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QUALITY CAN BE  MEASURED

One can not ignore  the stresses in the articles and speeches of important public figures, put on education and knowledge at the  Slovenia’s entry into  European Union. Freedom, culture and quality of life were given a special stress. Especially the last item, the quality of life was noticed and heard   almost in every conversation.

On June 25th 1991 when Slovenia declared independence, the citizens had the same ideas in their minds. It took four years to get the so called White Paper on education in Slovenia which displayed the ideas how to regulate the school system in Slovenia. The document dealt with public educational institutions such as kindergarten, primary school, secondary school, vocational school, grammar school and  university. The main idea was how to regulate the practice which had already taken place in previous decade and as such being far ahead of the regulative. Many new ideas of course took place in the text.

The exhaustive study made by an expert group within the Ministry of Education and Sports had put the basis for new regulative which was passed in the case of  primary school in the next year, 1996.

Yet in   detailed explanations in the White paper  one can find only two specific sentences about the quality in education in the chapter Introduction: “The public must have control over the quality of the pedagogical work in the whole system of education. The mechanisms for valuing the pedagogical work and the education of  teachers are in the competence of the expert body determined by  Higher Education Act”.

One should not come to conclusions that the quality of the educational system was not the primary goal for the group which wrote the paper. On the contrary, it was of high importance. Yet the specific way of controlling the quality of, let us say, one specific unit, a specific  primary school was not worked out, neither  was it clear which instruments to use to measure the quality of the processes, going on in that specific unit and who was going to estimate the measurable results. 

The processes, not only the subjects of the educational system are those which are of extreme importance. This kind of view needs some new items to be introduced in the qualitative researches: skills of communication among the participants of processes, skills of observing the processes among participants, skills of defining the processes and evaluating them  by their importance.

It did not take long for the experts from the Ministry to notice that fact and to invent an appropriate system of evaluating the quality of a specific unit.

But first there was an attempt to introduce the ISO Standard 9000 to schools. The Ministry did not stand behind the idea but a private initiative did so. Head teachers were invited to participate as well as the Ministry.  Both soon realised that ISO standards were not applicable to the school system in its educational part. The reason  was that it was not possible to have  influence on the input because human beings are not comparable to raw materials and there is not the slightest possibility to standardise the input in human wholeness  nor  was there a wish to do it.

The process of educating a human being is not a straightforward but a vulnerable path of so many human experiences that may influence a human life and style to such an extent of so called good and bad life experiences that a school system can not and may not control.

Then in 1999 the advisory – development department   of the Ministry of Education, Science and Sports, Zavod za šolstvo of Republic  Slovenia, started its first attempt of  quality control in specific school units called The Mirror. 

There is a short explanation in its introduction  why the project was started. In some short sentences there is a comparison between the producer and the buyer. The buyer is looking at himself in the mirror wearing a new dress. The buyer’s satisfaction with his image and the producer’s profit can be compared with parents and their children and the school system. The buyer looking in the mirror is satisfied with the image or not- whether there is a question of a new dress or knowledge and skills.

 The authors put the thesis that the school was a constantly changing system. It defined pupils and their parents as   buyers whereas knowledge and skills were defined as a product of educational system. The product’s quality should be in harmony with the basic mission of education: to give knowledge from various scientific areas, educate in the sense of human rights and values, enable internationally competitive standards of knowledge at the end of  primary school, encourage  mental development, creativity, imagination, skills of communication, encourage learning in connection with social environment as well as a social activity. Furthermore the mission of education should be to inform one  about one’s own culture as well as about other cultures, to inform one about living in a democratic society, to enable the development of gifted  children and children with special educational  needs and to enable a healthy development  and responsibility of pupils.

Different phases of the project were: 

-defining and analysing   the needs and expectations of the buyers and users (here more precisely defined: pupils, parents, environment, the state, the employees and the leading staff of the school)

- planning and realising the needs and expectations,

- evaluating and correcting the planned project with regard to the workers, experts, material and space potentials,

-realisation,

- evaluating the ways and results, in other words, in what measure the expectations and needs of the users are realised.

 The authors admitted that in the model the concept of the quality was used in a relative way: “The quality is not a property of an object or a service but something that both are expected to have. Quality products are not necessarily expensive or inaccessible. They should represent exactly what the users expect from them- in short, they must meet their purpose.”

The project further analyses the needs and expectations of the users, their possible contrarieties and common points. Basic needs were resumed by Maslow ( Maslow 1982); the needs of being safe, accepted and approved were especially stressed. The Slovene psychologist, dr. Janez Bečaj said: “The environment must be expectable. A man experiences his basic safety only then when he understands and masters the environment in which he lives. The causal connections of different events are clear to him and he is therefore capable of planning the events or avoiding and controlling them.”

