluation distributed to schools

4. Summary of outcomes from the evaluation of learning visits
The advantages of Learning Visits are numerous, and our pilot indicated the following:
· They make professional development a more personalised experience, engaging visitors in direct observation and providing opportunities to raise issues of concern to them;
· Selection of learning visits means that intelligence-gathering can be directly linked to school priorities;
· The visits aim to widen the experience of staff and to give them the chance to see different ways of working beyond their own school or Local Authority;
· The learning visits build and strengthen relationships with other schools, which in some cases may lead to further collaborative working;
· They include staff at all levels in the professional debate about improving the school;
· The briefing sessions and plenary encourage staff to develop a whole school perspective on leading and managing change;
· The learning visits potentially allow the opportunity for individuals to have “ownership” over an idea because they have seen it in operation elsewhere;
· In many cases, classroom teachers and support staff attended the learning visits, distributing leadership for school improvement;
· Learning visits can create a shared passion about children’s learning and wellbeing that visitors take away with them to their own schools.
5.  Recommendations

We would wish to continue the programme of Learning Visits into the academic year 2007-8.  In setting up the programme of visits, it should be aligned with the need to prepare for the year 4 bidding round, based upon collaborative projects proposed by groups of schools with the support of the Local Authorities.  Specifically, we propose to:

· Focus specifically on key themes identified in the People and Work Unit evaluation and Estyn inspection report;

· Invite all schools to consider whether they would wish to host a learning visit, and then work with LA colleagues to identify the pattern of schools;

· Increase the number of welsh-medium schools hosting learning visits;

· Identify schools to the North and West of the region to improve access to Learning Visits for colleagues in Powys, North Carmarthenshire and Ceredigion;

· Include secondary schools in the round of visits;
· Consider how best to involve Special Schools in the process of hosting visits;
· Post reports of the Learning Visits on the swamwac and RAISE websites;

· Involve non-RAISE schools in the process, to support broader dissemination of good practice;
· Consider in some cases whether it would be appropriate for the staff in schools hosting learning visits might also provide further peer consultancy support to other schools.
Sue Davies
David Brunton

swamwac RAISE regional co-ordinators

September 2008
6. Overall Results

All participants in the learning visits were asked to complete an evaluation questionnaire, responding to ten statements on a four-point scale.  The following table shows the aggregated results and includes selected comments from participants.
	1. I received clear information about the practical aspects of the learning visit prior to the event (timings, location, procedure, etc).



	Strongly Agree

 70%

	Agree

 26%
	Disagree

4%
	Strongly Disagree

0%

	Comment

Overall, feedback on the administration of visits and practical information was positive.  However, the learning visits were set up at fairly short notice in order to complete the first series prior to the final weeks of the Summer Term. In two cases, teachers had to make follow-up telephone calls to clarify details.  Comments included: 
· ‘Notification and time frame were short – please repeat for future terms with a little more advance notice’.
·  ‘There was comprehensive information about visit’.
·  ‘Information was very clear and concise’.


	2. I was able to attend a learning visit of direct relevance to my own school’s development plans.


	Strongly Agree

 74%
	Agree

 22%
	Disagree

0%
	Strongly Disagree

0%

	4% Not applicable

Comment

Only 5 learning visits were held during the summer term, limiting the scope of areas of activity covered. However, where there was a link between the focus of the learning visit and existing school development plans, participants found the visits to be professionally very pertinent.

· ‘We intended starting a nurture group in September. As an NNEB I will be responsible for group. This visit was invaluable.’
· ‘Outstanding examples of pupils encouraged to be independent in their teaching and learning and thinking skills – teachers as facilitators excellent’.
·  ‘Interesting, informative and inspirational!’


	3. Practical arrangements for the day were efficiently managed.


	Strongly Agree

96 %
	Agree

 4%
	Disagree

0%
	Strongly Disagree

0%

	Comment
The schools hosting the visits were responsible for organising practical arrangements (including catering) and planning the day.  Their efforts were highly praised by participants.

· ‘An excellent day well organised.’
· ‘A lovely welcome, I really enjoyed the experience.’
· ‘Day went like clockwork and was managed efficiently.’
· ‘The practical arrangements were efficiently managed as they allowed us to have a brief tour of the school before observing the Nurture Group.’



	4. The initial briefing at the start of the learning visit gave me a good overview of the work the school is doing through RAISE funding.


	Strongly Agree

 96%
	Agree

4%
	Disagree

0%
	Strongly Disagree

0%

	Comment
In each case, staff from the school provided an introduction to the day, setting out the context, rationale and detail of the work undertaken. Comments included:
· ‘Clear and concise overview giving a good understanding of school setting.’ 
· ‘Headteacher was inspirational and was able to give a comprehensive account of the work of the school.’
· ‘We were given a very good overview of the work the school is doing through RAISE funding prior observation. We were also given the opportunity to discuss any questions with the head teacher after the observation.’ 


	5. During the course of the learning visit, I had the opportunity to see the work the school is doing through RAISE funding.


