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School Decline: Predictors, Process and Intervention

Abstract

The ramifications of school decline are profoundly serious for the students, staff and
community of a school. School decline is the steady downwards spiral that some schools
experience when a complex set of influences interact with negative and unresolved
outcomes. This study explored the largely unresearched area of school decline and
developed a set of potential predictors of decline that could assist in understanding,
preventing or dealing effectively with school decline in the future. Grounded theory,
selected as a methodology appropriate for exploratory research, was used to guide the
process of data collection and theory development. Three schools, labeled by agencies and
the media as being in serious decline or “failing”, were selected for the study. Adults who
were in significant roles in the schools during the decline periods were interviewed about
their experiences. As part of the data analysis and interpretation a set of propositions was
drafted and was sent to these interviewees and to fourteen educational advisors who work
with schools at risk and in decline. The advisors’ feedback on the propositions, analysis of
school related documents, Education Review Office reports and Ministry of Education file
documents provided rich additional data. The factors associated with the lead up to school
decline, and the process of decline, are multilayered, contextual and complex. Each study
school’s experience of decline involved a unique combination and order of occurrence of
common factors and influences. Many of the issues that predispose schools towards
decline are associated with, and are exacerbated by, unethical or unprofessional attitudes or
behaviour by individuals, and unprofessional practices within the schools and between
neighbouring schools. Once decline begins it escalates and is difficult to stop. This thesis
contributes towards the development of a theory of school decline by identifying potential
predictors of school decline and by describing how decline begins and escalates. It also
identifies factors that are associated with interventions being insufficient or ineffective. The
theory of school decline provides insights for school leaders and educational agencies that

may assist in the prediction and prevention of school decline in the future.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This thesis investigates issues associated with school decline in three selected schools that
went through an extended period of decline. The thesis explores the impact of school
decline on school organisation and effectiveness, on the professional and personal lives of
some school leaders and staff, and on the school community. The research topic was
pursued in the hope that the knowledge gained will be used to help prevent such problems
in the future or, at least, provide guidelines for when and how to intervene in order to
resolve problems as early as possible. The research involved listening to the experiences of
people who were either trustees or were in leadership positions' in one of the three study
schools during their periods of decline. The study triangulates these data with the
experiences of educationalists who work with schools at risk or in trouble, with documents

and with related literature.

The three study schools are urban, co-educational, secondary schools catering for students
from year 9 to year 13°. They each serve a multicultural community but the three
communities differ in the mix of ethnicities comprising the school rolls. While decile’
ratings differ, all three schools were in the lowest half of the decile groupings and each was
the lowest decile school compared to neighbouring schools. All three schools were, for
some years after they opened, successful schools with growing rolls and well respected
reputations in their local communities and in the educational community. Early stages of
decline became evident in all three schools shortly before the beginning of Tomorrow’s
Schools® in 1989. Early decline indicators included concerns about leadership effectiveness,

poor leadership appointments, low student achievement, factions amongst the staff and in

! 'The professional leaders interviewed included people holding the positions of associate principal, deputy
principal, assistant principal and head of department or faculty.
* These are the typical secondary schooling years for a New Zealand student aged approximately 13 to 18
years.
3 New Zealand schools are given a decile status based on a set of criteria and calculated using Census
information. They are ranked from 1 to 10 and the categories broadly correlate to socio-economic status.
Decile 1 schools are the 10 per cent of schools with the highest proportion of students from low socio-
economic communities. Decile 10 schools have the lowest proportion of these students. Some school
funding (about 4%) is allocated on the basis of decile ranking in an attempt to provide equity.

Tomorrow’s Schools was the name given to a major educational policy change that took place in New
Zealand in 1989. It changed schools to self-managing organisations governed by boards comprising mostly
parents of enrolled students.
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the communities, inefficient systems, poor financial management, poor teacher
performance remaining unchallenged and unresolved controversial issues. Decline
continued and escalated in each school over approximately a decade, through the
introduction of Tomorrow’s Schools and after. During the periods of decline, each of the
schools had three principals and a number of changes to their senior leadership teams. In
all three schools student numbers dropped, over a decade, to approximately a third of what
they were during the preceding successful period. Following particular events there were
roll drops of between 5 and 10 percent in less than a year. Each school had at least one
Ministry of Education (MOE) statutory intervention as a result of concerns expressed in
Education Review Office’ (ERO) reports. The timing of decline related events and
activities varied, resulting in a pattern unique to each school. While the timing and the
specific nature of each activity varied, however, the types of issues, problems and events

were similar for all three schools.

Research Rationale

There are a number of New Zealand schools that are entering into, or are already in, a
spiral of decline’. For some schools, in the past, this downward trend continued until the
failure was extreme, public and damaging for the reputation of the school and the people in
it. Some schools in New Zealand have been closed because of their performance. In the
study schools, intervention took place at a very late stage of their decline. Nolan and
Wilson (1998), in their evaluation of MOE interventions, found that other New Zealand
schools had similar decline experiences. The international research on support and
accountability interventions makes it very clear that there are no easy solutions to school
decline and that reforming or repairing damaged schools is a long-term and complex
process (Barber, 1998; Kovacs, 1998b; Reynolds, 1998; Stark, 1998; Stoll & Myers, 1998;
Whatford, 1998). The more extensive the damage to a school’s reputation and the longer
the period of decline, the more difficult, more expensive and more time-consuming it is to
reform and rebuild the school (National Audit Office, 20006, p. 7). Most importantly, the

children in such schools are at risk of having a stressful and less than ideal education during

5 The Education Review Office is the agency that has responsibility to regularly review the compulsory
education sector in New Zealand, including all eatly childhood centers and schools. ERO is funded by the
government, is otherwise independent, and reports directly to the Minister of Education.

