A SABBATICAL SCHEME FOR EXPERIENCED TEACHERS IN CHALLENGING SCHOOLS

Develop the use of ICT systems - laptop computers/school network - to improve teachers’ effectiveness and reduce their bureaucratic workload.

Name of Teacher
STEVE HUGHES
Name of school
CASTLEWAY PRIMARY SCHOOL
INTRODUCTION

Part of the inspiration for this sabbatical project came from a conversation, in the early ‘90s, with an ICT Advisory Teacher in the coffee lounge at the Wirral Professional Development Centre. During our discussion I claimed that most teachers (at that time) would never become comfortable with the teaching of ICT and its use as a teaching/administrative tool unless they were using a computer was a natural part of their daily life, both at school and at home. I acknowledged that when the generation of children who had been taught using ICT at school and at (teacher training) college entered the professional workplace this should not be such an issue but this still left a very sizable portion of the teaching profession uncomfortable with this strange, new technology.

At the dawn of the 21st Century I still felt that the statement I’d made above was true. Although there had been a phenomenal growth in the number of domestic PCs, generally speaking they are typically bought for the younger members of the family who tend to dominate the use of the machines at the expense of busy professionals. I still felt that for a lot of teachers, particularly the majority of my teaching colleagues, computers were something that had to be used with the pupils but had no relevance to their own personal and professional lives.

Although the government instigated NOF training for teachers to address some of the issues I’ve highlighted, my own school’s experience of it during the early part of 2001 was so counter-productive as to actually increase teachers’ reluctance at using the technology.

Another inspiration for this sabbatical was my personal belief that computers could actually save time and decrease the amount of complex paperwork and analysis that goes on in the teaching profession. I have been using computers actively since 1985 and I have come to rely upon them in my everyday professional and personal life. I felt that in the area of planning, at least, the use of a computer could free up time substantially.

THE CONTEXT FOR THE SABBATICAL

All of the above issues were central to my thoughts prior to the beginning of the 2001-2002 academic year, as both headteacher and ICT Co-ordinator. It was an unallocated school budget credit from the 2000-2001 financial year that enabled the governing body to approve an ambitious plan to provide each teaching member of staff – eight teachers at that time – with a laptop computer for their personal use. This proved to be the main focus of my sabbatical project.

Benefit 1: Increase teaching staff’s confidence and competence in teaching and using ICT.

LAPTOP COMPUTERS FOR TEACHERS AND ASSOCIATED TRAINING

Although this training event occurred at the end of October 2001, prior to the official start of the ‘sabbatical year’, it proved a useful start for the project and, indeed, helped define why the project itself was so necessary.

A whole day was identified for the distribution of the purchased laptop computers and the associated training. The programme for this day was devised by me and formed part of a two-day residential conference for the staff. I had decided to base part of the programme upon some of the useful procedures that I had devised for dealing with PCs after I had made several mistakes over the years.

The first session dealt with switching on the computer after putting the electrical leads, printer leads and mouse in the right place. Switching on and closing down correctly were covered immediately. All of this was repeated until I felt happy that everyone was comfortable with this process – it was definitely not time wasted.

I then pointed out the appropriate software that I had installed on each laptop, which was mainly Microsoft Office and ‘RM Windowbox’ software. We covered accessing these programs and switching between applications, including minimising and maximising.

One very important aspect that I was determined to emphasise was the creation of appropriate folders. I used the analogy of the filing cabinet, i.e. everything should be neatly filed away. I had personally made the mistake, when I first started using PCs, of saving every file into one area (i.e. folder) – ‘My Documents’ – until this was a sprawling mass of documents! I didn’t want staff to start off making this error.

I taught them the use of the CD-Rom tray and then left them plenty of time to play. During their free time using the computers, teachers began to discuss how they could use them to aid planning. This led to my deputy head, who had brought along our planning grids on disc, transferring them to everyone’s laptops.

As part of the same training event I covered insertion of photographs into documents using a digital camera and also arranged for a demonstration of the use of an interactive whiteboard. Truthfully, these last two points were just a bit too much and could usefully have been left until a later date.

Benefit 2: Improve school’s curriculum planning mechanisms

PLANNING MECHANISMS

The above residential conference occurred immediately prior to the October half-term holiday. My recommendations to staff over the break and subsequent half-term prior to Christmas were to ‘get to know your machine’ – I steered clear from exhorting them to ‘learn to love your laptop’!

