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Measuring the Immeasurable

Effective Appraisal in the School Setting 
The information in this publication is offered in the knowledge that most schools now have performance-management systems that meet compliance requirements. 

My intention is to offer suggestions aimed at moving beyond compliance to the application of best-practice appraisal processes. 

The suggestions are based on personal experience in carrying out appraisals and observation-based awareness of performance management across a wide range of schools.

As is the case with so many aspects of education, appraisal best practice cannot be simply defined or compiled as identified rights and wrongs. 

The content, therefore, is intended to help you to review and refine what is currently happening in your school in the context of an outside perspective of what constitutes best practice.

Introduction
My computer files confirm that during the past five years I have written over 400 appraisal reports: summative records of the formative processes used in working with school managers and teachers.

So, has appraisal become quicker, easier and somewhat repetitive, as might be expected? Surprisingly, perhaps, the answer is an emphatic no!

In spite of or, more likely, because of the number and continuity of the appraisals undertaken, I am constantly learning and making refinements to the processes and practice.

But, what has not altered throughout the refining process is the strong experience-based belief that looking for a time-saving formula-driven approach to measuring school-based progress is at best a waste of effort and, at worst, an imposing and enduring barrier to developing high-quality schools and educators.

Useful appraisal, like effective teaching, needs to reflect the specific strengths and needs of individuals, all of whom are unique. No formula can accommodate such uniqueness.

Defining Appraisal
School-based appraisal, as it is known and used, can be defined in a variety of statements.

As a concise, all-round description it is hard to go past the Eileen Piggot-Irvine and Carol Cardno statement that appraisal is, ‘a form of evaluation which involves making judgements about performance once competency is established’. (2005).

Reference to judgements contributes to my assertion that useful appraisal is neither a science nor an art. Rather it is a blend of both, in reasonably equal proportions. Attempts to significantly shift the emphasis to one or the other have not been and are never likely to be helpful in an education environment. Getting the balance right is crucial.
Appraisal, carried out effectively is an excellent management tool, especially when it focuses on specific school goals and the progress staff are making in relation to these goals.

School values and beliefs can be incorporated into the goal-setting and measuring processes.

Appraisal provides a context for asking questions about staff contributions towards achieving these goals.
Professional Standards
The Professional Standards warrant mention at this stage. Clearly none are actually standards and I regret working with them under such a misnomer as doing so tends to overshadow the real value that they offer. We can waste time debating the definition when we should be concentrating on employing the useful content that the standards provide.

What the various standards do offer is a range of contexts within which performance and progress can be profitably discussed and assessed. They do this well if and when educators personalise the context to reflect the particular culture of their schools. Doing this enables individual schools to create location-specific targeted professional standards within the context of the national professional standard dimensions. This is achieved by asking and answering questions, such as, ‘What do we expect in our school when teachers are required to demonstrate expertise and use of refined strategies in a range of effective teaching techniques? What do we agree to define as “refined strategies” and “effective teaching techniques”?’

Setting the Appraisal Platform
As an appraiser, before beginning appraisal work in any school, it is important to be familiar with the content and requirements of the school’s performance-management system.

It is essential that in carrying out appraisal there is compliance with the stated board of trustees’ expectations. At the same time, it is possible to identify gaps in the system and/or aspects that could be refined or improved.

Having seen a wide range of systems in operation it is clear that there is value in sharing information and ideas across schools in order to develop more consistent and universal best practice.

A crucial but somewhat underrated first step in performance management is the appointment of quality staff. Given the undisputed importance of staff it is surprising how often the failure to follow thorough appointment processes leads to inappropriate appointments being made. 

The quality of individual staff members has a huge impact on the direction and positivity of the performance-management strategies that can be used.

 Required Documentation
The following appraisal-relevant documents are required or recommended. Some documents are provided as appendices in this publication:

· Performance Management [Human Resources] Policy

· Appraisal Procedures for

Principal

Teaching staff

Support staff

Resolving disputes

· Annual Appraisal Cycle

· Appraisal Schedule (personalised for each staff member) 

Important to consider ‘best fit’ when matching appraisers to the staff being appraised

Importance of appraisal training and/or mentoring for appraisers

· Teachers’ Council Requirements

· Job Descriptions/Performance Agreements

Each staff member needs to have a performance-management folder containing all appraisal-based documents. A loose-leaf folder is recommended to allow material to be added over time as this reinforces the continuous nature of appraisal.

