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The School Assessment Survey:
A Data-Based Tool for"Rchool improvement

1

el

Effective school improvement programs are data-batied and participatory

(Louis, at al., 1981). Data 'can supply valid and reliable information

about a wide range of school conditions--án important early step in

pe

identifying priority areas for improvement. However, data must also be

shared with the school staff. That way everyone can consider the data, the

discrepancy between ideal and actual conditions, and the implications of

this aaseaament for future action. The data are more likely to be properly

interpreted and used if there is broad participation.

Many modern school effectiveness programs do begin with a data

collection step (Miles, et al., 1983). However, there is a shortage of

validated instruments that both assess school conditions and also provide.

useful feedbaa for staff. The School Assessment Survey (SAS) is a teacher

survey that fills both needs. It measures a variety of school climate and

organizational factors related to school effectiveness and improvement. It *

is also liuked.to programs that encourage participation in the design and

implementation of constructiveimprovement Initiatives.
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The Instrument

The SAS instrument was developed through four rounds of reviaio.,

refinement, and validation. Eilch round permitted the collection of

information from elementary and secondary schools in urban, suburban, apd

rural settings. .A review of the theoretical literature on organizations

identified important organizational conditions or "dimensioas" related to

improvement or effectiveness. Practival concerns Were incorporated through



conversations irith educators and trainers which broadefied the scope ofthe

SAS dimensions and furthei refined specific ciU2stionnaire items related-to

each dimension. Consequently, this instrument has facevalidity to those,

most directly responsible for the delivery and Management, Of Instruction.

While there are instruments designedito assess school :conditions, most
k.c

have been validated at the individual student or teacher level. The SAS

A -

instrument has a.methodological focus on the school. This fits with the

current focus on the school as the unit of analysis and change in effective

schools. programs. The data offer a constructive picture of th*schoel as a

whole and there is well- documented technical evidence of the utility of

tbis approach.
2

The SAS Suzvey is administered in a group setting (e.g., a staff

meeting) to all teachers. Administration takes no more than 30 minute's.

While each teacher is asked to proviide his/her yiew of the school, the

presentation of results combines all staff views within a school to avrive

at a school score for each dimension.

The instrument is organized around nine key orgadizational dimensions.

Those dimensions are outlined in Figure 1. In addition tb'tii't definitions

for each dimension, Figure 1 summarizes the most relevant research from the

school improvement and school effectiveness research that supports their

importadce. Each dimension has been constructed by combining the results

'crow multiple (five to eight) s-Tvey items. Not only is there technical

evidence'ofthe;reliability and validity of the instrument, but comMents

from users indicate strong face validity. FBAs one practitioner commented:

I have worked here for 14 years and these are the most accurate

data 1` have seen. These data tell it like it is in our school.

-1-



The Profile

The vehicle for feedbadk is a school profile. Figure 2 contains

a sample.. The profile provides a snapshot of the overall

organizational condition of a school. Several educators have likened

"- to a humen xray.. The result° enable practitioners to quickly

a ,tiiy strengths and weaknesses in their schools. The practical

utility of the profAle has been enhanced by careful attention to three

important eiuestions raised by educators:
400-

a Can a school compare one dimension score with another?

tI2 group of,schools with which a school is being
compared meaningful?

h.

0 How can a school determine its relative standing on a
dimension in comparisonto other schools?

To answer the first questioniaffirmatively, all scores have been

standardized ona common metric.
3

This capacity to'compare dimensions. is

important because no single dimension can fully capture the climate'of a

school (Rutter, et al.,.1979). It is the mix*of scores that is Ao...

,important, and this mix can best be interpreted when the local context is

fully understood (Vorbett, et al., £984).

The issue of an appropriate comparison is also addressed by the SAS

profile. Recent researdh (Firestone & Herriott, 1982) using the SAS data

indicates that elementary schdols are organized quite differently from

secondary schools. As a result, appropriate referent groups are necessary

for meaningful comparisons and so separate profiles hive been constructed

for elemenzary and secondary gchools:

3
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A third concernof educators is that the profile offers a normative

comparison with other schools. SAS uses a box and whisker format to

graphically depict the spread of scores (see Figure 2). The whiskers, or

vertical lines above and below the rectangular box fel- each dimension,

represent the distribution of the top,25 percent and bottom 25 percent, in

the normed group. The rectangular box-between the whiskers represents the

distribution of .school scores for the central 5a percent. An "X" somewhere
4

along the 7.2px and whisker allows a schoolto quickly see its score relative

to the range for other schools along each diiension.

In the case of Middletown Elementary ,School in Figure 2, a real

strength of the school is the faiilitative leadership of the principal

ladle a clear weakness is the amount of communication among teachers.

.4

However, detailed interpretation of these data requires knowledge of the

particular school context. That knowledge is best tapped by involving the

full school staff.