I was very pleasantly surprised to discover that upon returning from the holiday, three out of the eight members of staff had already transferred their short-term planning onto their laptops and now had these switched on at their desk (or other appropriate surface within the classroom) instead of having an open file. 

Whilst this was an extremely exciting development and one that I had originally envisaged would take months to achieve, I realised that I had not identified specific funding within the school budget to push ahead with developments in this area. I also felt that I needed to focus in a lot more on what I hoped to achieve during that school year and beyond. 

The development of the sabbatical ‘bid’ dovetailed neatly into the above situation and helped provide a clearer focus, and funds, for this ICT ‘journey’.

PLANNING

The sabbatical funds enabled me to arrange release for me and/or associated members of staff for specific tasks throughout the year.

One of the initial tasks that needed pursuing was to ensure that staff had all the material available on their laptops that would normally be available within books and ring binders from both local and government agencies. Although this produced the modest ambition of transferring such materials to everyone’s computer it actually proved to be more problematical than this.

These are what initially seemed to be useful upon the laptops from Year 1 to Year 6:

1. School planning grids.

2. Appropriate QCA Schemes of Work

3. Specific Wirral LEA Planning e.g. Science Short-term

4. National Literacy Strategy (NLS) framework

5. National Numeracy Strategy (NNS) framework

6. School developed material, i.e. Literacy

However, there were some problems associated with the acquisition/transfer of some of the above. These were:

1. Use of the planning grids on some computers had led to some personal adaptations taking place. This meant that consistency could have been affected across the school and this had to be addressed via a staff meeting.

2. The QCA Schemes were all available online on the appropriate website. It may seem that this would have been a good point to introduce connecting laptops to the internet and then training staff in the downloading of files. However, the majority of staff would have found this a step too soon so I set out to do this personally. Unfortunately, although I downloaded the files onto floppy disc, the schemes were in zipped files and I, therefore, had to transfer them to the nine laptops (eight plus mine) personally. After I had managed this task for everyone I realised that the transfer of all such information was going to be a bigger task than I had originally envisaged. I wished that someone else had done the task and had put all such material on a CD-Rom.

3. The specific Wirral LEA planning was available on its website, the Wirral Learning Grid. Although everything was available in WORD format, only certain items were relevant to certain teachers and I had a lot of individual tailoring to do.

4. NLS: Despite extensive searches and enquiries I was unable to obtain this strategy in WORD format. It was only available as a pdf file. I had to re-edit these for each year group, save as a WORD file and then place on the appropriate laptop.

THE FOUNDATION STAGE

Appropriate planning for the Foundation Stage was available on disc and this was transferred to the Reception teacher’s computer.

Benefit 4: Improve annual reports to parents upon pupil progress

REPORTING TO PARENTS: BACKGROUND

The school’s Ofsted inspection in March 2000 contained the following comment: “The content of written reports to parents does not always contain sufficient detail about their children’s strengths and weaknesses, and information technology is not always clearly mentioned.”
As part of the Action Plan formulated to deal with this, certain actions were decided upon by the governing body and those ones relevant to this project were:

Ref. No. 1: Improve layout of report introducing specific ICT section.

Ref. No. 2: Introduce means for staff to word-process reports (if staff have personal ICT skills necessary).

Ref. No. 4: Produce subject specific/year group ‘statement banks’ by means of:

· Key Stage meetings

· Advisory teacher input

Ref. No. 5: All staff to use ICT facilities for reporting to parents

Ref. No. 8: Headteacher monitors content of all annual reports

I redesigned, using WORD, the A4 format which would now be used for reporting to parents. For June 2000, I offered to staff the opportunity to use the template to produce word processed reports for parents. Half the staff indicated that they would like to pursue this option so I transferred the template to disc and passed a copy to the members of staff concerned. Most of these made use of domestic machines, usually with the technical assistance of an on-site teenager or spouse!

This particular pilot proved very popular with the staff concerned and the finished product was just as personal as the handwritten versions but was produced quicker and looked far better. The ‘scribes’ on the staff were convinced and, in line with the intentions of our Ofsted Action Plan, all teachers were to produce their reports using WORD for June 2001. Although I had experienced some slight technical difficulties in the previous year I was convinced that we could ride through these.

