 CHAPTER 7

What had staff really thought of marketing?

Introduction


This chapter was written when the case study school had become a full primary school in its own right.  Our first and second cohorts of year 6 pupils had gone to high school, so the case study school had not only completed its three year transition from first to primary but had also had a year’s consolidation.


The chapter was written because even though the school had successfully completed its transition to full primary status and remained viable (even being oversubscribed in some year groups),  I felt it important to elicit the views of the people i.e. the staff who had worked most closely alongside me in marketing the case study school, in finding out what they really did think of how the school marketing had been conducted?  I felt that in the interests of the pupils and for the well-being of the staff certain pertinent questions should be asked.  I envisaged that the data derived from these questions would hopefully give me a strong base on which to conduct marketing activities in the future.

Formulating the questions


I thought deeply about the questions I would ask, but was disappointed as no matter how I tried I could only come up with four major questions:

1)
We've gone through from a first school to a primary and we've marketed ourselves a great deal through putting ourselves in the press, making a school video and so on.  Do you think we've marketed too much?

2)
In your opinion, do you think it's healthy to market education?

3)
We've done extra activities such as education challenges, participation in borough events as part of marketing our school.  Has your teaching ever been compromised as a result of these activities?

4) Do you think pupils' education has ever suffered because of these extra activities?

Even further discussion with my support set and director of studies as to how I could add to or improve these questions to gain more information did not yield further questions being formulated as both parties felt that the initial questions in their present format would give me the necessary data. 


I aimed to make the above questions as open-ended as possible so as to hopefully give staff unlimited scope to express their opinions.  I was aware however that certain methods of data collection may not yield the information required.  I was aware that my questions although open-ended in format may possibly, because of the massive constraints on staff time, elicit closed responses.  It was because of this that I rejected the 'questionnaire given to all staff to be returned at a later date' approach.  Bearing this in mind I made the decision to interview staff  using an audio cassette recorder as I felt this would enable me to clear up any ambiguities that might arise in the interview immediately and would give me the opportunity to 'probe' (Bell, 1993:91) responses where necessary, thus gaining a much richer data response.

I wanted to make the interviews as relaxed as possible, but without losing an essence of formality.  To this end I adopted what Nias (1980:256) refers to as a ‘semi-structured approach’.  I did not take notes during the interview as I felt that staff go through enough note-taking during statutory teacher appraisals which in my experience some find intimidating.  This approach also served to allow me to concentrate on making my body language friendly (Potter and Powell 1992:121) as to elicit greater responses from respondents.  I was aware that audio cassette recorders can also be threatening but asked for permission stating that I wanted to analyse data at a later date i.e. school vacation times.


All the time while I have been doing my project I have been strongly aware that the 'market philosophy' has been responsible for 'the pushing of the nation's schools out of local educational authorities where most want to stay and into the market place'. (Whitehead 1994a:9)  I agree that 'marketing has no boundaries, it covers almost every issue and affects everyone in the organisation' (Stott and Parr, 1991:36).  Bearing the above in mind I looked forward to the interviews with great zeal hoping that the data they would yield would be of great benefit to myself as headteacher in planning further marketing for our school and in moving our school forward.

Had we marketed too much?


When our school had been given primary school status, because of the borough re-organisation, many marketing initiatives had been introduced speedily.


Interviewing staff and asking them if they felt we had marketed too much, brought about varied responses.  My analysis of the data collected led the following categories to emerge.

Community Perspectives


It was felt by staff that as the school was part of a community then the community should know what is happening in their schools.

[Tape 29: 14-19]  I mean, the school is part of the community and that's how it should be seen, and you should tell the community what's happening in the school.  Just putting things in the newspaper every so often, this is so important, people then know that good things are going on in the school.


This view was taken further with staff seeing 'marketing' as actually providing a service not only by keeping parents informed but also leading to the possibility of parents and pupils being recruited through 'word of mouth', (Kotler and Armstrong, 1989:428; Needle and Stone 1997:85).  A view I had not considered.

