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Colleagues 
Being part of an international exchange such as LEAP is one of the very best methods of professional development. Yes the romance of travel certainly has an appeal but the bottom line as to why we do this sort of professional training and development is for the depth of knowledge and broader understanding, which leads to change management in our schools which of course aims to improve outcomes for students.

Having been part of the initial leap program to Toronto in 2009 I was eager and willing to be part of the pilot program to Essex in England this year. Just before I begin can I say how impressed I was at the training and development experienced as part of this program in 2009? I was suitably impressed with the professional training given to the principals by the OPC (the Ontario Principals Council) Very professional and very thorough.

From the outset I would like to point out that there was no professional development in England as part of the project. This is not a criticism, merely an observation because as a pilot year new contacts are being established, and professional links are being created which will lead to professional development for the future. Therefore the week I spent in the school was enough time to see how leadership, and teaching and learning happen in the county of Essex.
Last year Essex County had a program called “Booster Classes.” Funding from the county was given to schools to move those children in the middle bands that for no apparent reason should not be performing in the higher or proficient bands. I was eager to see this in action but the county stopped the funding in at the end of the 2010 school year. However I gleaned from my professional conversations that extra teachers were employed, using the funding, and taught booster or enrichment strands to identified students only in maths and literacy. The identified students came from a range of sources but mostly from data collected in the school from national and school testing. I have adopted an enrichment strand in my school in stages two and three but purposely stay away from literacy and numeracy for these. Science, debating and computer graphics were three classes that I ran and self-funded, this year. I believe the booster classes in Essex worked and the head teachers I spoke to were disappointed that the funding was topped. Results showed it was having an impact. 
So that leads to the second program that I would like to comment on and that is the intervention programs implemented across the county. They were thorough, well-resourced and seemed to have a positive effect on the student’s results and self-esteem. The intervention is linked to two things, those students who are not meeting benchmark levels in standardised tests and those students who have a diagnosis. Without question you are given approximately half a day for any child who has a diagnosed disability and this can be increased with the severity of the child’s diagnosis. The other funding given to the school is for those students not meeting benchmark standards in literacy and numeracy. This again is well resourced. It is difficult to put an exact amount of time on how much each child receives but it would average about 3 hours per week. On any one day at any one time in the school I was in (which had 8 classes) there could have been 10 aides in the school. I was quite amazing to see a lot of eager casual teachers trying to help a small group of children or just an individual child. Those casuals by-the-way often did three or more schools within a week. 

Can I suggest that anyone who goes to England in the future as part of the LEAP program might like to observe this in action, might like to make it their focus and might be able to see how this will affect the use of our school learning support teachers and officers.

Finally I would like to say that the worse part of my experience with the education system in England is the OFSTED inspections. Just three weeks after my return my exchange principal was emailing me at 10pm her time (yes she was still at school) because she just found out that the inspection team were going to come through her school with a fine tooth comb and inspect them on all things literacy. This was due to the fact that their data in literacy was not showing an upward trend. (Well it was actually but not enough according to the inspectors) Can you imagine what pressure this will create within the school, the community, not to mention the angst of the teachers and the stress for the principal (as she or he can be placed on review if they do not pass the inspection?)

Essex for those who are unaware is the county due east of London. It is not noted for any major industry, tourism or major towns or cities but is a flat, quaint country full agricultural charm. The only cities of note are Foulness and Southend. My exchange Geraldine (yes I called her the Vicar, which was quite topical as her school was a church school) was so accommodating, and a great leader. Apart from the help she gave me visiting schools and working within her school, she took me to a Euro Championship game between Arsenal and Olymiakos (which for a soccer head was heaven!!)
I thank Sue and Warren for making this possible and I hope I was a good ambassador for Australia, and the NSW DEC (even if I insisted on my exchange calling her laundry the laundry not the utility room) I cherished the experience. 

Terry Fisher
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