The reporting process at the end of that particular year proved to be both a personal and technical nightmare! Staff used a mixture of school and home machines. Some staff using the school network had to arrive at 7.00 a.m. to complete reports. This produced formatting problems transferring the files from ‘RM TALKING FIRST WORD’ to WORD. Some staff who used home computers ended up passing reports to me that needed extensive re-formatting. The school logo seemed to wander aimlessly throughout the headers and footers!

I spent more time re-editing the reports than reading them. The finished reports were popular with parents but we needed to find a better IT means of producing them. Hence, its major focus within the sabbatical project.

I identified with staff the features we needed for our new reporting software:

· Extensive year specific statement banks that could be edited.

· The ability to produce own statements for reports.

· The ability to import statements produced for previous word processed reports.

· No worries about changing fonts, splitting text boxes, i.e. all the problems of the previous year.

· Flexibility

I consulted with Wirral LEA’s Assessment Advisory Teacher during May 2002 and she suggested certain programs in use throughout Wirral.  I borrowed a demo copy of ‘Report~Assist’ and ran through it during a staff meeting. Staff were very impressed with it and we purchased it to use for our reports to parents in June 2002. All staff produced the children’s reports entirely on their laptops. When finished they exported them to floppy and I read through them and re-edited if necessary. The use of statement banks meant that there were virtually no spellings to be altered. Staff encountered no technical difficulties and the reports looked good and were appreciated by parents.

It was the least stressful report-writing period I had experienced in ten years as head of the school. My Year 6 teacher commented when passing the disc to me,

“I’ve actually enjoyed writing the children’s reports for the first time in years!”

I must stress here that I believe that ‘Report~Assist’ is an excellent example of the type of software that staff can use for writing reports but there are others available. I believe our use of this type of software is a very good example of my particular aim of improving teachers’ effectiveness and reducing their bureaucratic workload.

Incidentally, I have also presented ‘Report~Assist’ at staff meetings at two other primary schools, who have since gone on to purchase it.

Benefit 1: Increase teaching staff’s confidence and competence in teaching and using ICT.

EMAIL TRAINING.

I identified a specific twilight training session in the Autumn term 2002 to train staff on the use of the particular email package that the school (staff and children) use. 

The majority of staff do not make regular use of the internet/email and so are not used to connecting a computer to a phone line and dialling-up an ISP. The first part of my session demonstrated how they should do this with their laptop computer. Although each teacher had a suitable cable ion their laptop case I supplied them with a double socket so that they did not need to disconnect their phone at home.

After demonstrating how to dial-up I then showed them how to use Internet Explorer to access the RM Easymail Plus site. I ran through the following procedures with them:

· Logging in and out.

· Creating an email.

· Sending an email.

· Reading an email.

· Reading an attachment to an email.

· Adding an attachment to an email.

· Using the address book.

To enable this session to be more productive I had spent time ensuring that all staff had emails waiting for them in their new inboxes, some with files attached to them. Each teacher also had the email addresses of all their colleagues in their address book – all except for mine, which was used as an example of how to add a contact.

I explained what the various menu icons represented. I also supplied them with Teachers’ Notes covering all of the above plus more.

I felt that, although I prepared well using sabbatical time for the session, I covered too much during it. However, the main problem that has occurred since that session is that I have not ensured that there is a purpose for staff to use their email so with the majority of teachers the necessary skills have not been consolidated. This will be an issue to be picked up in 2003.

Benefit 3: Improve school’s assessment systems

GOAL

Essentially, GOAL (Global Online Assessment of Learning) is a means by which teachers can have a computerised test on most areas of the curriculum prepared (Y1 to Y6) for their class. The children then sit this test individually on computer. When all the children have sat the test the teacher electronically sends it to GOAL where it is marked and returned to the school within a day. As well as receiving the raw test data (as an Excel file) the teacher also receives an analysis of the whole class’s performance as well as an individual analysis for each pupil.

The school first explored GOAL as a possible assessment mechanism during the 2001-2002 school year, hence its inclusion in the sabbatical outline. However, it seemed that GOAL would not function properly without having a dedicated server to store the tests and associated test data.  This is where sabbatical funds were targeted to purchase “Goal In A Box”  - as the dedicated server is now known. However, the connection of this server and its subsequent training came right at the end of the sabbatical year.

The staff were very enthusiastic about the half-day training in our computer room despite hitting some technical difficulties. One teacher has immediately started piloting GOAL with his Year 6 class intending to use the analysis to target his Booster work. Castleway is currently the only primary school on Wirral making use of this system and, therefore, 2003 will be a very developmental year.