® The Ministry of Education (MOE) has a division which employs Schools Performance Teams to work with
schools at risk. School Support Services teams ate also working with schools having difficulty throughout the
country, on contract to the MOE. Since October 2001, 324 interventions have been initiated and as of
September, 2007, 97 were current.
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their compulsory years’. In New Zealand, Schools Support Project (SSP)® reports and ERO
reports provide evidence that some students have spent half their compulsory schooling
time in a failing school and, consequently, have missed out on the types of learning

experiences they deserve (Sinclair, 1999).

As an educational consultant, part of my research and development role has involved
working in many schools that are having difficulties. During these work experiences, I
watched and listened to students who were aware of the negative reputation of their school
and who identified themselves with that reputation of failure. They were powerless to
improve their situation and experienced “shame”, “anger”, “frustration” and “sadness’™ at
being trapped in it. Adults in declining schools have had their personal lives and careers
adversely affected. Effective intervention and support, at the earliest possible stage, would
clearly be an advantage to all parties. Even in the schools where the problems have not
become public knowledge, there have been serious and sad situations that have required
significant time and appropriate support to repair and heal. As school decline escalated, I
observed that many staff suffer loss of confidence, fulfillment and esteem as well as
possible damage to career paths. Having personally witnessed distress and damage to
children’s education, and to adults’ efficacy and careers, in declining/failing schools, I made

a commitment to become well-informed in order to do all I could to prevent school

decline from happening or to provide effective support once decline begins.

The Aim of the Thesis

The main aim of this thesis is to contribute towards a theory of school decline. There are

four objectives within this broad aim.

e The first objective is to explain why the schools I selected to study became

predisposed to experiencing problems.
e The second objective is to gain an understanding of how decline begins.

e The third objective is to analyse the early phase of decline and to identify factors

that have the potential to slow or halt decline.

7 In New Zealand, education is compulsory until children turn 16 years old.

8 The Schools Support Project, later named School Support Services (SSS), is the division of the Ministry of
Education that has responsibility to support schools that are having difficulties.

9 When I worked as a researcher in their schools, these are words that students used to describe their personal
situations.
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e The final objective is to understand why decline escalates to the stage of becoming

very difficult to stop.
An Overview of the Research Process

Three secondary schools that declined to the extent of being described as “failing”," but
which are now operating successfully, were selected as the study schools. Data were
collected from a sample of 36 school leaders and trustees, who were active in these three
schools during a period in which they were in decline. Previous principals, however, were
not interviewed''. The data collected from this sample focused on the periods of decline,

and was collected retrospectively.

The following research questions guided the interviews with study school participants.

e How aware were the adults of the extent of the school’s decline?

e What intervention options did people have (legal, political, personal)?

e What actions, if any, did they take to intervene?

e Were these actions judged successful, and why or why not?

e Why did such actions not prevent or significantly interrupt the decline?

e  Why did individuals and/or groups not take further action?

e How did they feel about being involved during the period of decline?

e Did they feel in any way responsible for the decline?

e Were outside agencies aware of the school’s problems?

e If so, what actions did they take and why were they not effective enough?

e Retrospectively, what can be learned from the experiences of the adults who were

involved, particularly those in leadership positions?

' Each of the study schools qualified as a school that had been through a serious enough decline to have
been identified in the recent past as “failing” by the MOE, ERO and the media.

" Because previous principals were viewed as one of the main factors contributing to the decline of the
schools, they were the most vulnerable or likely to be harmed by the research and informing them could have
jeopardised the participation of other participants. This is further discussed in relation to ethical
considerations (Page 63).
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During the analysis of the data, a set of propositions was developed that was sent to study
school participants for comment. Data were also triangulated with documents, sourced
from my collection?, ERO and MOE. I also sent the propositions to a second sample of
fourteen education advisors who currently work in schools that are at risk or in difficulties.
These educational advisors commented on the propositions in relation to their past and

current experiences in a wide range of schools.

CHAPTER 5

POTENTIAL PREDICTORS OF SCHOOL

DECLINE

The findings of the research are presented in this chapter and the following one. In this
chapter, I explore problems that predisposed the three study schools towards being at risk
and that were indicative of decline. Chapter 6 describes the decline process itself from the
time it began to the stage when it became self-perpetuating. Figure 6 illustrates the way
issues, problems, behaviours and needs appeared in the study schools, requiring action. The
inwards flowing arrows illustrate the way pressure built when problems were ignored or
not handled effectively. The outward flowing arrows represent release of the pressure and a
return to equilibrium that could have occurred if appropriate responses, developments and
actions had been taken to resolve problems. The many complex and interrelated problems
that occurred in the study schools are discussed in this chapter. Because most problems
remained unresolved, they contributed to the decline. As such they can be separated out as

potential predictors of decline.

12 o . . . .

