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Final Evaluation Report, 2008-09

Executive Summary
Much has been achieved in this pilot year of rolling out SLN work, with a good quantity of the high quality work evident in the original Bradford model appearing in schools across the country.  The task of transmitting so much learning and expertise to so many in such a short time must have been momentous for the team. The following summary shows key findings on the effectiveness of these efforts, compiled though the year-long evaluation sample study, followed by a set of recommendations.
Summary of Findings 

1. The project achieved positive change across the range of development areas, for approximately 60% of participating children across the whole sample. Impact (change) levels, both positive and negative, varied widely across the sample.  
2. Examining the variation in impact, 33% of sample links performed extremely well, they were vibrant and inspiring, showing positive growth for most children across all areas observed.  These particularly well performing links were found in 7 of the 9 local authority areas.
3. 40% of sample links showed a more mixed performance, with clear positive change in some areas and less obvious change in others.

4. 27% of sample links did not achieve so well.  The weakest 10%  demonstrated unsuccessful links; some children involved in these became more closed - less enthusiastic about mixing with different groups, and more resistant to exploring or embracing broader, shared community identities. 

5. Trends in strongest areas of learning amongst children, ranging from ‘some’ to ‘clear’ positive change were seen in – 

· Children’s openness to mixing  

· Children’s confidence to explore and express their own identity 

· Children’s awareness of a broader, mixed community to which they belong

· Children’s curiosity about different cultures and ways of life.

6. No area showed an overall trend of ‘significant’ positive change. This is not surprising – achieving significant change in such a short time is usually unrealistic. Significant change was however cited by teachers 28 times in various areas of learning, and seen in individual children’s responses in many links.
7. Trends in weakest levels of learning amongst children, registering as ‘very small positive change’ were seen in:

· Children’s motivation to challenge prejudice based on difference – the timescale of the project was too short to demonstrate clear impact in this area

· Curiosity to explore the concepts of identity 

· Children’s keenness to explore and give effort to new diverse friendships – which was in some cases affected by negative ‘link partner’ relationships. 

8. Negative change – children becoming less open – was registered occasionally by teachers, or found in the focus group data for individual children.  Levels of negative change were not high enough within any area to register as an overall trend; pockets of negative responses were scattered, or clustered in a small number of links.

9. The strands of development registering the highest clustering of negative change were:

· Children’s keenness to explore and give effort to new diverse friendships (children’s data)

· Children’s confidence to mix with and trust ‘different’ others (teachers’ data)

Both of these findings relate to specific situations in which linked children or groups did not get on with each other – a situation which is referred to as a ‘poorly performing link’, or a ‘challenging or struggling’ link.

Spread of key beneficiaries
10. Children benefiting the most amongst the sample were identified as link groups in primary schools, in all areas of development outperforming those in secondary schools.

11. Key Stage 2 children made the most progress of any age group, showing greater impacts than Key Stage 1 children and secondary groups in all areas of development.

12. Amongst those performing best in the sample there were more link groups in predominantly white schools than those with either a predominantly BME or a largely mixed catchment. In some sample settings teachers felt children’s daily experience of diversity and related dialogue meant they didn’t need this project as much as others, and hadn’t been stretched much in some areas. This finding points to the challenge for teachers themselves to develop ways of stretching their children, and maximising the opportunities of the project for all children. 

13. In almost every link, girls tended to benefit more than boys – in some links this was extremely obvious, with opposite outcomes for girls and boys: girls became more open and confident, while boys became more closed.

14. Teachers regularly commented that the most reserved, withdrawn or under confident children were often those who showed the most dramatic growth.
15. Local Authority supported links performed better during this pilot year than ‘Gateway’ links.

16. Amongst the evaluation sample of 60 schools 5 withdrew from the programme altogether this year. Of these 3 were secondary schools, and 2 were primaries involved through the Gateway, highlighting the extra challenges encountered by links in both these categories.