It is important that all staff and BOT members are involved in establishing the performance-management folder format and content. Appraisal is an activity done with people, not to people, and is intended to benefit the school as an organisation, as well as the people who work in that organisation. Full consultation is a prerequisite for such big-picture understanding and commitment.

Appraisal done well is the most useful, continuous, targeted professional development available in schools. I strongly believe that appraisal deserves to be specifically recognised within each school’s professional-development budget. This would help to signal appraisal relevance and importance in a strategic context. Treating it in isolation contributes to appraisal sometimes being seen as a costly add on, a view that often leads to compromises which demean its value and impact.

Performance-Management Cycle

The key elements of this cycle are:

teaching and managing;

appraisal;

          professional development.

In the course of carrying out reviews of school operations I have consistently found that, in the most effective schools, it does not seem to matter with which component of the cycle you start. The strength of the cycle means that wherever you start, it is very easy to identify what comes before and what follows – there is a logical and clear progression of events.

Flexibility allows for additional components to be linked into the cycle to accommodate the appointment of new staff and induction programmes for those staff when appointed.

Attestation, Competency, Discipline

As noted, flexibility is an essential element of all performance-management systems. It is particularly important when considering attestation, competency or disciplinary proceedings.

All three need to be managed outside and distinct from appraisal, but effective appraisal is often the key source of useful initial information contributing to the implementation of all three sets of procedures.

High-quality appraisal enhances and simplifies the principal’s ability to 
sign-off attestation confidently and accurately. If the appraisal process and outcomes can be trusted to provide accurate basic information there is no justification for a duplicate structure (attestation), which merely confirms what is already obvious especially in the context of basic competency – staff quite understandably resent being double checked. Where good appraisal is occurring, attestation tends to be a quick-check confirming process operating alongside appraisal.

Effective appraisal raises issues that may lead to the implementation of competency proceedings. In such circumstances, appraisal is put on hold while a support and guidance programme is worked through.

Any lack of clarity around the relationship between appraisal, attestation and competency can lead to significant staff meltdowns.

Dealing with the Tough Issues
Even the most experienced managers and appraisers acknowledge that this is an expectation of their roles that consistently causes them anxiety. Schools are relationship-based businesses so any threat to collegiality deserves careful consideration. 

However, not dealing with the tough issues can be far more damaging than confronting them.

So what can make dealing with tough issues more palatable?

· Acceptance that not dealing with an issue now will only make it more difficult to deal with in the future. The issues are unlikely to go away and the situation will probably escalate.

· Commitment to taking actions which are in the best interests 
of the teacher at risk. Usually people already know their faults. Being expected and helped to confront these may not be appreciated initially but handled well, appreciation often 
comes later. 

· Thinking of your own children being in this situation of concern. How would you feel if nothing was done about it?

· Constantly asking the question, ‘is this in the best interests of the children?’ This question and the ensuing answers provide a sound platform on which to base actions, especially given the nature of the in loco parentis work everyone is doing.

· Realising that if you know about the issues then, almost certainly, so do others. This heightens expectations that you will take action and places your credibility at risk if you choose not to.

· Being able to separate the personal from the professional by focusing on what people do rather than who they are.

· Remaining mindful of and modelling the qualities on which effective appraisal is based:

honesty;

credibility; 

integrity;

accuracy;

sensitivity.
Appraisal Process
If the platform is in place and you start the process well, a cycle develops which is easy to maintain.

The likelihood of starting the process well will be enhanced if the following qualities are in evidence:

· Honesty

An essential best-practice appraisal quality which can be legitimately expressed in a range of ways.

· Credibility

The credibility of the appraiser makes the difference between a process that potentially offers the best professional development available or one which is counter-productive to school improvement. Credibility takes on extra importance when the appraiser is less experienced and/or younger than the staff member being appraised. Job applications received from teachers and principals frequently contain excerpts from their appraisal reports to support their application. The credibility of the appraiser may determine how seriously such statements are taken. There is often little other written documentation to demonstrate school-based career achievements and progress.

Integrity

· Accuracy

While it is important that appraisal should not be overly complicated, it is equally important that no stage of the process should be rushed, increasing the potential for errors to be made.

Sensitivity

· Flexibility

This is an essential quality if the appraisal process is to be 
genuinely formative. Adult learning patterns essentially mirror those identified in children so, not surprisingly, adults like children learn and progress at different rates. 

