CHAPTER 1

Introduction to the Thesis

Background Information to my Project - the Case Study School

In September 1992 I was appointed headteacher of a multicultural first school built in 1973 for children age 3-6 years in an outer London borough.  In September 1993, at the start of my action research enquiry, the school had one hundred and seventy nine full time children plus a fifty place nursery (25 a.m. and 25 p.m.).  There were eight full time teaching staff, two nursery nurses, two welfare assistants, one secretary, one caretaker and seven mid-day assistants.


In 1993, under the borough’s re-organisation plans, the case study school gained primary school status.  This meant that the school would now have to cater for the needs of children age 3-11 years.  The transition to primary status was implemented over a three year period, with a new year cohort of pupils being taken in each September plus new staff being appointed to teach and support these pupils.  At the completion of my five year action research project human statistics for the school were as follows:  two hundred and eighty two full-time pupils, plus forty six nursery pupils (23 a.m. and 23 p.m.) coming from thirty seven different countries, speaking eighteen different languages encompassing a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds, fourteen full time teaching staff, two nursery nurses, two full time and one part time welfare assistant, one secretary, one caretaker and seven mid-day assistants.

The Resulting Scenario

The above meant a massive change of character for my school in the following areas:  a whole new key stage national curriculum requirement necessitating renewed planning, assessment and record keeping documentation for continuity and progression; two sets of SATs instead of one; the appointing of new staff to implement the new curriculum.


This however was not the only challenge I was to be faced with as a new headteacher.  The government’s policies in the form of the 1980 and 1988 Education Acts have ‘put schools in competition for pupils’ (Barber, 1994:356).  This situation portrayed to me clearly that government wished to see schools as ‘competing individual firms subject to the incentives and descriptions of the market’ (Flew, 1991:43).  (For a more in-depth review of the requirements of the 1980 and 1988 Education Acts please see chapter 4 pp. 69-70 of this thesis) 


I was most certainly aware that the ‘market philosophy’ has been responsible for ‘the pushing of the nation’s schools out of local educational authorities where most want to stay and into the marketplace’ (Whitehead, 1994a:9).  In short I felt like the parents tied up in the education market place described in Ranson (1993), whose plight causes Ranson to ask the question ‘why is it that individuals are trapped into acting within the rules of a game which they did not produce?’ (Ranson, 1993:337).  


In addition I had the added predicament that the schools nearest to the case study school were well established primary schools which were already well resourced from previous years, with good staff expertise, their own science labs, music rooms, playing fields on site, good libraries and offering a well established key stage 2 national curriculum.  I had none of the above.  There was also a great shortage of space.  Because each primary aged child has to have 9 sq. metres playing space by law, the school’s yearly intake had been reduced from 2 to 1.5 form entry, i.e. 60 to 45 pupils.  This had implications for teaching and learning, such as automatic vertical grouping, which parents do NOT like.  Also, in the last two years the education budget for my borough had been drastically reduced with more cuts pending.  The shrinking budget was being devolved to schools.  Schools were to control 90% by 1995.  It was incredibly difficult to resource a growing school in this financial climate.  The intention to enable my school to survive in this climate of change was at the centre of my research.  My concern was that, to survive I needed to compete with other schools and convince my parents and community that my school despite its new character and lack of resources was still a quality school.  Much of the literature on LMS, because of the fact that under formula funding each individual child brings an income into the school, argues a case for marketing the school which is seen as ‘a means of identifying and satisfying your customers’ (CSCS, 1991:2). Parents are now critical consumers in the educational market place seeking out services required and rejecting those which do not conform to their specifications (Riddell et al, 1994:341).  In short, ‘if schools do not respond to their views, parents may vote with their feet and send their children elsewhere’ (Bush, 1991:467).


Marketing involves ‘attempting to put yourself in the consumer's shoes so as to identify with their hopes and expectations and finding ways of meeting these’ (Sullivan, 1991:1).  To market the school I needed a quality product which meant that marketing must be a collaborative effort with staff and pupils involved (Hardie, 1991:11; Tomlinson, 1993:16).  I do believe that ‘schools -- are institutions at the heart of a local community.  They can and should command the loyalties of staff and parents, of pupils’(Vincent, 1993:366).  Building on this belief it was my aim for our school to become ‘as much part of the community as the church, the bank or the supermarket (Kent, 1989:142).

Context and Scope

For the duration of my project the research  was carried out predominantly in my own school, and with my immediate and wider local communities.  I have found out what parents expect of our new primary school and have devised strategies to meet these expectations.  To devise these strategies I have collaborated closely with the teaching staff, welfare assistants, nursery nurses, caretaker, secretary and governing body.  I believe it is essential that we portrayed a ‘quality’ situation which would reflect strongly the curriculum on offer in our school.  This meant involving the pupils and showing their work.  I strongly believe there is no gain in running ‘a shop that has attractive steel front windows but offers shoddy goods and poor service’ (Greenall, 1988:25).