Summarised teacher learning
17. Examining impacts on teachers’ professional practice 68% of teachers were recording impacts on their own professional development and skills resulting from their linking experience. Typically 45% were recording clear impacts, and 23% recording significant impacts on their own learning in the areas studied.

18. The greatest impacts amongst linking teachers were recorded under (in order):

· Planning and facilitating effective linking and collaboration: 

Experience helped teachers grow more confident in this work.  Thus teachers with prior experience of this programme were often able to take children further.  Some teachers wanted more of their colleagues to use on-line forum discussion, to support their work and share ideas.

· Building strong and relevant links to the curriculum: 

Teachers’ awareness of how they might embed this work within other curriculum areas blossomed; by the endpoint 20% of teachers feeling they could see ways to relate the work across the whole curriculum, and all curriculum areas were specifically mentioned by at least some teachers. However this thinking is at an early stage, and schemes of work and curriculum planning will need to be adapted to reflect a commitment to embedding this practice.

· Disseminating practice amongst colleagues: 
Teachers’ motivation to disseminate their skills is crucial to the growth of a whole school commitment to linking. Although teachers were often keen to disseminate their skills and experiences, many found that without specific support from their Leadership Team or Head Teacher few opportunities arose for sharing.
19. The least impact was recorded under dealing with difficult, sensitive issues.
Teachers in some settings felt their skills in this area, as well as in facilitating safe space for reflective practice, were already strong and therefore hadn’t grown through this project experience. However, an inadequate understanding was found amongst some teachers of the depth of exploration required to achieve a rich and successful link.  Reflective practice and discussing linking experiences with children in a special 'safe space' was an area of the project which in fact remained under-developed.  Teachers often stated that they found it difficult to prioritise time, or find an appropriate time, for this element.  This in turn resulted in less pronounced impacts on children's learning in these settings.
Sustaining linking work beyond the pilot phase

· 70% of Head Teachers expect to sustain and build their linking work into next year and beyond
· 24% are unsure they can sustain it, due either to funding or to staffing changes

· 6% were undeclared – unable to comment as the Head Teacher was not available to interview.  

Findings on indicators of good practice

The following qualities and conditions emerge from the evaluation as indicators of how to identify and support best practice in Linking work, and how to identify and improve weak practice.

Qualities of excellence in strong links – how to identify best practice:

· Enthusiasm and commitment – staff and children engrossed in the process, both during and between linking days; infectious excitement and pride, spreading throughout the school community

· Children very keen to meet on each link day, and to share and reciprocate when they do

· Children able to create direct and personal bonds at their own level, using their unstructured time productively for building relationships

· Open attitudes amongst children and staff, open discussion, a growing curiosity to explore deeper

· Children wondering about themselves, their classmates, their belonging and identities as a result of ‘safe’ discussions

· Children growing more confident to ask questions which may be sensitive, to work and think in unsure territory

· Children placing what they’re learning through linking in the broader context of other experiences in their own lives, as well as historical events and issues, news stories, hearsay

· Children asking philosophical questions, and wondering about big issues and different beliefs 

· Children compelled to challenge disrespectful attitudes – amongst peers, at home or elsewhere – by asking for reasons and engaging in discussion.

Common criteria for high performing links

High performing links were in settings which bore most or all of the following hallmarks:

· Thoughtful teachers, committed to taking children to a deeper level of exploration, using the project as an opportunity and framework, and regularly reflecting on difficult issues
· A positive, open, questioning and healthy partnership between linked teachers, including co-reflection after linking days

· Well co-planned, well organised, equal and reciprocal linking experiences

· Face-to-face contacts for children, balanced and complemented by in depth classroom based support work (including reflection time, exploring concerns openly and positively)

· Staff / school with previous experience of linking, confidence in delivery and discussion

· Whole school commitment and focus on the linking work (passion at leadership level)

· The school ethos places diversity, openness, curiosity and non-judgemental attitudes amongst its highest priorities

· Working with the most productive age-group for this work (Key Stage 2 children benefited most).