Consequently appraisal goals may need to be modified or new ones set during the appraisal cycle. There is frequent justification for appraising staff against higher-level professional standards in specific areas of their work. In a positive school climate this is quite rightly recognised as affirmation of success and a significant achievement.

Overseas-trained teachers with New Zealand provisional registration may be very experienced but are required to be appraised against the Beginning Teacher Professional Standards. The inclusion of standards from the Fully Registered or Experienced Teacher categories provides meaningful challenges while reflecting a more accurate picture of actual performance. Effective appraisal in such circumstances covers the legal requirements while also offering professional challenges. I have worked in situations where beginning teachers are clearly operating at higher levels than the Beginning Teacher Professional Standards require. The appraisal process used should cater for this.

The most effective appraisal occurs in schools where the qualities noted above contribute to the focused creation and maintenance of a vibrant reflective culture characterised by cycles of constant improvement. Appraisal in these schools is continuous and formatively focused. There is openness about every contact, conversation, observation and class visit contributing to appraisal feedback.

In this climate, all opportunities are taken to applaud what deserves credit and discuss any concerns that arise. However, it is the method of following up observations that really make a difference. Keeping ongoing anecdotal notes of observed strengths, achievements and successes increases the likelihood of these being incorporated into the subsequent written summative-appraisal report. Too often, these observations are mentioned verbally but are not recorded or followed up.

In dealing with issues of concern, after discussion, it is important to provide immediate opportunities to get things on track before the summative written stage of appraisal is formally concluded. While not a guarantee, this certainly does increase the likelihood of the report being positively focused and professionally valued.

The concept of continuous appraisal can be seen as threatening, but as an appraiser it is really difficult to close your eyes and ears to what is happening around you simply because ‘it’s not appraisal’. It is even more difficult to pretend that you are doing so and, anyway, why would you? In the right climate the benefits far outweigh the threats.

Appraising Experienced Teachers
It is not unusual or surprising to hear experienced teachers, in discussions about taking on extra responsibilities beyond the classroom, stating that, ‘I just want to concentrate on teaching my class and be the best teacher I can be for them’.

While the sentiment is commendable, the reality this attitude conveys is problematic. By definition, the professional standards applying to experienced teachers require some degree of management and leadership beyond the classroom to be associated with their roles.

In order to respect and retain the teaching strengths that experienced teachers provide and schools need, we can afford to be innovative and realistic about the added requirements without being demeaning or diminishing the importance of tasks assigned.

Recent principal-appraisal work in a large rural school included my reading an appraisal report carried out by the principal of an experienced teacher on his staff. The teacher had been a staff member since training, and 41 years later with retirement looming, there was no intention of changing schools. In the context of the teacher’s experience and longevity I was initially skeptical about the value of an appraisal focused on her responsibility for evaluating calf-club day and overseeing planning for the event for the following year. My initial thoughts were, fortunately not conveyed, that the teacher must be in a rut and the appraisal report would confirm this.

For a number of what quickly proved to be positive reasons, my initial judgements were quite wrong and the choice of focus was brilliantly thought through and reported on by the principal. I was soon reminded of the strategic importance of calf-club days in a traditional rural-school setting. The day, in reality, impacted on all aspects of the school’s operations. Prior to her involvement, issues had arisen causing relationships to break down on a number of levels.

Calf-club day was identified as the catalyst for the breakdown, but wider issues were involved. The teacher selected to remedy this had an excellent reputation in the community and was seen as a potential bridge builder. She certainly showed no indications of being in a rut.

In this case the responsibility and related appraisal process which, on the surface, seemed relatively trivial were anything but!

Appraising Teacher Aides

Increasingly, schools are recognising the importance of teacher aides and including them in appraisal processes.

I am sure that we can do more to acknowledge the changes that have occurred in teacher-aide roles and the expectations attached to these. The paint mixing/resource preparation of the past have been replaced by expectations that teacher aides, albeit with teacher support, will regularly work in specialist teaching roles alongside some of our most challenging students using high-level targeted teaching and management strategies. Often teacher aides are the staff members who know individual children and their likes, dislikes, strengths and needs better than anyone.

While pay levels do not reflect the importance of such work we can, 
through providing appropriate job descriptions and appraisal, give feedback that to an important extent compensates and offers a different kind of reward. In schools where this is happening, the appreciation by teacher aides is obvious.