[Tape 23: 11-16]   Sometimes if a parent perhaps doesn't actually get to see the school because they work or whatever. They can actually see us in the paper and say, well actually my child goes to that school and they are doing very well and blah blah blah.


It was felt as we were moving from a first school of twenty one years to a primary school, it was only right that parents were kept updated on this.

[Tape 36: 3-10]  Well, I think we've had to!  I think you have to market your school in order to keep your numbers up and to show people that it's going to be a good primary school.  Parents obviously don't know what to expect in the same way as we do and I think we've got to really work at it as it's our first school year as a primary and we've got to show we're a good place to be and that we're, you know, a first choice school for a lot of parents.  

The fact that we were not located on the main road meant that we would need to market our achievements to make parents aware of our school.

[Tape 25: 5-8]  I think you need to put yourself on the map.  Our school is set back from the main road and prospective parents or children won't see it.  They'll only see a sign at the top of the road.


Empathy with parents in that the school was marketing its achievements was seen as a plus for our school.

[Tape 33: 4-9]  Outsiders seeing that a school actually cares enough to put themselves across.  If I was to look at a school and say, what's good about it, I'd say that they've actually taken the time to produce all this information.

[Tape 29:59-61]  Our marketing shows values people would feel happy for their children to be involved with.


Similarly, reading parents' thoughts and responding with marketing tactics provided an interesting dimension I had not considered.

[Tape 23: 4-11]  Marketing is a very difficult thing because you're not trying to say how marvellous it is, but at the same time (pause) it is what people like to hear, it's what the parents recognise, and if the school just plodded along on hearsay then no I don't think it would be so successful. So I think to a certain extent we do need these marketing (pause) you know, little exploits, (pause) curriculum evenings, pictures in the paper.


Realising that different parents may have different expectations other than the academic was yet again something I hadn't considered.

[Tape 29: 43-48]   I think our nature day was really good.  People would have seen the display and thought that school would be a good place to go to school as people take a keen interest in their environment and so on and that will be important to some people.

A Sign of the Times


Staff were very aware of the political climate and of the need for schools to market themselves.

[Tape 26: 4-8] With the climate that schools are under there is a need for individual schools to be small business units.  That's really what the government wants and is being implied by local management of schools.

[Tape 27: 2-4]   At the end of the day if you don't have children coming to this school then you won't have a school, so you have to do it initially.

[Tape 31: 3-6]   No, there's been an awful lot of marketing and the marketing has been to the expense of time but not too much.  We're in a very competitive environment locally and nationally and we have to do our best.

Staff's understanding of  the  harsh  realities of the market place and their being

'trapped' within a situation that they weren't happy with was made apparent.

[Tape 31: 7-10]  There's only now one way forward and if you're not marketing your school your school will then become under-subscribed, there's no money and the school will close.

[Tape 26: 16-26]  As they are small individual business units marketing is vital to their success in attracting new pupils to the area and making sure that pupils who are already in the school actually stay there and have good things to say about the school  ---- It's a fact of life.  I don't like it.  I don't think schools have to be made business units but that's the way it is!

[Tape 28: 2-5]  I think you have to nowadays.  I think that's the way things are going and I think most schools are marketing quite hard at the moment.  It's become a different business to what it was a few years ago I think, and I think if you don't 'press' it you're not well known.  It's something that has to happen.
Marketing as a Measure of Success


It was felt by certain staff that even in spite of the present political climate, marketing had played a major part in the success of our school.

[Tape - 3-13]  Well, I don't think you can blow your own trumpet too much, really.  I don't see how you can market something like this too much.  I think it can only be good quite honestly, because especially in today's political climate you've got to go for what you can get and really I think that's the only way to go, to keep your head above water.  I don't think it's been marketed too much and certainly I don't think it's been marketed too hard.  I think that's all part of the success of the school.

[Tape 24: 4-8]  Everyone has to do it nowadays. Our school is oversubscribed so the marketing is working.

[Tape 36: 11-12] I think that's certainly proved by the way people are awaiting appeals.

Indeed marketing was seen as a beneficial tool which had helped greatly in our school's growth in it's transition from first to primary status.