Identifying struggling or challenging links – which can become dangerous if not addressed 

· Children’s expectations of their link group are unrealistic, remain unchecked by teachers and lead to disappointment

· Children remain mutually suspicious, find it hard to trust their link group

· Children competitive, keen to assert their own group identity within the link

· Children holding on to resentments about linking experiences (e.g. behaviour, unfairness, disrespect), and jumping at the chance to moan, tell stories, criticise, giving an impression of feeling embattled

· Children expressing feeling threatened or unsafe when in their link school (perceived threat is as important as actual threat)

· Children feeling their concerns aren’t or wouldn’t be heard, believed, understood by teachers – and therefore not raising them

· Children afraid to disappoint an enthusiastic teacher, and therefore unable to raise concerns

· Children comfortable to capitalise out of stories about their links – using exaggeration or casual disrespect to boost their popularity amongst class mates

· Children not keen to find out about their link group, or to play / spend time with them – preferring to be with their classmates (beyond the first link contact)

· Teachers given or finding no time to facilitate dedicated reflection time or related exploration between linking days (regular reflection and related work should become part of the weekly learning of a link class; where this is not the case the linking process is insufficiently supported)

· Teachers given or finding insufficient time to co-plan and discuss linking work with their peer link teacher

· Teacher not trusting peer link teacher’s commitment to the work.

Common criteria for struggling, challenging or poorly performing links
Poorly performing links were in settings which bore some or all of the following hallmarks:

· Confused, unsupported, overburdened or uninspired link teachers

· Links with insufficient contact – whether face-to-face or virtual – between children (common amongst the Gateway links)

· Links with insufficient contact between teachers

· Links in which differences between children, as well as children’s expectations and assumptions, are not explored, and in which children’s anxieties are not adequately addressed

· Links between groups in which children have different expectations of behaviour, respect and ordinary interactions between people

· Settings in which competitive behaviours are common amongst children – especially amongst boys

· Links in which children can’t get on, or are insufficiently supported to find common ground

· Tensions, fights, children showing off through aggressive interactions (sometimes quite subtle)  - tensions and negative impressions which remain unresolved, or are not addressed at all
· Secondary (KS3) settings – in which children are often acutely self-focussed and self-conscious, and can find this work too challenging.

Recommendations for future roll-out

Whilst acknowledging that there has been a great deal of success in this first phase of the dissemination of SLN practice nationally, the following recommendations are made to help enrich the work further, and strengthen the areas of delivery which have not rolled out so easily.

A. Children respond to linking on an individual basis, and teachers need to give the quality of children’s personal interactions high priority. Find ways to minimise the impact of difficult new relationships on a child’s linking experience, to prevent children becoming unenthusiastic about mixing or taking part at all, and becoming more closed as a result of being involved in the project.  Personal relationships, between individuals or small groups of children, need the constant attention of teachers, and cannot be taken for granted. Spending time and attention sorting out insecurities and concerns on the micro level of individual interpersonal relations, and supporting the process of positive interactions, pays dividends in enabling children to increase the diversity of their social circles.

B. Although many schools may be drawn to a one-to-one model, link systems should be explored which enable a broader ‘buddying’ pattern. For example linking groups of two or three children, rather than choosing to link children in set pairs, are sometimes more successful, as this takes the pressure off the importance of ‘getting on with your partner’.