The Case for Change

I was immediately aware that the task I was faced with would call for massive change.  I was however, not dissuaded by this as my reading had given me assurance and had psychologically prepared me for the enormous challenge ahead.  Leigh (1994) states ‘there is the realisation that organisational change is here to stay, we must stop opposing it --- and turn it to our advantage’ (p.3).  Similarly, Fullan (1993), states ‘change is relentless and ubiquitous forcing itself at every turn.  The secret of growth and development is learning how to contend with the forces of change turning positive forces to our advantage and blunting negative ones’ (p.viii).  My reading had also made my role as headteacher, in terms of change, very clear, as Meadows (1994) states, ‘the core function of leadership is change’ (p.275).  Similarly, ‘Managers must regard themselves both as initiators and recipients of change’ (Davies and Ellison, 1994:73).  The change itself would in fact, because of my role as head, in the main initially be initiated by myself. Leigh’s (1994:4) view that ‘there is no universal model or framework of organisational change however and each manager must arrive at their own by an amalgam of personal values, hunches, attitudes, beliefs and perceptions’ was one in which I firmly believed. I was aware however that there is always the possibility that ‘the headteacher can effectively block, stifle, dissuade or ignore groups in school who advocate change’ (Ball, 1993:79).  Because I am a dedicated action researcher I hold the view that a manager is ‘someone who achieves his or her objectives through other people's hands and minds’ (Drucker, 1989:5) and that ‘change takes place most effectively when staff feel they have control over the process’ (Davies and Ellison, 1994:73).  This has been strengthened further by my reading of action research authors and accounts which have prepared and influenced me before and during my project to date.  McNiff (1988) states that by its very nature the main aim of action research ‘is to change’ (p.141), but that ‘change becomes less of a threat --- if it is well planned and eventually successful’.  In order to do this it is necessary to have ‘a carefully defined goal, a carefully considered plan of action and a means of reflecting on an analysing results’ (Burton, 1989:75-76).  I am aware that action researchers have an active role in the process of change and that this is ‘opposed to their historical experience of being puppets in the hands of politicians, administrators and professional researchers’ (Lomax, 1990b:13).  The research process itself, further serves to ‘empower the teacher to become more skilful in bringing about change, as she is studying her own work with a view to improving her own practice’ (Evans, 1991:11).  Encompassing the above, I see that a characterisation of action research which stresses its importance for managing change is that it is an intervention in one’s practice to bring about improvement (Lomax, 1989a:185).

Accepting the Challenge

After much reflection I realised that in order to work towards the survival of my school, I would have to carry out four major functions.

1)
I would have to bring about all the obligations that are legally required in terms of a new primary school e.g. key stage two curriculum, swimming, sex education, key stage 2 SATS etc.

2)
I would have to convince parents that as a school we are well able to give a good primary education in spite of an obvious lack of facilities.

3)
I would have to find ways as soon as possible of acquiring resources, or improvising so as to deliver 1) above.

4)
Encompassing 1), 2) and 3) above I would have to strongly market both the school's changes and achievements in the immediate and wider communities.

My Personal Conflict

I was most certainly aware that I had been forced into a situation that I did not wish to be part of.  Yet in spite of this, I was most definitely an active participator in carrying out the government's philosophy.  In short I was a ‘living contradiction’ (Whitehead, 1985:101), because as McNiff, (1992) when commenting on Whitehead’s philosophy states ‘when I say that I believe in something and then I do the opposite, I exist as a living contradiction, --- I am not living up to my own beliefs’(p.189).


I realised that as I was in this situation I would have to  look very closely at my values and intentions because although I was a ‘living contradiction’ it was important to state my values and intentions ‘up front’ (Lomax 1994b:156, 1995:49, Loftus 1996a:29) because as my project progressed I would be striving to close the gap between ‘the way I would like to see the world with my set of values, aims and ideals and the world of my practice’ (Whitehead,1985:101).  Before reaching this stage however I was aware that I would as researcher, be ‘engaging in a continuing critique of my own educational and professional values as part of the research process as I sought answers to the questions that my practice as an educator posed’ (Lomax, 1994d:13).

My Values, Aims and intentions.
My values at the outset of my commencing my action research enquiry were as follows:-

V1.
That all children should have access to quality education.

V2.
That when a school is proud of the education it offers then the community both immediate and wider should be made aware of this.

V3.
That all staff (teaching and ancillary) should share the commitment to any major change imposed on an educational institution.

