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NUT BRIEFING SEPTEMBER 2007:  
INTENSIFYING SUPPORT PROGRAMME
_____________________________________________________
Introduction 
1. The ISP is a National Strategies primary school improvement programme that aims to reduce the number of schools which achieve below 65 per cent Level 4+ in English and/or mathematics. The programme is funded through the Standards Fund and, in 2006 – 2007, involves over 1,000 primary schools in 94 local authorities. 

Union concerns about ISP

2. NUT members have voiced concerns about the ISP, due to the greater linkage between national and school based targets as the initiative has developed.  Concerns have focussed on the ISP, leading to: 

· increased lesson observation and linkage with capability proceedings rather than a focus on teaching and learning and developmental issues for teachers, as previously; 
· schools feeling pressurised to increase targets, even if they believe them to be unrealistic;
· a focus on weaknesses rather than taking a balanced view of what the school or individual teachers had achieved; 
· a narrowing of the curriculum, especially for lower achieving pupils; and 
· increased workload, in particular, increased record-keeping and additional meetings. 

Divisions are advised to use the NUT’s guidelines on workload and classroom observation to support members expressing the concerns outlined above.

Members’ views on ISP

3. “The Teacher” invited members to send their views on the ISP, positive and negative, to the Education and Equal Opportunities Department in February 2007. The feedback received from members was very mixed and indicated that it was the way in which the programme was implemented, by either the head teacher, local authority and/or Strategies consultants, rather than the programme itself, that determined members’ perceptions of it.  Some members found that the programme was useful, as their local authorities had retained the developmental and supportive approach to implementing the ISP. 

4. A number of members, however, expressed serious concerns about ISP. These are reflected in this correspondence from two Y3 and Y4 teacher members: 


“Whilst we value the focus that ISP can bring to learning, the constant feeling of stress and pressure linked to trying to accelerate progress is having a detrimental impact on both staff and children. This is for a number of reasons:

· No credit or recognition is given to the existing complexities of the job, exacerbated by teaching in an area of recognised rural deprivation

· No credit is given for all we achieve in an already overloaded curriculum which now needs an additional weekly period of PE and a period of MFL

· We are always left with increasingly onerous task of making these initiatives work

· More and more is piled on us - nothing is ever removed 

· Little change has resulted in the supposed removal of the 25 tasks we should no longer undertake - unofficial expectations from LEA, Governors and Management are still there!

· We are answerable to LEA, Governors, Headteacher, Visiting Professionals, Parents and children - when we can't cope with the complexities of everything thrown at us, we are to blame!

· The reviews of progress have created a massive increase in workload in assessing and collecting evidence and no additional non-contact time is forthcoming

· Pressure on us to achieve ever higher standards leads to stress which is then communicated to the children

· ISP paradoxically diverts our attention away from the needs of individuals in educating the whole child

· It feels even more like 'teacher bashing' and has increased the climate of fear and job-insecurity considerably

· It seems that we are at the bottom of the pile when it comes to consideration of us as professional and ISP had considerably added to this perception.”

An independent evaluation of ISP

5. An evaluation of the Intensifying Support Programme pilot was published in 2006 by Nottingham Trent University.  The evaluation found that, while the great majority of teachers involved in the ISP valued the programme and its professional development and considered that the project had supported them in improving learning, there were a number of problems experienced by head teachers and classroom teachers.  
6. The evaluation suggests, for example, that the terminology such as ‘low attainment’, ‘low achievement’ and ‘under-achieving schools’ has been used ambiguously at national and local levels. Many head teachers argued for a greater clarity about the general use of the term ‘standards’ and attainment as measured by  National Curriculum tests. They suggested further that it is too simplistic to define a school which falls below national expectations for attainment in National Curriculum tests as ‘underachieving’ or ‘ineffective’.

7. The evaluation drew attention to the tension for some head teachers and consultants between what they described as the short term nature of the ISP programme and longer term capacity building in schools.

ADVICE TO DIVISIONS

8. Divisions should seek from local authorities the adoption of the criteria set out below for ISPs.  The Intensifying Support Programme should:

 

· be supportive to schools;
· enable teachers to identify groups of pupils who, with focussed support can improve achievement to reach age appropriate levels, notably those just below age expected levels;
· enable whole staff to work together on identified areas of weakness and make collective decisions about areas for improvement throughout a school;
· enable teachers to identify learning needs and success criteria in the identified areas;
· be implemented during the school day;

· enable pupils to be aware of the class target and which level they are working towards;
· allow teachers to make professional  decisions to adapt and extend National Strategies unit plans or other materials in order to focus on the learning targets;
· involve very little extra paperwork, as that required for ISP should replace other assessment documentation; and
· not create an increase in the value of assessment.

The ISP should not:

· generate excessive workload, for example the preparation and display of learning targets for a class  should be carried out by non teaching staff; or
· replace any previous method of assigning pupil targets and should be reasonably efficient.

 

Divisions are advised that where Intensifying Support Programmes are generating additional workload for teachers in relation to setting targets, additional staff meetings or assessment and monitoring they should refer to existing guidance on workload which covers such issues in order to support members.
Learning Walks

9. ‘Roving Observations’ or ‘Learning Walks’ have arisen as a particular feature of ISPs which members feel to be stressful. 
10. Described in the National Strategies document as a “possible activity” – there is no element of compulsion.  They should be agreed as useful for individual schools. 
11. The emphasis in the National Strategies document is on collecting “evidence about learning as well as teaching, about how the teacher's work impacts on children’s learning”.
12. An important element of the process is developmental: “Learning walks can be adapted to meet the school’s focus, but are always part of ongoing professional development”. For teachers, this should mean “stimulating them to think more deeply about practice” while, for the person conducting the walk, “to think about next steps for the school, particularly next steps for professional development”.
13. The observation sheet at the back of the Primary National Strategy document “The Learning Environment as a Tool for Learning: The ISP professional development meetings (PDMs)” called “Audit of learning environment – focus for a learning walk” (attached as Appendix 1) has guidance status only.
Divisions should press local authorities to advise head teachers correctly about the use of ‘Learning Walks’ as a method of observing teachers.  It should be emphasised that their usage is to be agreed by individual schools in consultation with staff.  Divisions should draw to the attention of local authorities that ‘Learning Walks’ are not compulsory.
Divisions are advised to refer to the Union’s guidance on workload and classroom observation in supporting individuals and schools where the Intensifying Support Programme and ‘Learning Walks’ lead to excessive workload or observation.
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