Documents collected when I was working in the schools in evaluation and research roles include minutes
of meetings, action plans, evaluation reports, MOE and ERO correspondence, statistical data and media
reports.
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PART ONE: MACRO (SOCIETAL) INFLUENCES

A complex range of external forces and demands have an ongoing impact on all schools, in
both positive and negative ways. Schools are unable to change or avoid them. Each school
responds to the external forces in ways that reflect the culture, efficacy, effectiveness and
strength of the school as an organisation. While the macro influences were not the focus of
the study, they emerged as important because they provided the broader context within
which the meso and micro influences operated. In the study schools, for various reasons,
responses to macro influences were not productive. Many of the external demands were
ignored, rejected or mismanaged; thus becoming contributing decline factors and potential
predictors of decline. While many of the resulting problems are unable to be described in
detail because they would identify the schools, thus transgressing the promised
confidentiality, they are outlined in broad terms. The external influences that made the
most significant contribution towards decline in the study schools include inadequate
responses to international and educational trends; socio-economic status, demographic and
economic factors; schisms over societal values, norms and social movements; inability to

respond to policy changes and community conflict.

International Trends
e.g. technology

Social Movements Societal Values & Norms
g.g. feminism &g, industrial rights
£.g. minority rights e.g. religlous views

Government Socio-economic

Poli Educational Trends t
1 ,ch"q i e.q. s&lf management Sta hs
©.5. Tomorrows Schools £.0. analytical systems e.g. student achievement

£.g. zoning/dezoning e.@. cultural capical

Community Conflict Demographic Change
&.0. unifarms B.g. population decline
e.9. cultural ohiervance 2.4, Saclo-econamic change

Figure 2 Potential predictors: Macro (Societal)
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PART TWO: MESO (INSTITUTIONAL) INFLUENCES

This section discusses the meso or internal organisational effectiveness of the study
schools, as well as the performance of educational agencies during their interactions with
the schools (Figure 8). The study schools declined in spite of the efforts made by outside
agencies. The analysis focuses on the reasons associated with study school decline which
are expressed as potential predictors of decline. Why the interactions of the agencies with

the schools were unsuccessful in the short or long term is of particular interest.

School
Organisation
- Leadership
- Governance
- SLT cohesion
- Finances
- Systems
- Professional development

Neighbouring Schools School Culture

- Refdecapitation - Reputation
= Cluster developments - Change experience
« Competition « Consultation

- Collegiality

= Staff longevity
Decile Issues

- Poverty Consultants
- Family Dysfunction - Indepandent revigws
- Student Achievement = Deyvelopment contracts
) Governance
MOE - BOT skilis
ERD - BOT relationships
A cfﬁ{wvm' = Training
STA = Reflacting
comumunity
The Media
Figure 3 Potential predictors: Meso (Institutional)

PART THREE: MICRO (PERSONAL) INFLUENCES

Individuals in the study schools described a range of personal responses to other people,
groups and situations with which they found themselves grappling, both prior to their
school declining and during the decline phases. These are illustrated in Figure 9. All the
study school participants held positions of status, leadership or influence in their schools.
They were people who were involved beyond the level of a classroom teacher, who had

access to school-wide information and, with the exception of support staff, were involved
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in school-wide decision making. Because most participants held senior appointments, they
were in a position to observe other leaders, including the principal, and to make informed
judgements about their behaviour and performance. This section of the chapter outlines
ways in which the personal responses contributed to, or attempted to mitigate against, the

decline of the school.

(Principal & SLT ')

Ability
- Ethics/professionalism
-~ Qualifications
= Health
- Control
Personal (staff) Students
Responses - Awareness
- Awareness/knowledge = Morale
= Loyalty = Achigvement
- Powerlessness - Dptions/choices
= Confidence
= Whistleblowing Parents
- Resistance - Relocate children
= Denial = Loyalty
- Support
Personal Agendas
= Justica

- Power

- Career aspirations
= Personal protection
- Sabotage

Figure 4 Potential predictors: Micro (Personal)
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Summary of the Findings Related to Decline Predictors

This chapter has presented descriptions of predisposing problems or influences that
impacted on the decline of the study schools and that could serve to predict the potential
for other schools to decline. The problems and issues occurred at three levels: the societal
level, the school and institutional level and at a personal level. Their influence was at times
direct and visible and, at other times, indirect and covert. As well as analysing the issues at
this structural level, the more profound influences were ideological and political. How
individuals and groups responded to change, and how they behaved, largely determined the
level of vulnerability for the schools. If enough problems had been solved, conflicts
resolved and needs met, the schools could possibly have continued to be strong and
healthy organisations. Because issues were ignored or poorly handled, and bad behaviour
was condoned, the ethical and professional standards were compromised and the schools
became increasingly dysfunctional. Figure 10 illustrates the inter-connectedness of the
factors from the three levels and the common influence of unethical and unprofessional

behaviours and responses.
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Figure 5 Potential predictors

Unfortunately, predisposing problems, in differing combinations, collectively moved each
of the study schools into the beginnings of a process of decline when the problems reached
a critical mass that tipped the balance for the school, or when a crisis or catalytic event
occurred. Chapter 6 begins by describing the sorts of catalysts or events that were serious
enough to begin the decline or that moved the school problems closer to the critical mass

required for the negative influences to outweigh the positive.
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CHAPTER6

THE DECLINE PROCESS

This chapter describes the decline process from the time it begins through to an advanced
stage. While the process was different for each study school there were common elements
and phases. These commonalities are represented in a symbolic way in Figure 11, beginning

at what is labeled the “At risk stage”.
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Summary of the Findings Related to the Decline Process