Appraising Administration and Support Staff
These members of staff are often overlooked and/or their importance underestimated in the appraisal programmes of many schools. Administration and support staff frequently play major roles in determining and maintaining the school profile and reputation, especially the front-office staff who probably know as much about the school as anyone else. Their importance warrants the use of effective appraisal processes aimed at offering specific skill-based development and career/salary progression. The links between performance and salary need to be clear and the methods of appraising work carried out must be well understood, fair and robust.

The Place for Outside Experts in Appraisal
Principal Appraisal 
While it is the responsibility of the board of trustees and especially the chairperson to ensure that the principal’s appraisal is carried out annually, the role is usually assigned to an outside specialist or consultant. Given the specialist nature and importance of the principal’s role, the use of an experienced and qualified education consultant as the main appraiser is recommended.

A working appraisal-based partnership between consultant and board can work well. A shared approach has potential professional and financial merit.

Senior Manager Appraisal (as individuals)
Appraisal by an outside consultant every three or four years has benchmarking value and provides a fresh perspective of the progress being made on a school-wide and individual basis. It can be even more useful if attached to appraisal training and mentoring, as future continuity of practice is more likely in these circumstances.

Teaching-Staff Appraisal
Outside appraisal of the teaching staff has value if used occasionally (perhaps every four to five years) as a consistent, external approach to determining and establishing school-wide performance benchmarks. This approach can be especially useful if the school has worked through major changes and/or experienced significant staff turnover.

Senior Management Team Appraisal (as a team)
Such appraisal tends to be an under-utilised and under-valued aspect of performance management. 

The process relates to the effectiveness of the senior-management team as 
a team and, in this context, the relatively impersonal nature of the 
feedback provides a different and useful collation of information about whole-school progress. 

Such appraisals are worth including in the performance-management cycle every three or four years or when the composition of the team changes significantly.

Teacher Appraisal Practice
Written Report Format
· Outline of process used

· Introductory statement

· Report on each selected dimension of the relevant professional standards

· Progress made in working on school-wide and personal professional objectives

· Summary

· Recommendations

In subsequent reports a further section is added after the introductory statement:

· Progress made in working through previous recommendations. Along with the recommendations, this component is of vital importance in creating a cycle of continuous, recorded progress. 

Note: In this suggested format no reference is made to the inclusion and use of a tick system or a scaled assessment of achievement in measuring progress through the appraisal process. Such measures have no valid or useful place in effective, formative appraisal practice – they are more likely to severely limit or stop progress altogether.

Annual Appraisal Cycle or Sequence 

(For details refer to the Annual Appraisal Cycle provided in the Appendix.)

Term One

During the first two or three weeks of term one, carry out in-class observations aimed at determining the strength of the teaching/learning environment and platform in each classroom. 

(A format for recording these observations is included in the appendices.)

Then focus on the development of effective teaching and learning platforms in the classroom. 

This requires an emphasis on Dimensions 2 and 4 of the relevant professional standards:

Dimension 2: Teaching Techniques

Dimension 4: Classroom Management

Prioritise Dimension 4 to acknowledge the vital importance of first establishing sound management strategies in the classroom. The use of teaching techniques and motivational strategies is compromised if these are not in place and operating successfully.

Term Two
Follow up on the recommendations made in the first report. If a good platform has been established, move to the next stage. There is no value in dwelling on the obvious other than to acknowledge it. Look to set new challenges and cover Dimensions 1, 3 and 5 of the professional standards:

Dimension 1: Professional Knowledge

Dimension 3: Motivation of Students

Dimension 5: Communication

If a sound platform is not in place, look to take stronger measures to support and guide improvement and maintain this focus. The ability to differentiate the teaching programme will be of little significance if the children are not well managed.

Review progress made on the school-wide and personal professional objectives that each teacher has in place for the current year. These objectives complement the professional standards and are appraised in conjunction with or alongside the standards.

If the teacher being appraised is clearly meeting the requirements of the professional standards, an increased amount of appraisal time can be allocated to measuring progress in relation to the objectives. This helps to make the process a more individualised, challenging and rewarding experience.

Development of the objectives is important on both personal and school-wide levels.

Term Three
Continue ongoing observations of in-class teaching with verbal feedback. Discuss progress being made in relation to the appraisee’s school-wide and personal professional objectives.

Review progress made in relation to the recommendations made in the previous interim report.