	Strongly Agree

 100%
	Agree

0%
	Disagree

0%
	Strongly Disagree

0%

	Comment
Participants valued the opportunity to observe practice first-hand, and also to discuss key issues with the staff involved.

· ‘Great to see staff dedicated to the vision and values rooted in the school –all staff.’
· The staff are obviously dedicated to the strategies in place.’
· ‘Really appreciate having the opportunity to see Y5/6 philosophy lesson – excellent!

· Superb activities shown.’
· ‘Allocated time to visit areas, staff very welcoming and eager to share good practice.’
· Time was allocated for us to visit classrooms and talk to staff.  Opportunity to talk to staff at lunchtime
· An interesting and informative visit!  All involved were enthusiastic and were prepared to discuss their project openly.  


	6. During the course of the learning visit, I had the opportunity to talk to staff and pupils about the work the school is doing.


	Strongly Agree

 100%
	Agree

 0%
	Disagree

0%
	Strongly Disagree

0%

	Comment
Participants also appreciated the opportunity to engage pupils and staff in discussion during the course of the day.
· ‘All staff involved were prepared to share idea’s and discuss possible problems I could be finding.’
· ‘Valued the time devoted to discussing with both management and staff – tour of the whole school was beneficial.’
· ‘Children were friendly and staff happy to show their classrooms at work.’
· ‘Opportunity was given throughout day to talk to staff and children.’
· ‘All members of staff were more than prepared to answer any questions that we had.’


	7. During the plenary session, I had the chance to think about and discuss how my school might develop its own provision in this area.


	Strongly Agree

 83%
	Agree

 17%
	Disagree

0%
	Strongly Disagree

0%

	Comment
Each learning visit concluded with a plenary session, to enable discussion to take place about how other schools could make similar innovations, adapted to their own needs.
· ‘Opportunities throughout the day to evaluate, discuss, challenge and learn.’
· ‘The head and deputy were available to discuss issues.  They have been fantastic hosts.’
· ‘Most questions were answered throughout the day. In the end I was awe-struck.’
· ‘The plenary session enabled us to question the Headteacher and discuss amongst ourselves how we might develop provision in this area’
· ‘Provided with fantastic materials including – observation sheets and an evaluation of the RAISE which was most helpful.’


	8. I have a clear view of how I would wish to draw upon the work the school is doing in further developing provision at my own school.


	Strongly Agree

 96%
	Agree

 4%
	Disagree

0%
	Strongly Disagree

0%

	Comment
Feedback suggested that participants identified different kinds of benefit from the visits, depending on their role in school and the current stage of their school in terms of implementing innovations related to the learning visit.  Headteachers sometimes sought to clarify their thinking about the strategic direction of their own schools, whereas other members of staff, including learning support, were more concerned with learning, teaching and welfare strategies.  Comments included:
· ‘I feel quite excited at the prospect of starting the nurture group after this visit’.
 ‘Good to see example of outstanding practice.’
· ‘I would love for my staff to see what I have seen today.’
· ‘Definitely an area we will now look at developing.’
· ‘I am very enthusiastic about the visit and can’t wait to share ideas with the rest of my colleagues.’
· ‘We came away with some lovely and practical ideas about how we might further develop the provision at our school.’
· ‘We intend starting a nurture group so this visit was extremely valuable.’
· ‘Although we already run a successful Nurture Group, the visit allowed me an opportunity to discuss the sustainability issue (with regard to finance) with a colleague Head.’


	9. I found the learning visit valuable in terms of my own professional learning.


	Strongly Agree

 96%
	Agree

 4%
	Disagree

0%
	Strongly Disagree

0%

	Comment
· There are many things I can do to improve the environment of the building at my school.
· ‘An excellent day – clearly a visionary leadership team (will make me think carefully about our own school)’
· ‘Inspired beyond belief.’
· ‘Very helpful to talk over ideas, looking with fresh eyes and ears.’
· ‘As a new teacher it is always a welcome opportunity to see what other schools are doing and to pick up new ideas.’
· ‘I had read about nurture groups but seeing one ‘in action’ definitely confirmed in my mind that a similar group in my school would be beneficial to pupils.’


	10.  I believe that learning visits are an effective way of sharing good practice 
       across schools.


	Strongly Agree

 100%
	Agree

 0%
	Disagree

0%
	Strongly Disagree

0%

	Comment
Feedback from participants demonstrated a very high level of commitment to learning visits as a way about learning about good practice in other schools.  In some cases, learning visits were attended by more than one member of staff from each school; this was seen as being particularly powerful in terms of initiating change in their own schools.

· ‘I firmly believe that learning visits are the way forward for school improvement – especially across authorities.’
· ‘So much to take back, can’t wait for the next staff meeting.’
· ‘The chance to visit other schools should be obligatory for all teachers – to share ideas and expertise.’
· ‘It has been a great visit which has contributed greatly to my professional learning.’
· ‘Fantastic opportunity to be able to discuss many important issues with colleagues from different education authorities.’
· ‘ It would be fantastic if more members of staff had the opportunity to take part in learning visits’