V4
That a wider curriculum outside the national curriculum should be followed and that staff and parents should work as a partnership in bringing this about.

V5.
That the growth and survival of a school should not be pursued in a manner compromising the education of the children in that school.

V6.
That the end effect of any marketing strategy will hopefully enhance the children's educational performance.

V7.
That one headteacher should not criticise another headteacher's school as a means of promoting their own.
 

V8.
That a 'quality situation' is portrayed which is a true reflection of the curriculum on offer in the school.  

V9.
That in spite of the present system of formula funding under age-weighted pupil numbers, pupils are not to be seen as merely ‘little pledges of income’, (Stenner, 1990:xxiv).

My Initial Aims and Intentions.
A1.
To involve all teaching staff, welfare, nursery nurses, caretaker, secretary, governing body, parents and children where possible in moving our school forward from first school to primary school status.

A2.
To bring the situation whereby all staff (teaching and ancillary) feel a commitment to creating a primary school with high standards to our parents.

A3.
To improve communication networks between the school and its parents.

A4.
To establish channels of communication whereby our parents are made aware of changes in curriculum and of how we are implementing this curriculum.

A5.
To raise the image of our school in the eyes of our immediate community e.g. parents.

A6.
To participate in events, challenges normally only attended by the upper years of primary schools, and to make aware and involve our parents in these.

A7.
To raise the image of our school in the wider community by using a variety of means e.g. industry, media etc.

A8.
To use our children's work through the national curriculum subjects to market our new school e.g. by using Art, Design and Technology in making advertising, posters, programme covers etc.

A9.
To initially maintain and hopefully increase numbers on roll in our new primary school.

A10.
To bring about financially cost effective marketing in our school.


(See Loftus, 1995d:15)

The Investigative Methodology Chosen.

The investigative methodology I chose for the execution of my project was action research.  ‘Action research is a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by practitioners who want to improve their practice and the contexts in which they work’ (Lomax and Evans 1995:2). I strongly believe that ‘the action research approach fits the special nature of schools -- as collegiate organisations’ (Lomax, 1994a:6) and that ‘through action research teachers can emancipate themselves from being mere implementers of others policies and can themselves become the change agents for school improvement’. (Lomax, 1989a:189).  I was most definitely aware that although I was the main ‘change agent’ the very nature of my project meant that there would be strong collaboration among all persons i.e. teachers, nursery nurses, welfare assistants, secretary, caretaker, parents, governors, inspectorate involved in school life and as ‘collaboration and joint action are essential to action research’ (Adelman, 1989:179), I wanted to collaborate with the above parties as partners in my research (Winter, 1989:56; Lomax,  1991b:103-4),  planning  and  acting  on  their   views,  observing the outcomes and reflecting strongly on these outcomes so as to systematically move our school forward. I looked forward to reinforcing the view that ‘teachers create their own knowledge out of their practice’ (McNiff, 1990:52).


I also saw myself as a practitioner, ‘a reflective teacher … who consistently questions his or her own aims and actions, monitors practice and outcomes’ (Pollard and Tann, 1992:4)  I was very aware of Kemmis and McTaggart’s advice that in a project one should ‘start small’ (Kemmis and McTaggart 1982) but was aware from the onset that this 

would be impossible as the project was already far bigger than I would have liked.  Furthermore as the project gained momentum, I was sure that it would become ‘more like a whirlpool’ gathering ‘more and more water from the edges’ and so become wider (Newton-Smith, 1995:15).


I hoped to create the situation whereby my school community would be involved in promoting our school.  I wanted to make the school curriculum more accessible to parents and the school aims transparent to the broader community.  I wanted to involve our children and their work in creating an educational image for our school.


It was because of these educational intentions that I chose to use action research as the investigative methodology for my project.  I was influenced by the Kingston University model of action research (Lomax, 1994b, 1995a) which is fairly eclectic but is premised on a number of principles:

· that its aim is educational improvement;

· that it incorporates the self development of the main researcher and the other people that become involved;

· that it is rigorous and self-critical of assumptions; and 

· that its outcomes are made public.


The collaborative intent of these principles was particularly important as I intended to work with my school community.  All these parties would have different perceptions of our school which I could use to promote its image and thus ‘go public’. 


I was also influenced by McNiff’s view that some action research models i.e. Kemmis (1982), Elliot (1981) are too rigid (McNiff, 1988:28) denying ‘flexibility and creativity’ to the researcher.  I envisaged that my exploration of marketing strategies through the use of action research cycles and models may require that I use different models to explore different marketing strategies.  In spite of McNiff’s criticism I did not rule out the possibility of Kemmis’ model being appropriate to my work in certain circumstances.  Therefore, utilising the eclecticism  of the Kingston University model I used the notions and models of Lomax, Whitehead, McNiff and Kemmis (model only) throughout my enquiry.