Term Four

Recommendations made in the final appraisal report will be useful in setting the performance agreement objectives for the following year.

Criteria for Setting Useful Objectives
Each objective should be:

· Specific - not vague or general

· Challenging - realistic, attainable and may be difficult

· Relevant - related to the work of the individual, team or syndicate and school

· Within a specified time frame – completion deadlines set

· Measurable – outcomes must be objectively determined

There are different kinds of objectives – they include:

· Routine objectives – relate to normal, everyday roles and responsibilities expressed in terms of expected standards

· Problem-solving objectives – provide solutions to issues which impact on individual, group or school-wide effectiveness

· Innovative objectives – identify new tasks, procedures or techniques to enable the school to perform more effectively

· Personal objectives – aimed at personal growth of individuals, but raising performance levels also benefits the overall effectiveness of the school

From an appraisal perspective the detail attached to each objective of the ‘how will we know that we are making progress’, is particularly useful. This detail clarifies on what the appraiser should focus. 

Appraisal Interviews and Feedback Sessions
Informal Interviews
Providing these opportunities help to confirm the continuous nature of good appraisal.

Try to follow up all classroom visits by giving some verbal feedback to the appraisee. We tend to underrate the value of such on-the-spot information.

Formal Interviews

Follow-up of any formal observations in the summative phase of the appraisal process should be scheduled as soon as possible after each observation. The interview itself must not be rushed or carried out at a time that puts extra pressure on the appraisee.

During the interview, after setting the scene briefly, always give the appraisee the opportunity to talk about how they felt the observed session went. Often at this time they will raise issues you intended to bring up, but it is much better to respond to rather than initiate discussions about any concerns or areas for improvement. However, if these issues are not raised by the appraisee, you will need to address them.

During the interview the appraisee should do most of the talking; it has been suggested that 80 per cent of the talking should come from the appraisee. In my experience this is not always realistic and I believe a 60/40 split is a more realistic goal. But, appraisers do tend to talk too much, sometimes far too much! Effective listening is a vital ingredient of good appraisal and a characteristic of a quality appraiser.

The ability to prepare and ask interview questions can be challenging, but it does get easier with experience. It is a good idea to spend some time with an experienced interviewer as they can offer mentoring and opportunities for role-modelling interview techniques.

Appraisal  in Practice
Appraisal involves identification of practices ranging from great to good and not so good. I have had the pleasure of seeing many and varied examples of the best classroom practice and I hope I have seen already the worst.

The worst to date occurred during an appraisal that oscillated from depressing to hilarious.

The experience took place in an at-risk school where external appraisal of all staff was required. The appraisals were carried out in conjunction with a literacy expert to reflect the school-wide professional-development focus on literacy practice.

The two of us began the morning with an appraisal visit to a year-three classroom of seven year olds to observe a spelling lesson in progress. Things did not start well. We entered the room without a welcome or introductions, so we sat at a table at the back of the room. The children eventually after loud demands from the teacher, sat on the floor at the front of the room.

At this time, the teacher got out of her armchair and went to one of the boys, lifting him off the floor by the ear and led him over to us.

Teacher: You tell these people what your name is!

The boy gave no verbal response but dropped his head, which was immediately lifted again by the ear lobe.

Teacher (more expressively): You tell them what your name is! 

The boy still did not respond verbally but a distinct curling of the lips was visible from our lower-down perspective.

Teacher: Your name is Bad. Now what’s your name?

Child: Bad, Miss.

Teacher: Yes, now go back to the floor!

Without comment to us the teacher returned to her armchair.

Having set the scene with this motivational strategy, the teacher proceeded to unfold the lesson.

Teacher: Now we are going to do our spelling. We are going to 
do a test.

Attention was drawn to a list of 30 words on a chart. The list had been compiled from ‘our trip to the park’. We discovered later that every class in the school was working from this list, which included such words as ‘photosynthesis’ and ‘reproduction’. We did wonder what had gone on in the park, but as it turned out we did not need to worry – not for the children in this class anyway.

The word ‘photosynthesis’ was especially interesting. The original spelling on the chart had been crossed out and corrected. However, the original, in fact, had been correctly spelt and the correction was wrong. 

Compounding the problem, the other classes had also corrected the error. Realistically, it did not matter; in terms of the big picture it was a triviality.

Teacher: Now we are going to say the words out loud, spell them out and then say them again. You copy me.

