Hampshire RRR & Resilience Research summary. Professors Covell & Howe

Previous Hampshire RRR research had indicated one intriguing finding which was that the positive effects of RRR were more pronounced in the schools in very disadvantaged neighborhoods. In such schools, absences and behavioral incidents decreased markedly; and test scores, motivation, and self-regulation in learning and behavior increased significantly. RRR it seemed is of disproportionate benefit to disadvantaged students.  This raised the possibility of RRR promoting resilience in children and is the focus of this piece of work.   (Pseudonyms are used for all schools to preserve anonymity of research participants.)
Phase 1

We decided to systematically test the extent to which RRR affected disadvantaged pupils by comparing those attending a very disadvantaged RRR school, Woodview School,  with two other schools – one which was similarly disadvantaged but had not adopted RRR (Riverview School) and one which was well-resourced school, in a socioeconomically advantaged neighborhood, and had adopted the RRR (Hillside). 
 We found that compared with their peers at Riverview and Hillside, the disadvantaged children at Woodview ,

· reported significantly higher levels of engagement in school   This meant that compared with the children at both other schools, they perceived their teachers to be more supportive and they rated their school climate as more positive and respectful. It meant also that their level of participation, academic motivation, and effort was higher than the children in the other two schools, and that the relationships among students and staff were more positive. 
We also made comparisons between the two disadvantaged schools. Here we found that compared with Riverview students Woodview students reported,

· more positive self-concepts, fewer social problems such as bullying and fighting at school, more optimism about their futures, more commitment to stay in school longer. Moreover, the SATs scores between the advantaged Hillside students and the disadvantaged students at Woodview were almost indistinguishable.  The students from Woodview showed a socio-demographic profile that largely paralleled those from Riverview, and an achievement profile that paralleled those from Hillside. 
Phase 2

The current research was designed to assess the capacity of the RRR at the primary or junior school level to promote educational resilience during the first two years of secondary school among disadvantaged pupils. Educational resilience describes the likelihood of success in school among students who are at risk of failure because of personal and social circumstances (Martin & Marsh, 2006; Peck et al, 2008).
We have assessed two cohorts of year 6 pupils from each of Woodview, Hillside, and Riverview as they have transitioned to one of three secondary level schools, Waverly, Halcyon and Schaller Schools..  Both Halycon and Waverley schools had implemented RRR but the third school  Shaller, although not opposed to RRR in principle  had chosen to develop its own version.  Pupils from Woodview for the most part are attending Schaller Secondary School. The differences among the three schools are particularly apparent in the percentage of students qualifying for free school meals (FSM) – Halycon has 5.4 % FSM, Waverly 10 % FSM, and Schaller has 16% FSM.  Shaller also has the highest number of SEN students at 30%

Methodology

On-line surveys and small mixed-sex focus group discussions were used to  assess the progress of the Year 7 and 8 pupils at Waverly, Halcyon and Schaller Schools whose Year 6 had been spent at either Riverview, Woodview, or Hillside School.  A total of 139 pupils completed the surveys, of whom 76 were female and 63 were male.  The surveys included the following measures: level of school engagement (subscales: participation, rights-respecting climate, academic orientation, interpersonal harmony), career aspirations, risk behaviours, time spent in physical and sedentary activities, parental involvement in school, self-esteem, social problems at school, optimism, and experiences with bullying.   Seventeen separate focus groups were held with a total of 130 pupils, 76 of whom were female, and 54 were male.  The fact that pupils from the 3 primary phase schools went to different secondary schools and in different ratios meant that attributing impact which is statistically meaning ful can be difficult  We also held key-informant individual interviews with either head teachers or teachers in charge of RRR in schools 

Its important to note that all schools that took part in this research did so on a voluntary basis.

Engagement. There were no significant differences between the secondary schools in reported rights-respecting climate, academic orientation, or interpersonal harmony, although it is noteworthy that pupils at Schaller had a higher average score than the other schools on each of these subscales. Sex differences were obtained with females reporting greater interpersonal harmony than males.
Parental Involvement. Pupils at Halycon reported significantly higher levels of parental involvement than did those at both Waverly and Schaller. There were no significant sex differences.

Self-esteem. Pupils at Halycon reported significantly higher levels of self-esteem than did those at Waverly. Pupils at Schaller were not significantly different from pupils in either of the other two schools. There were no significant sex differences.

