National CPD Team

“Reflections on Harvard”

A report on the visits made to Harvard by two groups of Scottish educators in summer 2006.

	This paper aims to:

1. provide a summary of how the visits to Harvard impacted on the learning of the participants;

2. consider how they have shared their learning with others; and

3. suggest ways that a future visit might be improved in order to maximise its value for the participant.
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Reflections on Visits to Harvard – Summer 2006

Background

In summer 2006, two groups of educational practitioners from Scotland visited the Harvard Graduate School of Education where they participated in the school’s programme in professional education. The first group, facilitated by Graham Thomson, Director of SCSSA, consisted of recently appointed headteachers. This group attended an eight day programme, “Improving Schools: The Art of Leadership”, This programme provided strategies for establishing priorities and building support while addressing  issues such as leading and managing chance, implementing curricular innovation and exploring successful models for school improvement. The second group, led by Margaret Alcorn, National CPD Co-ordinator, included a recently appointed Executive Director of Education and Children’s services, a Quality Improvement Officer and head teachers. This group participated in The Art of Leadership: Leadership for Large Scale Improvement.
Evaluation
In March 2006, the participants were asked to identify the main learning points from the experience, to describe how they had used their learning and to consider what would be helpful for future groups going to Harvard.  All participants were invited to respond to questions which addressed the above points. The responses were gathered through visits, by telephone conversations or by e-mail.  A general summary of the responses to the questions is provided below.
1. What did the participants hope to achieve by participating in this visit?

The participants indicated an enthusiasm about participating in the visit and were eager to learn about leadership and management in an international context. They welcomed the opportunity to focus on professional issues and to share and discuss them with colleagues from different backgrounds. The visit was seen as providing an opportunity to learn from best practice and about new ideas which would challenge mindsets. The participants hoped to learn from practice which might impact on their schools or organisations and were eager to share learning with others in the wider educational community. They hoped the experience would enable them to become more confident and effective leaders.
2. What benefits did the participants see in this type of opportunity for individuals and establishments/organisations?
There is a feeling that the opportunity has benefited both the individuals themselves and also their organisations. Having the opportunity to reflect on current and best educational practice at local or international level at Harvard University is clearly appreciated. The participants indicated that they benefited from cross fertilisation of ideas with others from different countries and the opportunity to challenge their own thinking. They also welcomed the intensity of the experience as they enjoyed a significant amount of time with a single and clear focus on issues of school leadership. The programmes enabled them to have the confidence discuss and try out ideas and implement change on their return. Many reported feeling refreshed and being able to refresh others as a key benefit. The experience provided an opportunity to look at issues and reflect on them from a strategic point of view. For those who had been recently appointed to posts, the summer school offered an experience which helped prepare them professionally and personally for their new roles. Responses form others indicated that they saw the visit in the context of their professional journey and that it built on previous professional development such as the Scottish Qualification for Headship.
3. Pre visit information: Was it helpful in preparation for the visit? Any recommendations for the future?

There is a general opinion that the materials which arrived from Harvard were useful but arrived at the end of the school session and too close to their departure to be of maximum benefit. Several stated that they would have taken time to research more about the presenters and their work had time been available to do so. Others felt that sufficient information was provided in the pack and over the time at Harvard. Prior knowledge about a group presentation would have been useful in order that appropriate preparation be undertaken. One pre-visit meeting was held to discuss practicalities and for introductions to be made. There is a feeling that a second one would have been useful to enable the group to know one another better and for planning group tasks and post visit activity. This second meeting would also have been useful to discuss any other concerns about the trip and also to prepare for the group tasks.
4. What opportunities have the participants had to share your learning with others in school, the wider community and with the local authority?
At national level:

· A recall day was held in September 2006 when participants had opportunity to discuss and share the experience with one another.
· The experience informed many presentations made by the National CPD Team and shaped Occasional Paper 8: “Teachers for Excellence”.
· The experience has been shared nationally by presentations through SCSSA to colleagues in several local authorities, and course participants from all over Scotland. 
· A presentation was also made by one of the participating headteachers at the SELMAS conference in September 2006. 
· Further national dissemination is planned for April 2007 when several participants will attend the National CPD conference where they will share their experiences with the CPD community.
At local authority level:

· The director who participated in the visit has shared experiences with colleagues including other Harvard participants, elected members, headteachers and quality improvement officers. 
· Some participants had had the opportunity to make presentations to colleagues, their directorate, authority leadership and Management Strategy Group, other heads within their authority, peer support groups, SQH candidates and local AHDS. However, a small number expressed disappointment that their learning had not been fully exploited by the authority. Reasons for this might include changing posts or particular situations within local authorities.
At establishment level:

· Opportunities to share the learning experiences from Harvard have been variable across the two groups. 
In general, everyone shared the experience with their staff, including non-teaching staff. 
All participants expressed an enthusiasm and a willingness to share their experiences. 
5. Have the participants been able to implement any changes in their professional practice as result of the visit? To what extent has the visit impacted on participants personally as well as professionally?
From the responses given, there is an indication that participants have been able to implement a range of changes in practice in their schools and organisations.  Changes which have taken place include better use of self-evaluation and monitoring strategies, use of coaching techniques and an acknowledgement of the importance of getting to know people’s work, enabling more informed judgements to be made. Other areas where the experience had impacted on practice were approaches to inclusion and to supporting literacy, deployment of staff to support learning, more effective use of non-teaching support and ways to improve parental involvement. In one instance, at authority level, the experience enabled the approach to improvement planning to be revised and particular issues relating to organisational and managerial change to be addressed

There is a strong acknowledgement in the group of the power of mentoring and coaching as a means of raising individual performance. On a personal level, there is a sense amongst the participants that they had experienced a very special opportunity which made them more confident and had changed the way they thought about leadership related issues. An example of this is a presentation by John Diamond on Distributive Leadership which had a huge impact on at least one participant.
6. Have any formal steps been taken to evaluate the impact of the visit?

All the participants considered it too early to undertake any formal evaluation of the visit within their establishment or organisation. There is a general feeling that a period of around three months is necessary for reflection on the experience within the context of the individual’s working environment before implementing any change. The view was also expressed that changes made as a result of the experience may take at least three years to work through the system. One headteacher indicated that she had received feedback from her staff about changes and ideas that have been discussed an implemented since the visit. This feedback suggests that teachers feel they work in a place with a positive ethos, have more ownership, feel more challenged and valued and feel more like professionals.
7. Summary of the major learning points?

The participants were asked to summarise their major learning points. From the responses there is a clear indication the Harvard experience enabled them to reflect on their practice and reinforced learning and teaching as central to what happens in school. There is a key message that what happens in the classroom is important and we need to hold high expectations for our pupils. 
There is a feeling that the concepts raised during presentations and discussions has influenced thinking towards a more solution focussed model, instead of continually defining the problems.

Responses emphasised the importance of having a highly skilled professional staff with successful teachers taking responsibility for all pupil learning. CPD strategies should take account of the fact that teachers have a very strong influence on other teachers, and it is therefore important to let them observe each other, discuss their practice and share and develop what they see and do. 

There is also an important acknowledgement that quality leaders are necessary to develop quality learning and teaching. The need to nurture our potential leaders was reinforced by the visit, as was the important role that that coaching and mentoring have to play in the professional development of all staff. 
There is feeling among the participants that Scotland has much to be proud of in its educational system and that we should encourage people from other countries to visit our schools and country and “celebrate the fruits of our labour!”
8. How does current practice in leadership in Scotland compare with what was experienced in Harvard?
Overall, participants consider Scotland to be well ahead in our practice of leadership development. In Scotland, people have the opportunity to take risks and have opportunity to apply their learning to their situations. There is a feeling that this is not always the case elsewhere due to pressure to achieve targets. Discussions during the visit suggested that other nationalities were impressed by our plans for Curriculum for Excellence and approaches and thinking related to this. There is also a view that there are some processes and procedures of which we should take note, such as the approach to ethnic diversity and the absolute commitment to ensuring all children reach their full potential. It was also noted by one participant that throughout the discussion at Harvard, any educational development was not overtaken by reference to discipline related issues.
The view was expressed by many participants that leaders in Scotland, need to take time to reflect and think about their practice, use research, identify research opportunities, values these and share them. 
There is a view among participants that currently coaching and mentoring have more significance in the United States than in Scotland, although it was acknowledged that we are developing approaches and embedding them in our practice. 
Again, it was considered that in Scotland, we have much to share both nationally and internationally.