There was no single factor associated with the decline in the study schools. It became
clear that there were many factors associated with decline and the more complex the
assortment of factors, the more they became interrelated. There was a high level of
convergence when data on the nature of the predisposing factors were triangulated. This
chapter describes how the unresolved problems, associated with the predisposing factors
(Chapter 5), coalesced and intensified; moving the study schools into decline. The
interconnectedness of the problems and co-occurring events, in turn, meant that
solutions could not be easily identified. The predisposing factors, along with
experiences, patterns and phases of the decline process which the study schools
experienced in common, are depicted diagrammatically in Figure 14. The mix of factors

associated with the decline of each of the study schools, however, was unique. So were

Kay Hawk 13



School Decline: Predictors, Process and Intervention

the order in which events occurred, the nature of interventions and the day-to-day

WMACRO (Societyy)

Potential
Predictors

.'./r
— % A4 ¥
AL Risk Stage {— w-exi Tsmewmb
ritical M h
\W"% Hw@u s son
Catalyst/Crisis/Event

e.g. community issue
e.g. leadership confilct

N €.4. review report
o €.4. Anancisl problem
_\_\_\_\_‘\ ".\1
Short term

1 1 Remission
2.9, new Principal
8.g. change manager

ﬁ#hﬂm

J 2NN

Temporary Ineffective
W

Intervention

£.. iImage upgrade
e.g. short term PD contract

T A —
WLV —

Roll falls ERO report
lh' ]
Internal Wm External
Reactions Actions
Insufﬂdent{
Intervention

e.g. finances
e.g. mew Frincipal
e.q. school restructure

Self-perpetuating process

Figure 6 The decline process
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experiences of staff in each of the schools. The apparent inconsistencies of the varying
ordering of events and experiences and the specific mix of factors in each school, however,
provided consistent data when common patterns and phases of the decline process could

be identified (See Figure 14).

Figure 14 does not show an “end” to the process because the study schools were not
closed. There have been schools in which the serious decline, depicted by the dark grey
colour at the bottom of the decline process diagram (Figure 14), continued through to
closure. A question that research cannot answer is whether or not this could have
happened earlier, and with less pain, if the planning of the intervention strategies had been
designed around the complexity and uniqueness of each situation and if interventions had

been more prompt and effective.
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CHAPTER 7

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Ministry of Education data on statutory interventions in schools indicate that decline is still
a reality for a number of New Zealand schools (Ministry of Education, 2007). The
discussion in this chapter contributes to a theory of school decline through insights into
the predictors of school decline, the prevention of decline and appropriate intervention
once decline has begun. The main findings from the experiences of the study schools, and
from educational advisors, are discussed in conjunction with the literature. In order for this
thesis to contribute to school decline prevention and cessation, three important questions

need to be answered:

1. What are some indicators or predictors that might alert school leaders, or agency

personnel, that a school could be at risk of decline?

2. What can school personnel, agencies and governments do to help prevent schools

becoming vulnerable and entering into decline?

3. What can be learned about ineffective intervention that could provide guidance

about effective intervention?

The first question is addressed through a discussion of the factors that contributed to study
school decline and the complexity and interconnectedness of these factors. The indicators
that were derived from the findings outlined in Chapter 5 are listed. Collectively the
indicators have the potential to be used to predict school decline. They could be used by
school leaders as part of the process of school self review and may also assist with the
comprehensive diagnosis of problems in a declining school before an intervention is
planned. Secondly, implications for the prevention of school decline are discussed. There
are implications for school personnel, for agency personnel and for governments. Question
three is addressed through a discussion about intervention in declining schools. When
prevention strategies are unsuccessful and a school enters into decline, intervention is likely
to be essential to halt decline and to assist in rebuilding the school. Key study findings

about why school interventions were not effective provide insights into how agencies and
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consultants can intervene effectively. Finally, the issue of school closure is discussed briefly

in the context of being a strong rationale for decline prevention.

Indicators and Predictors of Decline

In addressing the first question about what might alert leaders or agency personnel that a
school is at risk, a number of indicators emerged from the data as being closely associated
with decline. These indicators were developed into a set of propositions that were sent to
study school participants and to a sample of educational advisors who work with schools at
risk and in decline. Feedback from both samples of research participants was used to
validate the importance and implications of the theoretical concepts that appeared to be
emerging. The responses from the educational advisors also provided insights into other
schools that have recently declined or are currently at risk of decline. Each of the indicators
identified contributed to decline in all three of the study schools although the specific way
they became manifest and their timing varied for each school. Because each indicator was
evident in all three schools, and in many schools mentioned by the educational advisors, it
is likely that each has the potential to be a predictor of decline when it occurs in another

school.

These predictors, discussed in the previous two chapters, are listed here because they have
the potential to inform the discussion on decline prevention as well as the discussion of
intervention in declining schools. It is very important that they are not used as a checklist
that can be scored or quantified in any way. Some of the indicators can have more than one
derivation or explanation and need to be investigated fully and carefully interpreted. An
example is “Many staff leaving in a short time” that can be a danger sign or a very positive
sign. If the staff who are leaving are mostly highly respected practitioners, it could be a very
serious sign of school dysfunction. Even if they are leaving for promotion, if a significant
number of leaders and middle managers leave it will make the school vulnerable and
overload the remaining senior staff. On the other hand, if most of the staff who are leaving
have been identified as needing to change their behaviour or improve their performance,
then it could be a positive sign that expectations are being raised and the much needed
change is beginning to occur. Another reason for not using the predictors as a check list is
the complex and interconnected nature of the issues identified by them. The existence of

one of the issues is likely to indicate the existence of some of the others, but not necessarily
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all of the others. Each school’s unique combination of issues must be identified clearly for

appropriate action to be designed.