There is a difference between basic and secondary needs; the first are in the area of basic mission of the educational system and the second are the expectations of the users.

The needs of the users are: organisation and living conditions in the school, the compulsory and the extended programme of the school, communication and interaction among people.

The project then defines the areas which have to be tested, the needs and expectations of the pupils, employees, parents, the state and other minor users. The state and minor users are in the second place because the state already   has its own instruments to enforce its interests.

The centre of gravity is in the smallest unit- a school where meeting of needs of the employees is conditioned by the way of leading the school whereas at the level of the class it is conditioned by the style of teaching and learning.

All   levels include evaluation, planning, implementing but all in different time frames. On the pupil’s level it happens during school lessons, on the class level at the end of a term, at the level of the school at the end of the year and at the level of the national curriculum at the end of the decade.

The levels are not linear but interweaved in such a way that the leading staff can help the teachers with their planning, implementing and evaluating their work, the teachers then help their pupils  with their planning, implementing and evaluating pupils’ work.

The model analyses and stresses two levels: the class level and the school level where there are two basic criteria to evaluate the organisation and living conditions at school: both should correspond to the age of pupils and the standards of healthy living.

The criteria for the programme suitability audit are the interests of children except those in the compulsory programme.

Within the subjects there are norms and standards that must be realised, if not, they are sanctioned. The norms are realised in the interactions in different ways which should meet the pupils’ social and emotional needs. The interaction include three levels: pupil-pupil   (approval, safety, respect, affiliation); pupil-others (safety, approval, communication with schoolmates and employees) and teacher-pupil: didactics (ways of testing the pre- knowledge, motivating pupils,  planning goals and items, planning the common way of achieving the goals,  implementation (methods and forms of work, pupils’ activity and ways of evaluating, checking and estimating the knowledge).

The model further divides the objects of the analysis into two categories, the category of results and the category of processes. The results are represented by achievement of the goals and class atmosphere whereas the processes are represented by the didactics, communication and relationships.

 The criteria for estimating the class atmosphere are clearly defined rules with clear division of social roles, responsibilities and competences. The norms and rules therefore take into account individuality, differences, distinctness (acceptance) and pupils who accept the norms. The norms enable autonomy- independence, competence, responsibility within the defined area of work. The  criteria to estimate the class atmosphere are the basic values which are the foundation for the rules in the educational system.

The criteria for estimating the class didactics are the defined goals of the school subject and the maturity of a pupil. The criteria to estimate the communication are openness, a variety of directions, honesty, the level of democracy.

One can use a very similar scheme to estimate the quality of a school. The head teacher  should have a vision, mission and goals which are defined in the yearly working plan and therefore they would need space, equipment, organization, human resources and money. The head teacher’s style of leading and communication enables or disables identification of the staff with the school, further it enables cooperation or team work, fulfilling   different tasks, self-evaluation. The enumerated items are a condition for the school’s openness into the social environment and readiness for change.

The object of the analysis is again the result which is the realisation of the school’s goals and the school atmosphere. The second object is the process which includes leading, communication and relationships. Again the clearly defined rules are exposed as criteria for estimating the school’s atmosphere: the division of social roles, competences and responsibilities where the norms enable individuality, differences. The employees understand the norms which enable their autonomy, competences and responsibility and therefore they accept them. The norms are based on basic human values which are the foundation of the educational system. 

The criteria for estimating the leadership are the realisation of the goals and satisfaction of the employees. The criteria for estimating the communication are openness, variety of directions, honesty. The criterion for estimating the relationships is the level of democracy.

The core of the model The Mirror with its main leader of the project, Tanja Bezič,  is the way of evaluating. The authors explain that they could have used the classical evaluation model with external evaluators and the appropriate evaluation instruments to analyse the fulfilment of  needs and satisfaction of the users. Yet they wanted more than just finding out the quality of the situation, they wanted to encourage the cooperation of all the users for further planning, evaluating and changing the school. The authors are convinced that not only the results which the users are shown  but the invitation  for further creativity and the wish for common and successful progress is the goal of any evaluation.

 Therefore they put a condition into a model. The evaluation should be self-evaluation. There is no need to get the external judges as in the case of ISO 9000 standards. The Mirror would show the appropriate image to those who would like to see the image. The instruments used in the model are various questionnaires which should be anonymously answered by the pupils, parents, employees and the leading staff. The instruments cover different areas seen as achievement of goals: grading, results in the external examination, results in various competitions, absence of pupils. The questionnaires which are made by the above listed criteria cover the area of class and school atmosphere, relationships as well as the area of didactics. Besides that they cover the area of leading the school. All the items are examined by different sides at the same time: pupils, parents, employees, leading staff.  The model includes the instructions of   how to interpret the results and some already processed cases. All the questionnaires are anonymous. The comparison and the interpretation of the results bring the right and realistic image in the mirror. It is on all the users to start the changing process after that.