C. The findings show that children’s response to work on understanding the concepts and elements of ‘identity’ was weaker than most other areas of learning. Teachers need to prioritise time in classroom based support work for this tricky area of exploration, and recognise that a light-touch approach is inadequate for laying the foundations for a rich linking experience.  Teachers may not realise how sensitive this work can be, and need to allow plenty of time to go deep enough for children to develop some meaningful ideas on identity. 
D. High Schools should be encouraged to explore Key Stage 5 models, or ‘ambassador’ models which encourage young leaders, and to move away from mainstream class models at secondary level. Year 7 students entering High School have too much to deal with in orientating to their new learning environment to be able to engage fully and positively with linking. The weak response to linking amongst several secondary age groups in the sample suggests that many Key Stage 3 and 4 students may be generally too inwardly focussed to be open enough to draw benefits from this work, and an ‘ambassador’ model supporting peer leadership may be more effective. 
E. In rolling out this work, the current recommendation for primary schools to involve their Key Stage 2 groups rather than younger children needs to be strengthened in rolling out this work. Throughout the country the 7-11 age group clearly gains the most benefits from linking work.
F. The marked difference between girls’ and boys’ responses to linking requires a deep and thorough review.  Even though many boys are successfully engaged through competitive activities, competitiveness itself can also be a significant barrier to successful linking.  Alongside strengthening advice on minimising competitive activities within the programme, linking approaches would benefit from a re-examination with the help of specialist input on boys’ development, to find ways of increasing the impact of linking for boys. 
G. Without local support, which is not part of the Gateway linking system, links can be extremely difficult to establish properly, and this year very little Gateway linking activity took place. Although the impetus which leads a school to approach the Schools’ Linking Network via the Gateway demonstrates valuable independence and ownership of their involvement, the Gateway model has been shown this year to be less dynamic and effective than the Local Authority supported model. Teachers in Gateway links need the same level of training and support as teachers in Local Authority link
H. At least half of the sample teachers this year have engaged less intensively with their own role than proposed by the SLNetwork, with the result that they haven’t maximised the experience as a learning opportunity either for children or for themselves. The experience of facilitating linking has the potential to be transformative, yet only a handful of teachers in the sample had such a powerful sense of their own learning.   It is difficult for local authority advisers to convey to teachers the potency of their linking role and the responsibility it carries. It might be valuable to explore a job description-style list of qualities and attributes, roles and responsibilities which teachers are aware of, and need to opt into, before they take on the role. 
I. Teachers involved in the project need to explore ways of stretching all groups and children as equally as possible.  Solutions will include teachers ensuring, during planning, that activities on every linking day play to the strengths and specific knowledge of both groups at different times and in different ways, so that both feel comfortable and able to lead parts of each day.  There also needs to be some challenge or something new for all children on every linking day; this may include both groups looking at something together, which is challenging, thought provoking or enriching for all of them.  The ideas behind the activities teachers plan are crucial in the planning process – simple, enjoyable activities will not be enough.
J. Reflective practice, and discussing linking experiences with children in a special 'safe space', is an area of the project which has remained under-developed in this roll-out year.  Teachers regularly stated that they found it difficult to prioritise time, or find an appropriate time, for this element.  This in turn resulted in less pronounced impacts on children's learning in these settings.  The reflective practice and ‘digging deeper’ elements of linking work therefore require still greater emphasis, with more exploration of the benefits of this approach.  Local Authority advisers may need more training in this practice if they are to lead in extolling its value and necessity to teachers during their local training sessions.  

K. The time allocated for teachers’ Linking cpd is extremely intensely filled. In addition to their cpd time teachers could be offered real or virtual (online) networking opportunities, to exchange experiences and for peer support.

L. The development of teachers’ thinking in how to connect Linking work to other curriculum areas is fundamental to teachers finding adequate time to prioritise the work. However this thinking is still at an early stage, and too many teachers still complain about having no time to ‘fit in extras’. Schemes of work and curriculum planning will need to be adapted to reflect a commitment to embedding this practice.  This requires leadership in schools.
M. Although teachers were often keen to disseminate their skills and experiences, many found that without specific support from their Leadership Team or Head Teacher few opportunities arose for sharing.  For adequate dissemination SLTs need to champion this work as a core, developing curriculum strand, and set up dissemination opportunities.  
Anni Raw, December 2009