(These instructions were accompanied by numerous interruptions as various children were ‘shut up’. The recitation occurred 30 times as required and we now expected the test to start – wrong!

Teacher: Now we will do it again. 

(Eventually they did, and after all 30 words were repeated and 35 minutes of the lesson had gone by, the true test began.)

Teacher: Take a piece of this paper to your table and get your 
pencils ready.

(This happened slowly and noisily. As luck would have it, Bad was sitting at the table we had claimed, but there was plenty of room. The fun really began at this stage. Bad, very discreetly, snapped the lead off his pencil.)

Bad: Miss, my pencil’s bust!

Teacher: Well come and get another one.

(He did, and just as discreetly the pencil was inverted under the table top and the lead snapped again.)

Bad: Oh Miss, this pencil’s bust too.

Teacher (in a punishing voice): Well you don’t do the test. 

Strangely, Bad did not see this as a punishment. He had other plans. He calmly proceeded to fold his test paper into a dart, got out of his chair, walked to the other side of the room, opened the lower window and then returned to sit down. In the existing chaos, he was not noticed.

During the course of the test, he tried several times to fly his dart out the window. His speed and trajectory improved rapidly with practice. On the fifth attempt the dart disappeared out the window. Bad followed it out the same exit, not to be seen again during our visit. 

If the teacher noticed his absence, she certainly expressed no concern. The boy’s behaviour may have been bad, but he was certainly not stupid.

Meanwhile, back to the spelling.

Not surprisingly, the process was a shambles. Most children gave up part way through and the teacher had insurmountable difficulties in pronouncing some of the words let alone putting them into a meaningful contextual sentence.

However, the results proved encouraging. Some children, after swapping papers for a very extended marking session somehow got more right than they had actually written down. Others seemed to be able to spell words that they could not actually read.

At this stage we felt the urge to inform the principal that Bad had escaped. We could not help feeling though that wherever he had gone it was to a better and safer place.

On reflection, maybe in the context of the appraisal we should have focused on numeracy – counting forwards and backwards from one to a hundred would surely have been more stimulating and motivating. At least Bad had a practical opportunity to explore the concept of five and he certainly demonstrated real potential as a problem solver. 

So, why should we not be concerned about ‘reproduction’ in the park for these mainly seven year olds? Well, before leaving we asked one of the good children about the park trip and what the words meant for her.

Child: Oh, we didn’t do the trip. Some of the kids were too naughty so none of us were allowed to go!

Principal Appraisal

Introduction
The qualities of effective appraisal identified earlier in this document apply to all personnel in schools, regardless of status. So what is different about appraising the principal?

While the basics of appraisal still apply, some additional considerations need to be given to reflecting on the importance of the principal’s role and the expectations of the professional standards specifically related to the principal’s responsibilities.

The direct professional link between the principal in the CEO role and board members in their governance roles heightens the importance of having clear policies and procedures in place to measure and support the progress of the principal and the school. 

It is essential that all board members have in-depth knowledge and understanding of the appraisal requirements that are conveyed through the school’s policies and procedures.

In looking to identify across-school features that contribute to high-quality successful organisations, one feature is consistently apparent: a positive working relationship between the principal and board chair. It is a relationship that has not been ignored but has, I suggest, been underestimated and understated.

Many factors and qualities characterise such positive working relationships and I highlight a couple:

· Principal and board chair meet regularly on a formal timetabled basis and also on other informal occasions – weekly or more often.

· Meetings are opportunities for any matters affecting or likely to affect the school to be raised and openly discussed. Management and governance considerations are respected but used as entries rather than as barriers to progress.

Issues that could easily escalate tend not to if dealt with in this manner and climate. They are either resolved at a low level or can at least be discussed in a meaningful no-surprises atmosphere. When people define matters in strict governance and management terms I hear alarm bells signalling soon-could-be problems or breakdowns.

There are, in my experience, two ultra-consistent features of successful schools I have worked in. 

The first has been mentioned: the positive working relationship between the principal and board chair.

The second is the quality of the leadership of the principal. 

I am somewhat surprised about the level of understatement regarding the actual importance of principal leadership and the relative lack of information about the qualities of leadership that create successful school cultures.

Appraisal done well, provides a tangible opportunity to recognise such qualities and build on them in ways that motivate and challenge current and aspiring principals.

Principal Qualities Identified in Successful Schools 
This is a far from exhaustive list based on collated feedback received over time from people working in a large and diverse range of schools.