Optimism. As with self-esteem, pupils at Halycon reported significantly higher levels of optimism about their future than did those from Waverly whereas those from Schaller were not significantly different from either. Males reported significantly more optimism about their futures than did females.

Activity. Pupils at Halycon reported significantly more hours spent in physical activity than those at Schaller who, in turn reported significantly more hours spent in physical activity than pupils at Waverly.  Females reported spending significantly more hours each day watching television than males, and males reported more physical activity than females. Males also reported more attendance at school physical education classes than did females.

Focus groups
The responses described here are limited to those which were commonly expressed. Idiosyncratic responses or discussions of personal issues are omitted.
Pupils were asked to describe what they like about their current school. Answers varied more with the current school attended than with school in Year 6.  Pupils attending Halcyon identified the physical and psychological environment (friendly atmosphere, space, and facilities) and the activities.  Pupils attending Waverly talked about their classes and the teachers. They particularly liked that their teachers “try to make it fun, you’re not just writing stuff down; that “the work gets challenging slowly so you are comfortable,” and that having teachers with particular specialties allowed for more interesting and complex learning. Pupils at Schaller liked having a variety of teachers, house competitions and space. Comparing answers on the basis of which school the children attended in Year 6, the key difference was that pupils from Woodview who were attending Waverly, identified that they liked that the school was rights-respecting.

The second question asked the pupils to describe what they did not like about their current school. Answers here were consistent within groups regardless of their school in Year 6.  At all three secondary there were concerns about school uniform and bullying by older children. Pupils at Schaller expressed significant dissatisfaction with both the overall school conditions and the teaching staff. They described toilets and classrooms that were in very poor condition, and furniture and equipment that were in great need of repair. The library was closed. Teachers were described as disrespectful, distrusting, punitive, unfair and boring. “We just sit while she shouts at us and puts things on the board” ne pupil explained as they discussed their lack of voice or opportunities for self-regulated learning. 

When asked what they remembered most about their Year 6 school, answers were fairly consistent within groups who had attended the same elementary level school. Pupils from Woodview focused on the correlates of RRR. They described excellent peer relationships, for example, “we all got along well.” They talked about their teachers as “amazing”, and “kinder and softer.” And they described the overall environment of respect, one in which there was neither shouting nor bullying, but caring, helpfulness and friendliness. It was particularly interesting that the children expressed their understanding of the link between RRR and the school climate. One child explaining why Woodview had such a good climate said it was because “at (Woodview), RRR was followed by everyone.”  The use of RRR primarily as a behavior control strategy was further exemplified in comments such as “Most teachers just kept going on about RRR” and “at (Hillside) they (the teachers) never listened.”  Positive memories described the school’s physical environment, especially the clean toilets. Pupils from Riverview primarily commented on the smallness of the school and the adjective “horrible” was the most frequently used by pupils in Year 8 regardless of whether they were referring to the schools physical or psychological environment or staff. The punitiveness and disrespect they remembered is clear in the following example one child provided, “Hot lunches were cold, and if someone bumped into you and you dropped your lunch there was no more.”

The fourth question asked pupils if there was anything from their elementary school that they wished was at the current school. Across groups and schools, all children wished they had their friends from elementary school at their current school. Second, among those who were currently attending Schaller, all wished for the toilets from their previous school. Pupils from Woodview wished for the rights-respecting environment and for the teachers there. “Teachers were kinder and more understanding and they would take the time to listen to you;” and as one so cogently stated we miss “the happiness of the teachers.” Pupils from Hillside mentioned the school trips, uniforms and rewards system as what they wished for, Pupils from Riverview, in addition to their friends and the toilets, wished for the sports.
The remaining questions asked pupils to describe their thoughts on what makes a good teacher, class and school.  Most felt that Teachers should be non-judgmental, kind, fair, treat everyone equitably, avoid activities with costs, punish only those who misbehave, and respond quickly and effectively to bullying. Some children from Woodview and from Hillside also noted the importance of teachers respecting their rights.  Common among discussion also was that teachers should listen to their pupils and allow them participation.

Similarly the need for mutual respect was focused on behaviors. Pupils wanted clear limitations and boundaries in the classroom and other pupils to behave rather than be disruptive. But they also wanted teachers and administrators to treat them with respect and to listen to them. Being treated with respect was variously defined (by school attended) as meaning no cameras, no shouting, no belittling or being spiteful, maintaining privacy (when a pupil discloses a problem), and understanding that some pupils have limited or differing capacity for work. ” Shouting was the most commonly reported teacher behavior that pupils believed should change. As one said “Instead of shouting, come and see why you are angry and understand.” 