Any individual potential predictor might signal the need for a school to carefully review
what is happening. If several predictors are evident, it could be wise for a school to seek

the opinion of an outsider, or to seek independent review.

MACRO (SOCIETAL) INFLUENCES/PREDICTORS

A The school does not interact professionally in

MOE contracts or in other professional networks
Inadequate Responses to ]
and has an insular outlook.

International and A The school does not keep up to date with
Educational Trends international and educational trends through
effective professional development programmes.
Financial pressures prevent the school from
keeping up-to-date with technologies.
A The school serves a low socio-economic

Socio-economic Status community and has the lowest decile rating,

and Demographic and compared to neighbouring schools.

. The area the school serves suffers from a decline in
Economic Factors

the population of school aged students and/or
changes in the status or numbers of neighbouring

schools.

Schisms over Societal . . .
A Factions exist between or amongst students, staff,

Values, Norms and
trustees and parents.

Social Movements

Inability to Respond to A Changes in government policy requite schools to
Policy Changes adopt/adapt.

School enrolment zones are removed.
Impact of Community A Community issues that divide people are brought
Conflict into the school.
Figure 7 Macro (Societal) influences/predictors
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MESO (INSTITUTIONAL) INFLUENCES/PREDICTORS

Decline in student

enrolments

Enrolment numbers fall over several years.

Enrolment numbers are low and do not grow

Ineffective Internal

Management of Systems

Poor financial and asset

management

Ineffective management of

poor performance

Inadequate principal
appraisal

Poor appointments
resulting in performance

problems

Ineffective school systems

Financial problems occur.
Assets/resources are depleted and property is not well
maintained.

The whole BOT is not well informed about performance issues.

Personal grievances are lodged against the BOT.
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MICRO (PERSONAL) INFLUENCES/PREDICTORS

Inadequate and
Ineffective Senior

Leadership

The Potential for
Personal Responses to

Help or Hinder

> > >

>\

> > prg)

>~

Principals do not have adequate senior
leadership experience.

Developments and change is not managed well.

The principal is unwell or stressed.

Groups or individuals receive (or are perceived
to receive) favoured treatment.

The principal is often out of the school.

The principal does not model ethical and
professional attitudes and behaviour.
Dishonesty or lack of honesty by school
personnel occurs with respect to issues or
documents.

The principal controls information that
prevents staff and trustees being aware of
problems.

Misguided loyalty to a colleague prevents
school personnel from taking action when they
become concerned.

Many highly regarded staff leave in a short
time.

Staff are unchallenged about
unprofessional/unethical behaviout.

Many parents remove their children from the
school

Figure 9 Micro (Personal) influences/predictors

Most of the external and internal challenges to the study schools, reflected in these

predictors, are situations which can be present in all schools from time to time. Because it

is not possible for schools to avoid challenging influences, it is important for each school

to develop a culture and systems that will make it resilient and able to prevail over potential

threats. Fullan, an educational expert on school effectiveness, says the art of continual

improvement lies in schools not trying to avoid external forces but to embrace them in

pro-active and constructive ways:

Most outside forces that have moved inside, threaten schools in some way, but they

are also necessary for success. In order to turn disturbing forces to one’s advantage,
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it is necessary to develop the counterintuitive mindset of “moving toward the

danger”. (Fullan, 2000, p.3)

Even if there are some external forces that schools do not think are appropriate to
embrace, the experiences of the study schools point to the importance of not avoiding
external forces. The same advice applies to organisational and personal challenges to the
schools. Educational advisors gave many examples of community factions having a

seriously negative influence on some schools.

Ldeological divisions are very damaging becanse they divide communities, divide boards and divide

staff. (Educational Advisor)

I have seen religions groups and ethnic groups get control of boards and start to make decisions that
adyantage their own group at the expense of the rest of the children in the school. (Educational
Adyisor)

By being unwilling or unable to deal effectively with the challenges, study school leaders

put their schools increasingly at risk.

As well as being used to identify decline once it begins, these indicators could be used by
school personnel in healthy schools, as part of their ongoing self-review process, as a
means of proactively preventing decline. The predictors identify situations that signal the
need for school leaders to reflect deeply and carefully conduct self-review in order to
ascertain the extent to which the school is at risk. The predictors also have the potential to
serve a constructive role for agencies involved in school review, intervention or support in

the initial diagnosis of problems occurring in a school at risk or in decline.

