SCH00LS
EFEE | fearsion o .?w,&.E

Education Employers

Learning

SCHOOLS=

LearningSchools

Schools as learning institutions - Practical guidelines for
schools based on research insights

Introduction

Globally, education systems are experiencing significant changes driven by
societal demands, technological advancements, and increasing diversity. Schools
are at the forefront of these shifts and must adapt to maintain quality,
inclusivity, and relevance. The research report, on which this document is based,
examines the intricate interplay of innovation, quality management, and learning
within schools, emphasising their role as adaptive institutions capable of
navigating complex and evolving educational landscapes. Conducted within the
framework of the dialogue of European social partners, in the project "Schools as
Learning Institutions - European Social Partners in education promoting effective
quality and innovation management models in the education sector in a post
Covid-19 era", the study investigates how schools can integrate innovative
practices and quality-focused strategies to respond to both immediate challenges
and long-term systemic needs. This document summarises the report's key
findings and translates them into practical guidelines for schools to enhance their
practices, foster effective quality and innovation management.

Key Insights from the Research Report

The research highlights several critical dimensions of education innovation and
quality management:

1. Connecting quality and innovation: Education can be improved in
many ways, not just with new technology or methods, but also by
making changes that meet students' needs and fit with society's
demands. Quality is a process, and it means ensuring all students
achieve their potential, with a focus on inclusivity and improvement.
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Complexity and context: Quality and innovation management
involves tension, complexity, context and iteration. Shared
understanding helps us deal with these issues. To move from practice
to strategy, we need to spend more time on the process and use more
structured procedures.

The role of leaders: Good school leaders help schools to be
innovative and of high quality. Sharing responsi bilities across the
organisation supports collaboration and empowers teachers and staff.
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs): PLCs help educators
work together and allow them to develop professionally. The PLC is a
group of educators who regularly collaborate to improve teaching
practices and student learning involving others around them in
concentric circles. Key elements of a PLC include shared values and
vision, collective responsibility, reflective professional inquiry,
collaboration, and a focus on student outcomes.

Barriers to change: Problems like lack of resources, poor governance
and inertia make it difficult to introduce new ideas.

Stakeholder engagement: Teachers, students, parents, and
community members must be involved in making changes (the Whole
School Approach).

Internationalisation: Promoting cross-cultural exchange through
mobility programs and international collaborations enriches educational
practices and fosters new perspectives.

Guidelines for School Practice

1. Establishing a Culture of Collaboration and Professional
Development

Key Action Points:

Develop Professional Learning Communities (PLCs!): Schools should
create dedicated time and space for teachers to collaborate, share best
practices, and address challenges collectively.

Facilitate peer observation and feedback: Encourage teachers to observe
each other's lessons and provide constructive feedback, fostering a culture
of continuous improvement.

If it is difficult to establish time, motivation and resources for the activities
listed in the previous two point activities, provide at least some time for
strategic reflection in the teachers' community. Besides the regular,
day-to-day conversations and more administrative tasks, leave time for
discussion on more fundamental issues and thought-provoking questions.
During these conversations, acknowledge tensions as a natural part of the
development process, and try to arrive at some common understanding
(sensemaking process). In this process, it is important to consider the

! Here you can find a theoretical and practical summary and guidence in relation to the
concept Professmnal Learnlng Communlty Wlklpedla URL:
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teachers’ mental models (i. e. often implicit beliefs and assumptions on
collaboration, professionalism, innovation, quality, etc.)

e Invest in ongoing professional development: Provide regular training
sessions focused on innovative pedagogical approaches, emerging
technologies, and inclusive practices.

Practical Implementation: PLCs can begin with small, focused groups
addressing specific school challenges, such as improving literacy rates or
integrating technology in classrooms. Regular workshops led by internal or
external experts can supplement these efforts. For instance, a PLC might explore
strategies to differentiate instruction for diverse learners, creating actionable
lesson plans that can be shared school wide.

2. Enhancing Leadership and Governance
Key Action Points:

e Adopt a distributed leadership model: Share leadership responsibilities
across teams, ensuring that all staff members have a voice in
decision-making.

e Build capacity in school leaders: Provide training for principals and
administrators on strategic planning, change management, and fostering
innovation.

e Create cross-functional teams: Establish committees that include
teachers, students, and parents to address specific issues, such as
curriculum development or extracurricular programming.

e Try to involve in different community building and decision-making
processes the different stakeholders in relation to the school (the Whole
School Approach?)

Practical Implementation: Schools can form leadership teams that include
department heads, teacher representatives, and support staff to collaboratively
develop strategic plans. For instance, a team might design a roadmap for
integrating migrant students into the school's community, ensuring they receive
tailored support and fostering inclusion.

The teachers' community can slowly develop forums and opportunities to involve
the different stakeholders: students, parents, community members, NGOs or
other community organisations.
3. Leveraging Data for Continuous Improvement
Key Action Points:

e Develop systems for data collection: Schools should track indicators such

as student performance, attendance, and engagement to identify areas
needing improvement.

2 See more about the concept here: The Whole School Approach. The Futures without
Violence website. URL:

https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/the-whole-school-approach/
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e Conduct regular self-assessments: Use data to evaluate the effectiveness
of teaching strategies, programs, and policies.

e Use feedback loops: Implement mechanisms for collecting input from
students, parents, and teachers to inform decision-making.

e Aggregate data (developing solid documentation) around the major school
experiences, introduced innovative practices, lessons drawn from
innovation and quality management practices.