[Tape 34:  3-7]  Not at all.  I see from general feelings in the school that, you know, everyone is very happy with the way the school has progressed from a first to a primary and everything's moved along smoothly and that is due to how we've marketed ourselves within the local environment. 

[Tape 32:  3-5]   I don't think you can ever market too much.  I think if you want your school to always grow and to always be in the limelight then you've got to market all the time.

Is it Healthy to Market Education?


Since beginning my action research enquiry, my reading of the literature had made me aware of the debate of whether education should be marketed. I looked to the staff, through my research findings, to add a further dimension to the above.


It was put forward that marketing would provide our school with feedback which could be used as a mechanism for improvement.

`




[Tape 35:  5-11]   I suppose to a certain extent it's healthy because if you didn't do any marketing or have any marketing then you wouldn't have any feedback, so you wouldn't be able to evaluate the feedback.  Let's say, for example, you got negative feedback from parents you would be able to look at those negatives and put them right.


Marketing was seen as a means of 'getting known' and in doing so building up a reputation which in turn increased the potential for recruiting pupils.

[Tape 37:  3-15]  I can't see marketing as being anything but healthy.  It's important to be known.  I mean that's how schools build up reputations don't they!  For instance our maths evening was in my local paper and seeing that I don't see how that could be anything but beneficial to the school, -------  It can only do good, that people know about this.

[Tape 32:  6-9] Yes, it's healthy to market, then people know where you are, what you are (pause) don't they!  They're inquisitive, they want to come and see it, and then once they've come, once they've found out all about the school they're obviously going to bring their children here.


It was however stressed that marketing must happen in a certain way for it to be acceptable.

[Tape 27:  12-16]  It depends on how you do it.  If it's done in a positive way yes it's healthy. ------  I think if it's done in the interests of the children and the interests of the school, and not just as a money making scheme.

[Tape 23:  24-29] If it's exploiting individual children or achievement or anything that could perhaps  be construed as these children are the cleverest or the brainiest, then I think it's unhealthy.


The community perspective was important to staff.

[Tape 30:  9-13] I don't think marketing does any harm.  A school is part of a community and there's no reason why the community shouldn't know what's going on in their local school.  They can feel positive about it even though they may not be directly connected with it themselves.

[Tape 33:  12-16]  If you're promoting it in a good way and you're showing what's going on in the school for parents, governors and members of the public then I think that's good.

Staff were antagonistic towards a climate which viewed education as a 'product' (Harrison and Gill, 1992:117; Evans, 1995:65) and to the fact that they had to market this 'product' as everyone else was.

[Tape 34:  13-20]  It's not something that you buy it's not a product.  It's something that should be there, and you know the teachers are there, and committed teachers are there to do a good job and you shouldn't have to promote and advertise as such education because it's not something that is a luxury it's not something that's encouraging people to go out and buy.  It's something that should be there without people having it forced down their throats.

[Tape 28:   6-8]  No, I'd say no generally but I feel you have to in the current climate.  I think it's a terrible shame that's the way it's going but, I don't think we have any choice really as a school, you have to because everybody else is.

[Tape 36:  15-17]  I don't know if it's healthy but it's certainly necessary, everyone else is at it, so we have to do it don't we?  If we didn't market, people wouldn't know what we were about.


However, it was felt that in spite of the constraints of the current climate the way we had marketed ourselves was acceptable in the eyes of the staff.

[Tape 34:  7-12] You've got to promote yourself and show the public what we're about, you want them, you know, to come here.  I think it's extremely healthy the way it's happened here.  Definitely, I know that parents are pleased with the way things have gone on.  It's a big move to move from a first to a primary, Newlyn has managed it extremely well and the way they've promoted it has been great.


Furthermore, it was felt that marketing could be responsible for our school gaining recognition for staff efforts in developing the school, which in turn bonds the school together and so gives it an identity.

[Tape 23:  28-33]  I think if it's a general achievement that makes the whole school bond together then, yes I think it is important as it's a recognition.  It gives the school an identity as well.