How I collected, monitored and reflected on data.

a)
Following the advice of (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1982:40; Walker 1985:52-68; Bell, 1987:81-87; Altrichter et al., 1993:10-32) I have used a learning log/diary to record meetings, discussions, outcomes and events throughout the duration of my action research enquiry.  The diary entries have been of two types (i) those resulting from my thoughts on the literature, happenings and conversations (ii) those where I have questioned my actions and/or proposed actions.  This learning log/diary has provided me with a strong record of events and a living record of my reflections about them.  I have analysed the entries reflecting on them; discussing them with my support set, critical friend, tutors, members of the Kingston University Research Network, with the view that they may be used to inform new courses of action.

b)
Minutes of meetings with parents, staff, inspectorate, visitors and governors have been recorded and have given me an insight into how my school is progressing in its transition from a first to a primary and as to how efficiently the school in its change is meeting the aspirations and needs of parents and wider community.

c)
I utilised the advice given by Harrison and Gill (1992:118) that questionnaires should be given in a ‘yes, no, name optional format’ to ensure a greater return.   Questionnaires were given to every parent in the school at the outset of my project, and again in the second year as the enquiry developed and the school evolved to a full primary with our first cohort of year six pupils going to high school (see Loftus 1995a).  Questionnaires were sent to year six parents with a view to finding out if the school had met their needs and expectations and to nursery parents with a view to establishing the factors which had been responsible for their choosing the case study school. 

d)
SWOTS (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) proformas were constructed because of my reading from (Davies and West-Burnham, 1990:149, Russel, 1990:5, Devlin and Knight, 1990:31; Bowles 1989:41).  These were given to governors, teachers, and ancillary staff so as to gain their perceptions of how the school developing from year to year.  The data was collected and analysed with each successive year being compared to the previous one with the results being entered in yearly school development plans.

e)
On reading Linter (1989:89-9), Mehan (1993:94-103); McNiff (1988:80) I have used video taping of pupils’ collaboration for certain aspects of my project e.g. year 5 pupils designing our new library. On reading Busby, (1991:66); McNiff, (1988:80); Somekh, (1992:160) I have made audio-cassette recordings of pupil's perceptions and aspirations of the school, of things they liked about it and how it could be improved. The findings from the transcriptions have been analysed with data from each successful year being compared with the previous year to inform me as to whether the pupils’ perceptions between these years have improved or differed.  This has then identified changes and action has been planned to implement these changes.  I also used audio-cassette recordings with  the  aim of unveiling the staff culture which had evolved because of the school’s incessant marketing activities (see Loftus 1996d) and also to gain staff perceptions as to whether their teaching and the pupils’ learning may have suffered because of our marketing (see Loftus 1997b). 

f)
As my school moved from a first to a primary, on the advice of Walker (1993:72-93); Walker and Wiedel (1985:191-8), I have taken photographs as evidence not only of physical changes of the site but of our pupils taking on a much wider range of skills which they would NOT have had if we had remained a first school.

All the above was reinforced by my reading of the relevant literature, and its interpretation was made subject to on-going discussion with my support set, critical friend, tutors and members of the Kingston University research network.

Industrial Marketing Techniques

In addition to the above I have researched thoroughly into the following established industrial marketing strategies:

Market Research:




Questionnaires

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats 

Proformas 





(SWOTs)

Awareness, Interest, Desire, Action 


(AIDA)

Unique Selling Position 



(USP)

Public Relations  




(PR)

The Four P’s - Product, Place, Price, Promotion 
Marketing Mix

Relationship Marketing and the ‘Six Markets Model’ of ‘Customer’, ‘Internal’. ‘Influencer’, ‘Recruitment’, ‘Referral’, ‘Supplier’ markets.

Through using action research I intended to reach conclusions as to how effectively strategies used in industrial marketing could be used to market the case study school.  My account tells of how these strategies were scrutinised so as to establish whether they could be used in my practice to market the case study school effectively and aid the education of pupils hence enabling me to live my values in my practice or whether the strategies were found to be too restrictive or unmanageable, denying my values thus making me a ‘living contradiction’.


I feel that the fact that a non-educational strategy i.e. marketing has been subjected to an educational action research approach is atypical.  I had no doubt that the findings from the research would both clarify and add to my own knowledge and understanding.  It was my main hope however that the above when coupled with my personal theory arising from my research over a five year period would be of value not only to academic researchers, but also to practitioners, headteachers, inspectorate, LEA personnel and policy makers who are concerned with the ethics of marketing education. 
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