Uses

0

A key to 5AS is this ability to highlight strengths and weaknesses in

a school. However accurate that portrayal, it holds little long-term

itility unless it can be linked to a well-designed program to help schoois.

focus on a need and work to strengthen the school. An important advantage

of SAS is that it has been incorporated as part of development programs

which help schools achieve their improement objectives.

Twosuch programs are.worth mentioning. The first, created by the

School District of Philadelphia uses SAS as an important part of a

school-widerneep assessment package. Dis;>ict facilitators work with

representatives from all the groups in a school to'identify areas of

4



concern, develop change strategies, and help imgl._ement new plans. itt

similar program designed by Research for Better Schools, "'a regional

educational R&D laboratory, in conjunction with ehe Nay Jersey Education

Associatiou focuses on a collaborative, teacher-administrator aporoach that

links.school organizationfaeitora and productivity with organiaational
e

development strategies to create a successful inPervention program. Both

'programs place a major emphasis on staff participation 1.11 identifying areas

for improvement and In carrying out programs to improve the quality o:

learning.

Surmary .

4,1

The core values in.all the programs that treeSAS to promote school

improvement are:

use of reliable, valid, and epsily understood data about

school conditions.

identification of a process for school staff to openly
discuss key issues deriving from,,the data as they' impact

improvement efforts.

6 creation of dst mechanism to allow targeted improvement ideas

to be implemented
,.

The programs that use SAS .a. A ata-bated improvement effort operate

on the premise that schools can improve by making better use of their hum&J

resources, by opening up the 'decision making protess, and-by focusing

efforts on a few critical areas. By embatking on this process, school

staffs work successftlly tovArd achieving improved learning environments

and increased academic achievement; hig er staff morale, improved relations

between teaching staff and admini4ration, clearer communication, and

greater consensus about their mission.

5
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The ability f ate ; principal ta get
?there to from out, his /bar nimbi*
to roppect to 001a00,p schedules,

staff, sseigosseatro, add the oilaultion

rsotorcux.

The eatmot to which informetion about
intructico is *listed betvsen ttochets
and adtaloletratore.

The extent to which inforeative about
instruction is *hared among teschate,

The frequency of disputes about
echookrelated matters.'

The premeaem of am orderly environment.
in the otkoul.

Actione of tmschvat that enhance tb
quality c* instruction for aril
students in their essaroome.

RESEARCif SASE
School effcttNenesa

When ttsff agree on the Leportence
4f beric,skillu irotructiox
urban,schoole stbieetleent I:screw:to:

) ey Brookovet et ei., 1979

This *gesture of principal leadership
contributes tr student mchievement

directly and by 'twain,' through
teoching behiryiev when controlling
for otodent SEP )

Calif. Stttt. Dept. of Ltd.. 1980

fitronK principal inLiusuce that not

dictstoria't promotes higher ctbieve-
%tot: ,

Wellinch et cx., t978

Stxong pang /pal influence that is 'vet
dictatorial promotes h!gber *thieve-
moot:

e 2deondo,. 74,%:4

P-Nuent cousoinicttivu bttween teAch-

e and admiaistretors about itertruc-
prouotWhigher achievement:

4 Walilach at al., 19Th

A eels® a order thst la fair, cou-
nistent and encourages responsiA
Witty will promote higher
achlopoownt;

41 Rutter et al., 1979

5th00I I trortmoktraint

Segal coonenius plus the ballet that
ttn teovtattom Utintan
vetoed goalie teed* to implemettitiout-

a Pil'un $ Corbett, 1983

Principal support far, an innovatioo

contrii.utes to Its trepletIttetion:
er 24t40131 I RicLanghlto,"1977

Frequent tommunication leader to the
totted of cheat** and promotes the
effectiveness of instruction:
e S4tela, 1942

quality teaching of all children
prouotes student achletementt

e Oross A derriott. 1965

Conflict reduces the chonesa of the
luplemootetiott Aa4 word 0 change,

44 Corbett at al., t984
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1. Readers ittterested'in learning more 'about SAS can' write to the SAS
Program.at Researdh for Better Schools, 444 North Third Street,
Philadelphia, PA 19123. The SAS instrument has been a joint effort
with contributions being made by the author, .William A. Firestone, and

Robert E. Herriott. Funding for this has effort has been supported by
the National Institute of Education (NIE), 'United States Department of
Educatiop. The opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect the
position or policy 0 the NIE, and no official endorsement should be
inferred.

2. The specific technical details' for. SAS can be found in a. L..Wilson,
W. A. FArestone, and R.'E. 1ierrio.tt (1984). The F.:hool Assessment

ATy2SurrkTec1iicaIManual. Philadelphia: Research for Better
Schools.

a
%

4

3. The'metric chosen was a t -score with a mean.of 50 (the dotted
horizortal line on the profile in Figume'2). and a standard 'deviation

of 10.' While. the original metric for each dimension varies, this
k,3 standardization procedure permits the important compartson across,'

dimensions. , /
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