[Tape 37:  29-34]  For the whole school, to show that the school is developing which does reflect on their own achievements because without them it wouldn't develop.  But it's not a personal (pause), I don't think it's a personal thing, I think it's as a whole school.

Had our Teachers' Teaching ever been Compromised because of Marketing?


I was most definitely aware that after my initial introduction, the marketing activities that had taken place in our school had been in the main, undertaken by our teachers.  I wanted to find out whether they felt that their teaching had been compromised because of this.

The first thing that struck me on analysing my transcriptions was teachers' perceptions of workload in relation to marketing.

[Tape 31: 22-24] It's harder work for the teachers and from my own observations  they've been doing additional work outside their own schemes of work.

[Tape 30: 3-5]  No, (pause) although sometimes I do think perhaps it does involve teachers in extra work.

[Tape 31: 13-17]   To a great extent yes.  (pause)  Even though I think the nature in itself of marketing isn't limiting the way we responded to the initiatives like the 'education challenge', and such like has compromised teachers and their teaching.


Time spent on marketing activities was of concern to staff. 

[Tape 29:  32-35]  We're only human and there's only so much that you can do at any one time.

[Tape 27:  20-22]  It's O.K. to do a certain amount of them but obviously if you're doing it too often then it does take up classroom time.


This workload however was channelled differently by individual staff so as to satisfy the marketing expectation.  Staff's individual overviews of it seemed to make the workload appear less than it actually was.

[Tape 36:  14-21]  I think everybody takes everything in their stride.  I suppose (pause) if you thought of it altogether you might think oh yeah, we have done a lot of extra things but when they just come up one at a time people just get on with it and do it.

[Tape 33:  30-33]  There are certain times in the year when we've got much more pressures on us, such as when we were doing the work on the environment but that tends to happen anyway so not really.


The strategies staff had for dealing with the marketing tasks were illuminating.

[Tape 25:  15-19]  I use bits and pieces I already have.  For example the science display about how Newlyn has changed its pond.  I'd already done the work.  I think most teachers do the same.

[Tape 35:  34-35]  Often it’s work we've already done and its used again.


It was put forward that marketing activities can be disruptive to teachers' contact time with pupils and that they should be individually judged on their merits.  The activities shouldn't be automatically put under the umbrella term 'marketing', something I had never considered.

[Tape 27:  36-41]  I think you have to look at the amount of disruption that each thing causes you know, you have to look at each thing individually and say was it worth it?  I don't think you can look at them altogether as each thing you do is very different.


Timetabling was shown to play an important part in integrating marketing activities.

[Tape 32:  16-17] We try to get everything in with the school day, don't we?  We don't tend to take time out just to do one thing.

[Tape 36:  40-41]   Tasks for marketing are fitted in with what I do.


Some staff viewed the extra workload brought about by marketing as being a small sacrifice in terms of the recognition that would later follow.

[Tape 34:  34-44]  No, I don't think so.  We've put up displays in the library and in the teachers' centre and I think that promotes a very good image for Newlyn Primary School.  People see all this tremendous work that we've done, but it's not an extra burden, not really because you know at the end of the day that it's going to be looked at and it's going to be appreciated.  So it's not really, (pause) I don't feel compromised by it I mean sometimes at the time, you know this nature display, I mean it was a bit of a hassle getting things all sorted but at the end of the day I knew it was going to be worth it, you know, and I think if you do it right and the teachers are committed to marketing then they shouldn't be compromised so long as it's not taking over the school day or taking up too much teachers' time.

[Tape 28:  10-13]   I think everybody accepts that that's the way things go and I think certainly with things like the opera and the educational challenge in a way a lot of that's a chance to show how well we are doing as a school, how well the children are doing.


The fact that we had marketed ourselves consistently and strongly whereas other schools were/had not, and the fact that this led our staff to participate in marketing activities, whereas staff in other schools were not, was put forward.