9. What needs to be considered locally and nationally, in terms of developing leadership in “the service of student learning?

There is a view that we need to be more outward looking and consider the best developing practice on the world stage and that we should welcome any ideas which challenge current practice or dogma with a willingness to change things that aren’t working. We should also share out practice with the wider world and provide further opportunities for developing and leadership capacity. We need to nurture our potential leaders. 

We should put more focus on more truly centred pupil approaches in the classroom, develop inspirational leadership and further explore coaching and mentoring strategies which can support this. 
There is again, a view that we should give more value to research and use it to influence our practice. 
10. What would participants change about the visit?
The participants were keen to emphasise that they felt privileged to have had the opportunity to visit Harvard and that the benefits outweighed any discomforts.
In addition to requests for time to digest information prior to the trip, suggestions for improvement include building in time for reflection and discussion during the visit as they felt three hour lectures were too long. The quality of small group discussions varied and these seemed too dependant on the effectiveness of the facilitator.
Some of the group attending the conference asked that Harvard be encouraged to see it as a truly international conference, not just for Americans. 
As mentioned elsewhere in this report, a number of staff from schools considers their experiences had not been maximised by their authorities. 

11. What are the lasting memories of the trip?

The opportunity for reflection and discussions about education and learning featured highly in the recollections of the visit. Other memories included the high quality of some of the lectures, an international perspective with a sense of realisation that we have so much in common with other countries. The memories of meeting interesting people remains among the group with some individual and school international links established. One participant has a strong memory of having a sense of growth as the week progressed. 
12. There is a trip planned for July 2007? What advice should be given to participants?

Participants should be clear about what they themselves want from the visit so they can gain maximum benefit from the experience. Advice to the next cohort encourages them to be as prepared as they can be, take advantage of the views of last year’s group, use the benefits of internet opportunities to search and read some of the work of presenters. They are also advised that they should go ready to be exhausted and overwhelmed and prepared to work long hours but to hold the thought that the gains are well worth any discomfort.  
During the visit, the new cohort is advised to be open minded – not letting preconceptions stand in the way of the learning experience. They are also advised to relax and immerse them in the experience as quickly as they can and to enjoy it. The lectures are describe of mixed quality and the new group would be advised not to have too high expectations of delivery but to distil and reflect as “there is more there than you think”. Advice also encourages participants to learn in the areas where there is maximum benefit and not be confused by areas where practice in Scotland is ahead of the Americans. They might also find that most of the presentations seem to take no account of the wider world developments. Ensuring a good social dimension, outwith the group and within is seen as important.

On return from the visit, the new cohort is advised to take time to reflect, especially in the context of their own establishments and organisations.  They are encouraged to share their learning as widely as they can.  

 “You are treated well – be happy to pay back and insist that you do!” 

A final piece of advice to the new cohort is: enjoy the experience! 
Conclusion
· The participants all valued the Harvard experience and found it beneficial to their practice. It provided opportunities to reflect and a rationale to affect change. 
· More time for preparation and to meet with others would be helpful preparation. It is also seen as beneficial to meet after the event to review the experience and to share practice.

· Key messages from the experiences reinforce the importance of learning and teaching as our core business, to have uniform high expectations of all our pupils and the need to develop inspirational leaders. It is essential to use support staff effectively to free up time to focus on what happens in the classroom.
· Teachers need to share their practice and learn from one another.

· There is a view that in Scotland we need to make more use of research and use its findings to inform our practice.

· We need to develop the leadership capacity in our teachers and nurture potential leaders.
· Coaching and mentoring have an important role to play in professional development.
· Scotland is well ahead in a number of areas and we need to share this internationally while continually looking to the world stage to challenge and improve our practice. Although most of the other participants were American, the international perspective was welcomed, both professionally and personally, and a number of friendships and professional relationships have emerged as result.

· Although there is criticism about the tardy arrival of documentation from Harvard, some accommodation issues and a limited opportunity to meet before and after the event, the two visits were still viewed as powerful learning experiences which have impacted on the participants and their professional contexts.

· The facilitator’s role is key in promoting discussion in small group situations.

· While several of those who took part had opportunity to share their experiences at local and national level, there is, however, a sense of disappointment among others from schools in particular, that their experiences have not been used to best advantage by their authorities. A suggestion might be that authorities are briefed on how best to tap into the experiences of the participants. 
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