The number of potential predictors of decline identified by this study and the
interconnectedness of them makes it difficult to diagnose the problems in a declining
school and knowing where to begin to change and reform a school even more difficult.
Schools are complex organisations involving relationships among groups with differing
needs and connections including students, staff, trustees and parents. In addition to the
internal dynamics, schools have relationships with other educational organisations in their
community and with a wide range of external agencies including, in New Zealand, the

MOE, ERO, PPTA or NZEI, and STA. The majority of school staff are professionals with
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university degree level qualifications who want to be respected for their knowledge and
expertise and expect to have a level of autonomy appropriate for a professional (Stoll &
Harris, 2004). Staff serve “clients” (students) who are at the school, as well as parents.
Some of these parents are trustees and function as employer of the staff. At the same time,
all schools, even those which are effective, are exposed to what Fullan describes as a
“plethora of outside forces impinging on them” (Fullan, 2000, p. 581). Fullan and
Stiegelbauer (1991) point out that principals are “bombarded” with initiatives which
demand their response. Concurrently, principals are managing the internal organisational
dynamics as well as a complex network of relationships, unique to their school personnel
and the community which they serve (Burke & Cooper, 2000; Fullan & Miles, 1992;
Hargreaves, 2003; Rosenblatt & Schaeffer, 2000). The scene is, therefore, set for complex
interactions, relationships and personal responses and “many different factors contribute to

school performance” (NAO, 20006, p. 33).

As the number of unresolved problems grew, they adversely affected school personnel,
relationships and systems resulting in new problems being created. Miller (1977), writing on
business failure and describing the same phenomenon, said that “weaknesses have a
multiplicative effect” (p. 55). Decline escalated as increasingly wide-ranging and inter-
connected problems coalesced in a self-perpetuating process. A report on English schools
that have been identified as declining to the stage of being named as “pootly performing”,
identifies ten characteristics common to most of them and some of the characteristics have
more than one descriptor within them (NAO, 2006, p. 4). “Poor standard of teaching”, for
example, includes “lack of skills and motivation of teaching staff” as well as “lack of
engagement by pupils” (p. 4). The decline experiences in the three study schools were
similar to each other and to other organisations that have declined. In the study of
organisational reform, Burke and Cooper (2000) identify characteristics which declining

organisations have in common. These include:

... the absence of long-range planning, the curtailment of innovation, scapegoating,
resistance to change, turnover, decreased morale, loss of slack, the emergence of
special interest groups (politics), loss of credibility of top management, conflict and

in-fighting, and across-the-board rather than prioritized cuts. (p. 12)

The study schools experienced all these characteristics, thus affirming Burke and Cooper’s

claim, and placing schools within the wider context of declining organisations. Each
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characteristic in its own right presented the schools with difficult and complex problems to
manage. The similarities in these decline characteristics, however, mask the very important
differences with respect to the uniqueness of each school and its particular community,

history, culture, experiences and problems.

It is the uniqueness of a school that is critically important in understanding why some
schools decline, while others survive or thrive. An understanding of the differences, and
the unique combination of issues in each school, is also critical if intervention is to be
effective (Barber, 1998; Myers, 1995; Reynolds, 1998; Stoll & Fink, 1996). As a school
declines, the number of problems and the negative interactions among them increase. The
complexity is greater still because each school develops its own collective interpretation of
issues that are then reflected in the school’s norms and systems. Educationalists working in
the field of school culture and politics have noted that, over time, a culture develops that is
unique to that school effecting staff, students and parents. Stoll and Fink claim “it is only
through consideration of its individual circumstances and context that any particular school
might identify which norms have significance” (1996, p. 98). There were examples in the
study schools of aspects of the school culture permeating through to the staff working
environment, in particular, but also into classrooms which influenced the students’ learning
environment. There are clear implications for intervention strategies which need to be

tailored so that they are consonant with the culture of a school.

Lodge (1998) explains that the complexity of the situation exacerbates school decline by
making it very difficult to unravel the tangle of interconnected problems and to know
where to begin to sort out the issues. Fink (2000) cites the adage, “for every complex
problem there is a simple answer and it’s usually wrong” (p. 74). Simple or quick fix
solutions will not be sufficient. Even the appointment of a new principal is not necessarily
a sufficient solution for a school in difficulty (Fiske & Ladd, 2000; Stoll & Myers, 1998).
The “Fresh Start” programme, a reform programme for failing schools in England,
demonstrated that the appointment of “super-head” principals was not the answer for
schools in difficulty: “Faced with “chronically” ill situations, and intense media-coverage,
many super-heads were seen not to last under the increasing pressure, and thus the
resignations” (Nicolaidou & Ainscow, 2005, p. 231). There were principals in the study
schools, two with previous principalship experience, who faced similar situations and
resigned because they were not able to sustain the pressure. The knowledge and experience

which the principals had gained in their previous schools were not necessarily relevant to
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the new situations. Observing similar situations, Valikangas (2006) emphasises that
leadership practices are idiosyncratic and tailored to the context and culture of a school.
Consequently, these practices are not easily transferable. Stoll and Harris (2004) claim that
the tailoring of strategies to prevent decline, as well as the processes of interventions to
turn schools around, need to be context specific. The experience of the study schools
supports this view. It is hardly surprising, then, given this complexity and the unique nature
of each problematic situation that the diagnosis of reasons, the analysis and interpretation
of the problems and the finding of solutions is challenging. Simple solutions do not exist,

as Nicolaidou and Ainscow explain:

Our inside observations of these very sensitive situations allow us to say that where
improvement efforts have failed it is because of the idea that such schools are faced
with predictable and straight forward problems. On the contrary, our
understandings of such schools indicates that they are faced with complex and,

simultaneously, unique issues. (2000, p. 23)