· Maintains a high, very visible profile in the school with staff, students and parents. (I have worked in at least two schools where many children were sure that the caretaker was their principal.) 

· Has a vision for the future

· Encouraging

· Open-minded

· Possesses the confidence to take risks

· Consults widely but makes decisions 

· ‘Walks the talk’ 

· Committed to working collaboratively

· An active learner in a learning community

· Effective listener

· Has the best interests of children in mind in all decision-making

· Approachable

· Makes tough decisions

Confidentiality of Information
Lack of clarity about which appraisal-based information should be shared with people other than the principal, appraiser and board chair is a regular source of interpersonal friction and suspicion.

The necessary degree of clarity needs to be written into BOT policies and procedures and this content openly shared with board members and staff.

However, as we can all testify, this does not guarantee everyone will then follow the rules! It does though provide sound foundations on which to base actions when non-compliance behaviour occurs. Damage may still be done but it can be minimised.

In specific terms I recommend that appraisal-related documents be dealt with in the following ways:

· Principal job description/performance agreement – share with all board members and staff. The content is usually closely linked to goals and objectives in the strategic plan and annual plan. These are shared documents.

· Principal self-appraisal – make available only to the appraiser.

· Appraisal reports – not made available to staff. There is some ambivalence about whether the full board or just the board chair should receive and read the full report. I tend to favour the whole board receiving and reading the full report in an in-committee meeting. The whole board is after all the employer.

My reservations around prescribing this as a universally appropriate approach stem from experiences involving individual board members who chose not to abide by the in-committee rules and disclosed information in public forums. Often in such situations the board members concerned clearly believe that the ends justify the means. Challenging this behaviour draws such a response as, ‘I did it in the best interests of the school (or children)’. The scope of such misdemeanors ranges from mischievous to slanderous and the outcomes can cause irreparable damage to relationships and careers.

However, limiting the accessibility of the full report to the board chair, who then presents a summary of appraisal findings to the other board members can have a serious downside, too.

People have a tendency to be more concerned about what might have been left out of the summary rather than what was put in it. Sometimes these concerns are justified. In the context of openness and clarity I therefore favour the full-board approach.

To manage the overall risks associated with either course of action, many boards include in their policy and procedures acknowledgement of the principal’s right to make the decision about sharing the full report with the whole board. 

My advice to principals is to share the full report with the whole board unless there are strong reasons for not doing so, in which case the board chair submits a summary of the content. 

Dealing with a critical appraisal is unlikely to be made easier by choosing the summary rather than the full-report option.

As an appraiser, wherever possible I will attend the board meeting where the appraisal report is shared and read. I can then speak about the content, process and especially the recommendations. Privacy issues can also be reinforced at this time, as it is sometimes ignorance rather than deliberate intent that leads to mistakes being made by people acting inappropriately.

As with most education-based issues, relationships are at stake, so it is much better to be proactive than reactive – less expensive, too!

Summary
Appraisal practice has many parallels with the practice of teaching – you never finish; there is no actual end; you can always do more; you can do it differently; use more people; use different people; do it better; etc.

Quality appraisers, like quality teachers, do not always achieve the results they seek. A degree of risk is attached to making judgements, particularly subjective judgements made in the context of relationships. In accepting this element of risk, reassurance is provided by the knowledge that we do not learn or progress by always getting it right. However, we can minimise any risk-related potential damage by creating boundaries within which risk-taking can occur and a workable balance is achievable. Such boundaries surround an environment that challenges but does not threaten and one in which mistakes are opportunities that only a level of risk can create. In setting the boundaries the qualities of effective appraisal identified earlier remain useful touchstones:

· Honesty

· Credibility

· Integrity

· Accuracy

· Sensitivity

· Flexibility

Trying to achieve the perfect or ideal balance is like herding cats or convincing Bad that school is a caring nurturing environment!

Idealism is fine but only if you are willing to settle for slightly less on occasions.

Appendix
The following documents are provided for your use and/or adaptation:

· Performance Management Policy

· Annual Appraisal Cycle

· BOT Role in Performance Management

· Principal Job Description/Performance Agreement (sample)

Note: Job descriptions using the same format as principal job description are available for:

· Deputy Principal; Associate Principal; Unit Holder

· Experienced Teacher

· Registered Teacher

· Beginning Teacher

· Teacher Aide
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