It is necessary to say here that the model The Mirror was in fact conceived as a subproject of a concept of counselling with its main leader Tanja Bezič, and the direct leader of the model The Mirror  Vladimir Milekšič & colleagues.

In the year 2001 there was a new attempt from Ministry, fully started in 2004.

A much bigger team including experts from The University of Ljubljana with its departments  Faculty of Arts, Faculty of Education, as well as The Slovenian Adult Education Centre, The State Examination Centre, the advisory – development department of Ministry, Zavod za šolstvo, some independent experts, a vocational and a primary school and a technical school was formed. The project was called The Blue Eye. It was in fact a prosecution of a project begun in 1999: “The assessment and assurance of quality in education”, by its main bearer, dr.Zdenko Medveš, Faculty of Education & colleagues., based also on the  previous projects The Mirror and The Net of Learning Schools (see p.7) , some other European assessment projects(Spain, Norway, Scotland, Austria, Italy, France), projects of European Commission, Unesco projects, projects of Ministry of Education in New Zeeland, IEA TIMMS STUDY Boston in connection with Educational Research Institute in Slovenia, some standards and assessments in the U.S.A. and also on some other Slovenian researches.

The approach is very systematic, based on the EU statements of the importance of  assessing  the quality in education. The main idea of the model is that each country should find its own, most appropriate way to asses and ensure the level of  quality in the educational system. 

In the introduction to the model it is clearly stated that the purpose of the project is not to make the educational institutions compete and even be ranged but simply enable the young and all people that are being educated to achieve the best way to obtain optimal education for a better quality of life in the globalising world.

The aim of the concept is therefore to keep the areas where the Slovene educational system is already very good and improve those parts which need to be improved.

On the level of the state the formal and basic things have already been done: the new concept of the education, described in The White Paper, the new legislation based on the concept included in the Elementary School Act, the checked and improved curriculum, the introduction of the elements of external examination, a net of schools and new programmes for continuing schooling, new investments, the establishment of social correctives, the start of programmes for permanent teachers’ education, the establishment of the school for leading staff,  diversion of the net of counselling and development institutions, the rise of the quality  and duration  of  pedagogical studies.

One of the basis of the project of assessing  and assuring the quality,  called The Blue Eye, was given by the study of European training foundation as well as from the previous Slovene project The Mirror and also from the independent concept of quality of The Slovenian Adult Education Centre.

 The concept The Blue Eye is also based on self-evaluation.

The levels of the self-evaluation are systematically divided into: 

1) complete system of the education

2) specific parts, e.g. primary schools

3) specific schools,

4) classes, e.g. 3.a grade

5) specific elements, e.g. didactics, teachers’ preparative arrangements for  school subjects.

“The general goal of the project is not checking and estimating the quality of the whole educational system as there are enough elements to judge it with the help of international comparisons, external examination, achievements in school competitions and researches on the young population.”

The project is supported by a good manual which leads one not only through the whole operation but also through dilemmas what level of the specific unit to choose and what should the priorities be. One of the main principles should be the culture of the self- evaluation as well as the appropriate atmosphere in which the project in a specific school should be carried out.

The project is divided then in several areas and sub areas as:

1)  achieving  the goals of the curriculum,

2) lessons,

3) pupil,

4) teacher,

5) school and parents,

6) leading.

Each of the areas has more separate units that are called sub areas. The areas include general data which enable a general picture. Those data are also already being collected in one or other form for the general school statistics.

 Displaying  the indicators is the result of the acquired data which are collected by questionnaires and only the cross connections and their interpretation  will put the indicators in their correct function. Self- evaluation does not end at that point; on the contrary, it should be followed by the most important phase, the analysis or the interpretation where high level of honesty is expected. Only then is the main goal  achieved – a qualitative planning of the quality assurance.

 In its initial phase there are 90  pilot schools participating and testing the instruments of the project. There are several  questionnaires from each  level for all the participants of the process. Each school included in that project gets a counsellor from the counselling department of  Ministry of Education, Science and Sports, Zavod za šolstvo. 