Practical Implementation: Schools might implement a digital platform to
streamline data collection and analysis. For instance, a school could use surveys
to gauge student satisfaction with extracurricular activities, analysing results to
prioritise future investments. Similarly, classroom assessment data can inform
differentiated instruction strategies. Additionally, all the documentation around
innovation and quality management could be registered on the platform:
documents, videos, recorded experiences, minutes, notes, summaries, etc.

4. Promoting Equity and Inclusion
Key Action Points:

e Tailor resources to individual needs: Allocate resources based on students'
socio-economic, cultural, and learning needs to ensure equitable access to
quality education.

e Foster inclusive practices: Train teachers to use culturally responsive
teaching methods and adapt lessons to accommodate diverse learning
styles.

e Address systemic barriers: Identify and dismantle policies or practices that
disproportionately disadvantage certain student groups.

Practical Implementation: Schools can implement peer mentoring programs
where older students support younger peers, particularly those from
marginalised backgrounds. Additionally, offering workshops for teachers on
inclusive pedagogy and unconscious bias can improve classroom dynamics and
student engagement.

5. Integrating International Perspectives
Key Action Points:

e Promote exchange programs: Establish partnerships with international
schools for student and teacher exchanges.

e Infuse global themes into the curriculum: Incorporate topics such as
climate change, cultural diversity, and global citizenship into lesson plans.

e Encourage multilingualism (if it is possible): Offer language programs that
prepare students for participation in a globalised world.

Practical Implementation: A school might partner with a foreign institution to
create a joint project, such as a virtual exchange where students collaborate on
sustainability initiatives. Incorporating case studies from different countries into
subjects like history and science can also provide global perspectives. The
Erasmus+ programme offers many opportunities to enhance internationalisation.
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6. Addressing Resource Constraints
Key Action Points:

e Optimise existing resources: Identify underutilised assets within the
school and redeploy them to areas of greatest need.

e Seek external funding: Apply for grants or partner with local businesses
and community organisations to support initiatives.

e Engage volunteers: Leverage community members' expertise to provide
additional support for students and staff.

Practical Implementation: Schools could develop grant-writing teams to
secure funding for specific projects, such as building up collaborations, upgrading
classroom technology or enhancing STEM or inclusion-oriented programs and
methods. Engaging alumni networks to mentor students or contribute financially
can also address resource gaps.

7. Implementing a Strategic Approach to Innovation
Key Action Points:

Follow the 4 steps model of innovation management (see below).
Align innovation with strategic goals: Ensure that new initiatives support
the school's broader vision and objectives.

e Pilot new programs: Test innovations on a small scale before implementing
them school-wide.

e Document and share results: Create a repository of lessons learned to
inform future efforts (see above, too).

Practical Implementation: Create opportunities and sufficient time for
strategic planning processes in the school community. In this process, you might
use the strategic alignment pyramid (See Figure 1). You can create a SCRUM
board of different stakeholders that can carry on the strategic processes after
having established the common vision, general strategy, aims and priorities at
least, with the broader community.

For the innovation processes, the SCRUM board (or another team) can facilitate
and support piloting. For example, the school might pilot a blended learning
model in one grade level, combining online and in-person instruction. After
evaluating its impact on student outcomes and teacher workload, the program
could be refined and expanded to other grades.
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Figure 1

The 4-step model of innovation management consist of the following practical
steps?:

1.

Understanding the Need for Change: Identifying and analysing the need
for change is crucial to lay a strong foundation. This phase involves
assessing current challenges, analysing gaps, and considering the needs
of stakeholders to build a compelling case for change. Tools like needs
assessments and stakeholder analysis are often used at this stage to
clarify the purpose and desired impact of the innovation.

. Designing the Change: Once the need for change is clear, the next step

involves designing a comprehensive plan. This includes setting specific
goals, defining roles and responsibilities, developing strategies, and
setting measurable targets for the change process. This phase may
involve action planning and allocating resources to ensure readiness for
implementation, as well as securing the commitment of stakeholders
through clear communication of objectives.

. Implementing and Monitoring the Change: The implementation phase

requires putting the plan into action while monitoring progress closely.
Schools often adopt cycles like "Plan-Do-Study-Act" (PDSA) to implement
changes incrementally, allowing teams to observe outcomes, make
adjustments, and keep stakeholders engaged. During this stage, real-time
feedback and data collection help maintain momentum and address
emerging challenges.

Evaluating and Sustaining the Change: In the final phase, schools
evaluate the effectiveness of the innovation against initial goals. This
includes gathering data on outcomes, conducting evaluations, and
engaging stakeholders in discussions about sustainability. Efforts are
directed at institutionalizing successful changes to ensure lasting impact.
This phase also involves reflecting on lessons learned to refine practices
and lay the groundwork for future innovation.

3 Cited literally from the document: Schools as learning institutions — research report
prepared by Gyorgy Mészaros
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Conclusion

The integration of innovation and quality management in education is not just a
theoretical ideal but a practical necessity. Schools must adopt collaborative
practices, enhance leadership capacities, and focus on data-driven
decision-making to meet the challenges of a rapidly evolving educational
landscape. By promoting equity, leveraging international perspectives, and
addressing resource constraints, schools can create inclusive environments that
foster both student success and institutional excellence. The guidelines outlined
in this document provide actionable strategies that align with the research
findings of the "Schools as learning institutions" project, offering a pathway for
schools to achieve their goals while responding to the needs of their
communities.

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s)
only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the European Commission.
Neither the European Union nor the European Commission can be held responsible for them.
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