In classrooms, pupils stressed the need for teachers to keep control of classes and pay less attention to misbehaving children, to make lessons interesting and fun, explain things clearly, and to appreciate that some children need extra help, or sometimes forget things. “Don’t”, as one child said, “just put stuff on the board and say get on with it – explain it in a way we’d understand using examples that we’d know about.” Overwhelmingly, also, the pupils identified participatory and self-regulated learning, group work, and project based learning as far more engaging and likely to result in real learning than rote or other forms of more passive learning. “It’s easier to connect with people and get more work done when working in groups,” explained one pupil. “   A few pupils also talked about the value of work that was challenging but within their capacity.

Pupils, across, groups, described the ideal teacher as one who kind, patient and really enjoys teaching. “Someone who wants to be there, not ones who are paid just to put up with kids or are just doing it for the money.”  And they seemed to have no difficulty identifying such teachers: “(we) can tell by their body language if they don’t want to be there.”  They also wanted teachers who had a sense of humour and were happy, able to interact on a more casual friendship basis where appropriate, but with effective behaviour management skills. Interestingly, the pupils seemed to be acutely aware of displaced anger or frustration as exemplified in the following comments: “Some are really grumpy all the time and take out their feelings on the kids.” “Maybe some have a problem at home and don’t want to teach and take it out on the children.” “Some are in a mood when they get to school and take it out on the children and are less patient.
Summary of Findings

1.Students at Halycon Secondary School reported the highest level of parental involvement, which is a key predictor of engagement in school and achievement.  In addition, pupils at Halcyon reported higher levels of self-esteem and optimism than did those from Waverly, more physical activity than students in either of the other two schools and the lowest levels of risk behaviours. 

2.Second, and of major importance, we note that there were few differences between the Halycon and Schaller pupils.  Students currently attending Schaller (predominantly from Woodview with its high level of implementation of RRR) were  critical of their present school.  Nonetheless, they reported significantly higher levels of participation in school and perhaps surprisingly similar levels of academic orientation and interpersonal harmony  on the engagement scale compared with pupils from both other schools. Moreover they showed no significant differences from their more advantaged peers at Halcyon on levels of self-esteem or optimism for the future.
3.Overall, these data suggest that the RRR which the students experienced at Woodview has, at the very least, contributed to promoting educational resilience among them. If the RRR was not robust, then the Schaller children would have engaged in more high risk behaviours, had more social problems at school, and decreased levels of school engagement, compared to the pupils at Halcyon. The findings point to the importance of RRR in building educational resilience for socially disadvantaged children which in turn increases the odds that these children will experience educational success.

4. The continued increase in the number of schools interested in implementing the RRR over the past few years suggests that sustaining rights-consistent schooling may be more of a challenge than implementing it.  The head teachers and area specialists who we interviewed identified three obstacles to sustainability that are consistent with our observations and past research: complacency, misuse, and tokenism. 

- Complacency is a threat to sustainability when RRR is understood to be a completed initiative – a “done that got the certificate” perception. It needs to be emphasized that RRR is a way of school functioning that of necessity includes ongoing explicit teaching of children’s rights as well as rights staying the guiding principle of all school practices.  Although the RRR may seem fully embedded, unless it remains explicit and at the top of all school agendas, it may erode. 

-Misuse – primarily reflected in the use of RRR to coerce children into behaving.  

-Tokenism. This is most often evidenced in the paying of lip service to participation. Meaningful participation , as obligated by the Convention  requires a fundamental change in the power balance between teacher and pupil, and between administrator and pupil. This has not always been easy to sustain. 

Recommendations

1. Use the findings of the overall research to encourage the full implementation of RRR in all schools and promote resilience

2. Continue promoting the value of  listening to pupils. Listening to children’s perspectives on what is important to them in school, and acting on their recommendations, has the potential to vastly improve their engagement in school and in consequence, their academic achievement
3. The need for administrators to pay more attention to the particular difficulties for children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

4. In addition, theneed to build sustainability and avoid tokenism through self evaluation of RRR that is completed annually.

The full report can be found on the RRR web site