[Tape 30:  14-21]   Things like having to spend lunchtimes doing displays and things for outside school yeah, things like putting up things in the teachers' centre although I mean you know it has to be done it does seem a bit unfair that some schools are always putting stuff up there and some schools don't, you know what I mean. (pause)  I don't think that's necessarily anything to do with our school, but you go to the teachers' centre it's always the same handful of schools that have put stuff up there.


This however appeared to be superseded by the view that staff in general were committed to making our school a success and saw marketing as a means of doing this.

[Tape 24:  6-13] It is an extra workload but people seem to be prepared to do it.  They're interested in the school being successful, ----  all the staff are very committed to making Newlyn a successful school because they are interested in the welfare of the children and so they are prepared to do whatever is necessary to make it a popular school

Had the pupils' education been compromised?

Undoubtedly, the vast majority of work for our marketing activities was produced by our pupils in terms of their either literacy or graphics or taking part in dance/drama/music expositions.  I wanted to find out if staff felt that the pupils' education had ever been compromised or suffered because of the marketing activities they had participated in.


I posed the question in terms of how academic achievement might be affected.  Some staff however answered in relation to the child's well-being, a view I hadn't considered.

[Tape 37:  23-27]   No, I don't think pupils are either.  It gives them the opportunity to show that they're proud of their school.  As well, it gives them the opportunity to show off their school, to be seen, and to read about their own school.  It's exciting!

[Tape 34:  50-51]  The pupils, you know, they've been doing all this wonderful work and they see it all presented nicely so I don't think they feel compromised at all.

[Tape 29:  52-57]  I think they love it!  They all love having their photo in the paper and it makes them feel proud of their school and things like that ------.  It shows they take a keen interest in their school.  I think that's great!


This was reinforced by the fact that,

[Tape 25:  21-22] If extra work ever had to be done at lunchtimes pupils were quite willing to come in.


However, a contrasting view to this was,

[Tape 36:  112-114]  No, I don't think so I don't suppose they're terribly aware that it's going on.


Staff were concerned that marketing for marketing's sake, exploiting children could take place.

[Tape 23:  41-45]  My idea of bad marketing would be children standing around or only the children who are looking smart getting selected or only the clever ones getting selected.  If you see the same six children in the paper every month that's exploitation.

[Tape 27:  29-31] If they're doing something (pause) that's not of any educational value to them well then they do suffer.


I was glad to hear that this was not the case in our school.

[Tape 30:  4-5]  I don't think that the balance is wrong in that I don't think there is too much concern with just appearances really.

[Tape 23:  17-19] I do think that some schools yes do go overboard ----- but here there's a good balance.


In fact it was felt that marketing activities had actually benefited the pupils;' education, one of my values that was being lived in my practice.

[Tape 33:  35-39] All the marketing we've done or most of it is tied in with the national curriculum anyway and I think it's nice for the pupils to do other things other than sit in the classroom and do things from one angle or one perspective.  I think pupils have benefited from that.

[Tape 30:  36-38]  Things like participating in choir things and things like that is good for them and I don't think that that compromises them in any way.


It was put forward that in some cases it was not possible for pupils to be compromised, as marketing activities were activities that the pupils would be doing as part of their normal curriculum.

[Tape 31:  18-21]  No, because their work that they're doing would be viable work, they should be doing the work regardless of whether the educational challenge was on or not.  This is just an avenue for them to go down.


Some staff refused to acknowledge that marketing compromised children's learning.

[Tape 35:  45-46] No, I think anything you do with a child is part of a learning process anyway.


It was suggested that where necessary marketing activities could be relayed to pupils as being part of the normal curriculum instead of teachers telling pupils their work was for marketing purposes.

[Tape 23:  48-51]  I think it's down to how the teacher introduces the piece of work.  If the task is introduced within a topic or a specific piece of work not, necessarily "you must do this for the library!"


Staff put forward concerns that there was the danger that schools may become so concerned with marketing that producing marketing resources and then taking staff away from their pupils to display these resources, may take precedence over actual teaching.

[Tape 28:  14-17]  The education of the children has got to come first and I feel it's important that marketing doesn't compromise the education of the children so we're not thinking so much that we need that many displays that we're teaching towards that rather than teaching.