Several other minor attempts about projects of quality assurance should be mentioned here, like Network of Learning Schools, shortly Net I and  later in Net II , conceived first in 1998  in the school for leading staff, called Headship Licence Programme. Net I included following principles:

-To develop the methodology of networks as one type of in-service training for teachers; 

-To promote school improvement and to establish a clear relation between individual's (teacher's) professional and personal development on the one hand and school development and effectiveness on the other hand; 

-To enhance collaborative culture within the school and among schools in order to develop and implement various initiatives (following the principle When a school takes an initiative); 

-To promote mutual/collaborative learning - sharing experiences and good practice within schools and their environment and to raise schools' capacity for solving their own problems; 

-To enhance reflexivity on performance and to stimulate an active response to challenges and problems in the environment; thus problems which result from particular regulations at local and national level can be indicated and possible solutions can be suggested. 

The goal was to improve  work at school  so several main areas were chosen:

-Teachers' co-operation 

-Arrangement of school environment 

-School breaks 

-Co-operation with parents 

-Developing learning habits 

-Solving  conflicts 

Net II includes three general areas: 

-The area of teaching and learning, 

-Strategies for preventing violence  among children,

- Developing a good atmosphere for successful work. 

So far the Nets have  included  25 primary schools, 19 secondary schools and 8 kindergartens, altogether 52 educational institutions whereas  The Mirror has included 72 institutions  and The Blue Eye over 90 educational institutions.

The question why so many different attempts to get a valid instrument for quality audit lies perhaps in achieving the perfection or in diversion of different approaches. All the projects dealing with quality assessment were welcome in Slovenia and all include interesting areas and useful instruments to assess the level of quality in an educational institution. However we might say that the newest project started in Slovenia, The Blue Eye ( the name could be also translated The Smart Eye because the word blue is also a synonym for “ smart” in Slovene) is more alike other European projects using similar methodology.

The school where I work as a head teacher is now included in the project The Blue Eye. We have already chosen the area to be checked:  The teacher. Within this part we are going to focus on the sub area, namely: The teacher’s inclusion in the programme of the school and activities out of lessons. We  realised that we were individualists and we did not always act as a team which should have beeen necessary for good work and results.

We formed the project group which has already made a plan of activities. First we are going to create the right atmosphere to start the activities. In first place we are going to show the advantages of the project for teachers so that they will be able to be more successful and satisfied with their pedagogical work and have more successful and satisfied pupils. We suppose the advantages will be: better understanding of our own mission, realistic view on the processes in the classroom and school as a whole, better self-image, better self-confidence, inner peace and certainty, greater competence and consecutively less “burning out” such as lack of ideas, exhaustion. 

Secondly, we are going to answer the questionnaires with the help of The National Examination Centre which has created a computer application for that. It will then process the data and help us with the interpretation. On that basis we will create a development plan how to improve our acting and work. We will evaluate the results after a year, in April or May 2005. After that we can choose another area and continue with the project.

Some years ago without having an appropriate instrument to estimate the new project, The Elements of Montessori Pedagogic, which was started in our school Spodnja Šiška in Ljubljana in the year 1994, our own instruments were invented. 

We wanted to prove that the method was more successful than any other  methods, used normally and that it assured  the quality of pupils’ knowledge and skills as well as their independent and successful ability of  finding the sources of  knowledge. We had different pupils, not chosen for the project as we started the project in their second grade and in their seventh grade we wanted to know if it was worth trying the method.  

 We chose two instruments. First it was the number of visits to the school library and borrowing of book units. The result was astonishing. The pupils from the Elements of the Montessori project   visited the library 4-5  times  more than the pupils in two normal classes of the same grade. They borrowed and studied 4-5 times more literature.

The second instrument was  functional literacy where they showed 3 times better functional literacy than the pupils in other two classes in the same grade.

The results were tested the following year : pupils from the project Elements  Montessori had far more competition achievements and successful research work than the pupils in the other two classes. 

These two cases prove that quality can be measured. The only question now is if the independent gaining of knowledge and good functional literacy are really true elements of quality. If we compare the pupils’ results at competitions and research work, we can say: yes, they are.

But this is far from getting a broad general picture of the quality of processes and results in a specific unit, e.g. the school. We therefore expect to get it after going through the areas of the project The Blue Eye which enables us a systematic and creative approach. We expect the project would not only   help us improve our work but also enable us to develop our personalities with the help of   better communication and relations.

I myself am sure that two of the most important indicators of a good school system are a successful economy and a successful breakthrough of the national culture in the broader space of Europe and the world. Therefore I am sure that each successful project of quality assurance in education should include the views from those checkpoints. And this is measurable. 

Mojca Škrinjar, teacher of English and German, headteacher of Primary School Spodnja Šiška, Ljubljana, Gasilska 17.
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