A further complication in designing effective interventions is the difficulty in determining
which influences are most strongly associated with a school’s decline. External and internal
influences occurred in each of the three study schools at different times and in varying
combinations. They interacted together and impacted on each other. Each of the activities
in the schools was partly a result of what previously had happened and, in turn, influenced
what followed. There is often such entanglement of interactions, as Starbuck, Greve and

Hedberg concluded from their analysis of organisational crises:

One initial conjecture was that crises originate as threatening events in
organizations’ environments. A competing conjecture was that crises originate from
defects within organizations themselves. Analyses of actual crises suggest that both

conjectures are partly true and both are partly false. (1978, p. 112)

Two examples, experienced in some form by all three study schools, illustrate this point.
The first was when unresolved problems were reflected in an ERO report. The publication
of a critical ERO report damaged the reputation of the school. As the school’s reputation
declined, the student roll dropped. As the roll dropped, some of the senior programmes
were cancelled. As fewer senior options were offered, the school’s reputation further

declined and the roll dropped again. Each action and reaction is a result of the previous
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action and a potential trigger for the following reaction. The second example relates to staff
longevity. When problems in the schools remained unresolved, staff began making
personal decisions about whether to stay or leave. The most innovative and creative staff
left the school for good positions elsewhere. Consequently, the remaining staff tended to
be older staff and those who were unable to get other positions. The remaining staff
showed what Fink called “symptoms of burn out” and were “less inclined to provide
leadership for change” (2000, p. 152). Because the remaining staff resisted change, at a time
that change was required, the process of turning the school around became even more
difficult. A similar situation was noted by Fink (2000) in the schools he studied. Usually, it
is not possible to pinpoint the factor or factors that instigated the process of decline
because of the number of inter-related issues and also because of the “interactive effects”
that are produced (Miles & Snow, 1994, p. 68). Lashway (2003, p. 3) describes a
“confluence of forces” which, in the case of schools, was dominated by negative
interactions which became self-fulfilling. A similar analogy is provided in my study with
“competing forces” (Figure 13) which interacted in different ways and times in each of the
study schools. Miles and Snow (1994, p. 83) described organisations going through this
interactive part of the process as “unraveling from within”. What happened in the study
schools, as the positive and negative forces competed, could easily be described as

unraveling.

Decline began in the study schools, largely because of the great number of unresolved
problems which had been allowed to accumulate. Being able to respond to pressures and
crisis events is a test of the strength of school leadership, culture, systems and the ability to
mobilise resources (Fullan, 2000; Harris, 2003; Seville, Brunsdon, Dantas, Masurier,
Wilkinson & Vargo, 2006; Stewart & O’Donnell, 2007). Responding to accumulating
problems and to crises is more difficult for low decile schools. Educational advisors noted,
however, that high decile schools are just as vulnerable to external and internal challenges
but they usually have more resources available to solve problems when they arise and are
more concerned about protecting their izage and reputation. Thesis consultants mentioned
resources in the form of money and fundraising ability, as well as the ability to tap into a wide range

of professional skills and adyice.

There is a huge difference (in how high and low decile s ¢ h oo |l s noaTheaigpe bei
dectle schools have all the same issues and potential problems but they have so much more to lose if

parents find out so they tend to take action a lot faster, and they have the money and resources to
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access good advice and support. Problems are usually resolved in a relatively short time, like a year,

and nearly always without the parents or ERO finding out. (Thesis consultant)

Brooke-Smith (2003, p. 38) notes that, “causality is a deep problem for school effectiveness
research”. Slatter (1984, p. 55) noted that “the symptoms of decline are easier to detect
than the causes of decline”. Unfortunately, the inability to isolate the factors that initiate a
complex set of problems makes the issues more difficult to remedy. Because many of the
serious problems in the study schools were associated with staff performance and
behaviour, a simplistic solution would be to identify who should stay and who should go.
However, school personnel did not find it easy to make such judgements. Research
participants were often ambivalent about the motives of people and the integrity of their
behaviour. Smith and colleagues came to the same conclusion saying, “the “good guys” and
the “bad guys”, the heroes and the villains are neither so easy to identify nor are the labels
so unambiguously applied” (Smith, Dwyer, Prunty & Kleine, 1988, p. 291). Because it is so
difficult to identify single influencing factors, the diagnosis of the range of issues which are
collectively associated with decline is difficult. Quality diagnosis requires high level skills
and appropriate experience. The study schools suffered at times when needs were not
correctly or adequately identified or diagnosed. Plans and actions that resulted from poor
diagnosis did not adequately deal with all the existing problems. Hopefully, the wide-
ranging list of predictors provided in this chapter will assist future diagnoses to be more

comprehensive.

Discussion Summary

School decline compromises the educational opportunities of students, the careers of
teachers and school leaders, disturbs communities and costs governments millions of
dollars (NAO, 20006). School closure is expensive and rarely a preferred option (NAO,
2006). These are compelling arguments for preventing school decline. This thesis, through
seeking to understand the early indicators of decline and how decline began in the study
schools, has produced a set of potential predictors of decline. These could be used by
school personnel, during school self-review, to pro-actively prevent decline beginning.
They could be used by educational agencies to guide training programmes and to diagnose

problems in schools having difficulties. Encouraging ethical and professional behaviour,
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building leadership capacity, effective governance and teacher training could strengthen
school resilience to manage the external and internal pressures that occur for all schools.
Careful management of government education policy implementation needs to include
support for vulnerable schools, including schools that serve low socio-economic

communities.