[Tape 28:  18-20]  I would say occasionally in situations where we have to go out of a classroom, I never have but I know that teachers have had to go out of a classroom to put up a display or something, and I think possibly it's not ideal for the children.


Staff beliefs that if they themselves had a lack of enthusiasm for a marketing activity would mean that their pupils would also was stated forthrightly, alongside their priorities as teachers.

[Tape 34:  47-50]  If the teachers felt they had been compromised by it then the pupils would feel that they were, as well.

[Tape 33:  23-29]  What you've got to remember at the end of the day is that we are all teachers and that our most important aim through teaching is giving children quality of education, and I think that if their education was suffering because of marketing then we should say something, but I don't think there's been much here.

Further Findings


In addition to the four main questions I had asked I was delighted that some staff had moved outside these questions giving their own views and drawing on their own experiences of marketing.  This I felt could only enrich my research.


Staff felt that it made them feel good that the public recognised their place of work because of marketing activity.

[Tape 35:  36-43]  I think the staff feel positive that it's been, I know I would, about our work being displayed and it gives our school a positive image as well when people see a lot of our stuff out and about.  Then they know our school rather than when you say to someone I work at Newlyn Primary School and they don't know where it is.

Experiencing marketing could actually make you feel good even though it wasn't directly related to your own school.

[Tape 35:  14-24]  I've been to Tesco's, no Sainsbury's, I beg your pardon.  One of the schools near there had just written a big thank you note and pictures and stuff for all the vouchers Sainsbury's had donated.  I just think that's nice because you look at that and a parent or prospective parent may look at that ------- I just think anything like that is really nice and it shows that we're involved in the community as a whole rather than being segregated out of it.


It was felt that the question of values which teachers and the community hold jointly were being compromised and sacrificed basically to fulfil government policy.

 [Tape 34:  22-30]  The other side really is, to remain a good school you have to have good resources and everything.  You've got the money for each child and you've got to have bums on seats if you like, for the school to progress and have all the resources that they need.  I think it's a shame that it has come down to this, that the government is saying you've got to have you know, so many in your school and you will get this much money and it takes it away from the true values of education.  I think they're spending a lot of time marketing rather than actual teaching.


The harsh realities of the market place and the ethics of marketing were brought forcefully to the fore.

[Tape 26:  33-42]  You put business into schools you automatically have competition.  As soon as you've got competition you've got winners and losers.  As soon as you've got winners and losers you have people who are successful and unsuccessful.  As soon as you have successful and unsuccessful, the successful ones do O.K. and the unsuccessful ones just lose it and get worse.  It seems to me that in the current climate there are increasing divisions.  So I don't think it's about healthiness it's the system dictates and says we should be competitive, because we have to.


It was put forward that marketing was embedded in our practice so it had become part of our school's ethos and culture.

[Tape 32:  11-14]  It's all part of the work and the ethos of the school you know.  You're working here, you want it to be the best, you try your best, I feel.

[Tape 37:  22-26]  It's letting the parents know what's going on and it's involving them with the children and showing the kind of school and sharing the kind of school culture that we've got.

Conclusion


The above research had provided me with substantial information as to the views held by the people who had worked alongside me in the marketing of our school during its transition from first school to primary and in its consolidation.


Views that I had not considered previously had been put forward.  I was heartened by the fact that the marketing activities carried out by staff through their pupils had in the main not been too much of a burden. I was aware that I had been the ‘main change agent' (Lomax, 1989a:188) and because of the urgent need to market, I had spent much time pondering over the possibility that my value of collaboration has not been 'lived in my practice' (Whitehead, 1985:101) in certain instances as well as I would have liked thus making me aware of my being 'a living contradiction' (Whitehead, 1993a:70).  Now however, I felt that my analysis of the findings of the above research however served to negate this possibility considerably.


Staff’s honesty in their responses was encouraging to say the least.  Their understanding of the education market as a concept and of the casualties that it can engender was enlightening, as was their understanding of the need to respond to market forces which were alien to them.
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