It is not envisaged that GOAL testing will replace QCA voluntary SATs but for my school it is possible that it might be a replacement for the annual PIPS (Performance Indicators in Primary Schools) tests in Years 1, 2, and 4.

The intended purpose(s) for using these tests are to:

· save teacher time

· assist with target setting

· provide better assessment data

Benefit 2: Improve school’s curriculum planning mechanisms

Benefit 3: Improve school’s assessment systems

CURRICULUM COMPLETE

This was a late addition to the sabbatical project and sabbatical funds enabled me to see a demonstration of this software with two of my teaching staff. What intrigued us about this particular program was that it had all the NLS, NNS, QCA scheme objectives already within the database. Staff enter their children’s names prior to planning as a class and/or group. Children can then be assessed against key objectives and the software can keep track of these assessments for each child. 

The school used sabbatical funds to purchase the software but again school-based training took place at the end of the sabbatical year. The Spring term 2003 is being used by staff to try out the software to decide whether it is a better planning mechanism than our own home-based system. This will lead to decisions during the Summer term 2003 as to the final version(s) of our computer planning system.

Benefit 1: Increase teaching staff’s confidence and competence in teaching and using ICT.

Benefit 5: Enhance curriculum resources

PRINTERS
Some decisions seem obvious in hindsight but are not so obvious beforehand. At the start of the sabbatical project I made sure that all staff had access to a dedicated colour printer within the Computer Rom to print out from their laptop for use in school. This was not just for planning sheets but also for curriculum resources produced by staff or obtained from CD-ROMs or other sources.

However, some mornings there was a queue for the printer or it had run out of ink and I then had to load alternative drivers on staff laptops to use with other printers, and so on. It occurred to me that an excellent use of sabbatical money was for every teacher to have a colour printer at home. This was not difficult to fund but has been an absolute boon for staff use. It should be noted, however, that colour printers are very cheap but the ongoing (expensive) cartridge costs will have to be met by school budget. 

Benefit 5: Enhance curriculum resources

RM EASITEACH
This particular piece of software was not purchased using sabbatical money – in fact it was Tesco vouchers! However, my Maths co-ordinator was given sabbatical release time to assess:

the relevance of the software to teaching Maths at Castleway.

its ease of use, bearing in mind it would initially be used with a mobile LCD projector but not an interactive whiteboard (yet).

However, this analysis was delayed due to technical problems (see below) so it is hoped that she will present her findings at a staff meeting in the Spring term 2003.

I envisage that use of this type of software will enable staff to employ their laptops as teaching tools within the classroom environment using facilities that we already possess.

TECHNICAL (AND OTHER) PROBLEMS

The majority of technical problems, during the sabbatical year, have revolved around problems with the laptop computers. Some have been rectified on site by the ICT Co-ordinator whilst others have been successfully referred to Wirral LEA’s Technical Support service. However, some laptop problems are intermittent and recurring and have led to frustration from some members of staff. This seems to be the way with the technological age but it doesn’t make it any easier to bear.

CONCLUSION

1) Increase teaching staff’s confidence and competence in teaching and using ICT.

During the course of this sabbatical project, the teachers’ laptop computers have become a part of their daily life. Upon questioning the teachers they all agreed that using a laptop computer has improved their confidence and competence when:

a) using computers with children in the classroom.

b) using computers in their professional life

c) using computers in their personal life.

2) Improve school’s curriculum planning mechanisms

Although still investigating the best planning system for use throughout the school, no member of staff is inclined at all to move back to paper-based systems.

3) Improve school’s assessment systems

Although GOAL is still in its infancy, it has been enthusiastically received by staff and we are looking forward to exploring its use within Castleway and passing on those findings to the relevant LEA officers.

4) Improve annual reports to parents upon pupil progress

REPORT~ASSIST was so successful as a reporting mechanism that staff are quite happy and confident to use the (updated) version in 2003 and beyond.

5) Enhance curriculum resources

Spring term 2003 will see the introduction of RM Easiteach into the Maths curriculum at Castleway. Part of that process will involve staff producing (or downloading) ‘easibooks’ for particular Maths lessons. 

6) Enhance CPD resources

This was an area that there was no time to venture into.

THE FUTURE

· Purchase interactive whiteboard(s) as staff skills should be at a level to effectively make use of them.

· Give a real purpose for staff to communicate by Email e.g. school diary, letters, policies, etc.

· Examine easy and secure backup facilities.
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