Once decline begins, it escalates and becomes increasingly complex and severe. If school
personnel identify concerns about their school and are willing to take action, any support
they need at that early stage could be a prudent use of resources. Unfortunately, because
most school leaders of declining schools are unaware or in denial about the seriousness of
their problems, it is likely that external intervention will be necessary. The key to effective
intervention is a thorough analysis of the problems, followed by prompt, appropriate and
sustained support. The less negative publicity a school receives, the more chance it has to
avoid the escalation of the decline before it has the opportunity to demonstrate

improvement.

Educationalists have identified a key reason that school decline is not halted earlier is that
different stakeholders in the school, and educational agencies, often hold widely varying
views on the reasons and the solutions for the decline (Fletcher, Caron & Williams, 1985;
Learmonth & Lowers, 1998). These widely varying views provide a clue that solutions are
likely to be complex. Because closure is unlikely and because intervention and reform are
so complex, difficult, stressful, and expensive, a strong rationale for prevention of school

decline can be made.

CHAPTER 8

CONCLUSION

The Aims, Objectives and Contributions of the Thesis

The aim of the thesis was to develop a middle range theory that could provide insights into

school decline.

The proposed theory can be summarised as follows:
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School decline begins when a school’s culture and systems have become weakened over a
period of time through an erosion of professional and ethical standards and practices and
through an accumulation of unresolved problems. All schools are exposed to a wide range
of external and internal influences that require constructive and adaptive responses. Lower
decile schools are more vulnerable to external pressures because they have less competitive
advantage and have fewer resources on which to draw when they need support. The
catalyst for the decline phase to begin may be a crisis event that places an already
vulnerable school under extreme pressure or it may be the culmination of a critical mass of
unresolved problems. The “at risk” school moves into the first phase of decline, during
which many staff and trustees, and most leaders, are insufficiently aware or accepting of the
seriousness of the situation. While often efforts are made to improve some aspects of the
school, the lack of effective action or intervention allows the problems to increase and the
decline to escalate. Schools that decline lose the resilience to deal with normal pressures.
They have some school leaders and governors who do not have the leadership ability to
maintain standards or deal with the serious level of presenting issues. Positive actions and
attempts at school development are outweighed by negative decisions, actions and
influences. When a school has been identified as needing help to the point of requiring
external intervention, resulting negative publicity exacerbates the existing problems and
begins to create new problems. The decline escalates to the point that it becomes self-
perpetuating, unless effective and sustained intervention is available. The school is likely to
continue to decline until an appropriately designed and sufficiently wide-ranging
intervention is sustained for long enough to address the underlying causes of most of the

presenting problems.

Implications for Schools, Agencies and Policy Makers

Intervention and reform are often so complex, difficult, stressful and expensive that there
are compelling reasons for great emphasis to be placed on the prevention of school decline.
There are implications for the implementation of government policy. There are
implications for school stakeholders and for leaders, in particular. A positive school culture,
effective systems and processes, constructive relationships with neighbouring schools,
ongoing self review, use of effective outside providers for professional development, wise

appointments and rigorous appraisals will support a school to be an effective organisation
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so that it adapts to external influences and manages change well. An ethical and
professional approach, by school personnel, to making their decisions, responses and
interactions with others will contribute to a resilient school. Effective communication and
an active and constructive approach to problem solving will further enhance school

effectiveness.

There are implications for government agencies involved in working with schools. A key
finding is that successful interventions are difficult. There are no “quick fixes” for declining
schools. Nor is there a “formula” for interventions, because of the complexity and
uniqueness of each school’s situation. Interventions need to be designed very carefully with
the initial comprehensive diagnosis of the issues being of critical importance. The
complexity of the problems, however, must not be allowed to delay intervention because a
school in difficulty needs help urgently in order to prevent decline escalating and becoming
even more difficult to halt. It is critical that interventions begin promptly, are founded on
comprehensive data collection and wise interpretation, are flexible enough to adapt to each
different and changing situation, and are sustained until the school is strong in almost all
areas of its functioning. Since the publication of critical ERO reports was closely associated
with an escalation in study school decline, government needs to consider whether the
benefits of the reports being made public, after a school has been identified as being at risk,

outweigh the detrimental effects on schools in difficulty.

Final Thoughts

Ministry of Education (2001) data on school interventions and examples provided by the
educational advisors, evidence the fact that there are schools in New Zealand, from all
sectors, locations, and deciles that are currently at risk or already in decline. Most of these
schools now find themselves in a situation they had neither expected nor predicted a few

years ago when they appeared to be strong and effective organisations.

Because this thesis is about decline, it presents a rather negative chronicle of predictions
and warnings about what might happen to a school if presenting problems are ignored. It
would be easy for school personnel to think these warnings could never be relevant for
their school. The theory of school decline, developed in this thesis, provides insights into

practices that could assist in preventing the potential for decline. My research proposal
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presented a compelling rationale for a pro-active approach to problem-solving and for

reviewing the effectiveness of a school:

The children in the declining schools suffer significantly and the quality of their educational
opportunities is compromised during this time of compulsory eduncation. Each child gets only one
such educational opportunity, is powerless to influence the process and should be entitled to rely on

adults to ensure their school is functioning as an effective learning organisation.
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