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Samoa School Fee Grant Scheme
Joint Development Partner Review

15-17 March 2011
Record of Discussions and Findings

The Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) and the New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade (MFAT) conducted a review of progress of the Samoa School Fee Grant Scheme (SSFGS) in collaboration with the Government of Samoa (GoS), between March15 and March17 2011.
The SSFGS commenced in May 2010 and the first grants were paid in July.  An annual review is scheduled for later in 2011.  The current review was intended to be a light review to provide early indications of progress prior to commitments for further funding. 

The review focussed on: implementation progress, issues arising and management arrangements, from the perspectives of the Ministry of Education, Sports and Culture (MESC) and the team of managing consultants (TOC); costs and financing; effectiveness and relevance.

The team met with the ACEO Aid Coordination, Ministry of Finance; SSFGS team leader and the team of consultants; the MESC CEO, Core Executive, ACEO School Operations and School Review Officers (SROs); Development Partners (DPs) at Posts; a group of school principals and the deputy principal and school committee members of a school, during a visit to the school.

The review team commends the work of MESC, the TOC, principals, teachers and school committees for their achievements in implementing the scheme and for the way in which challenges have been met and issues addressed.  Indications are that the SSFGS is on track and functioning well, given that it has been operational for approximately eight months.  The team would also like to express its gratitude for the hospitality received and the generous engagement of all stakeholders in the review process. 

1 Implementation Progress

Overall progress
The SSFGS has been successfully established and implemented.  The Team of Consultants has been appointed.  Systems and processes have been developed, and are in place and generally functioning well.  The operational handbook and the monitoring and evaluation framework have been completed.  Training and guidance have been provided, for principals and committees, for the initial set up and are being provided on an ongoing basis.  Minimum Service Standards have been updated and are used for school planning. Schools have three year School Improvement Plans and Annual Management Plans in place.  School bank accounts have been established, funds have been transferred, expenditure is being acquitted, resources are being purchased and accounted for and contributions are being paid for school expenses, e.g. utilities, according to the guidelines in most cases.  There are processes for identifying, recording and processing school based issues.  Some of these issues have been resolved.  Some will require further action, including a review of allowable expenditure.

Overall the scheme is functioning very well for the length of time it has been in operation.  Compared to other fee grant schemes known to the reviewers this scheme is progressing very well for this stage of its implementation.   Early indications are that schools are purchasing significantly more learning and teaching resources than in the past.  
Key areas for further review are provided at the end of this report.  
2
Management

Overall management

MESC is the implementing agency for the scheme.  The TOC Team Leader is responsible for the day to day operation of the team and the scheme.  The TOC Team Leader is responsible to and reports to the CEO through the ACEO SOD on a day to day basis.  The Education Advisory Committee oversees the SSFGS and MESC is responsible for the overall management of the scheme.  
Overall the management of the scheme is effective.  The initial issues, that would be expected to arise during implementation of a scheme such as this, are being addressed and resolved.  There are some overarching issues that will need further attention e.g. the research/survey, review of levels of allocations and areas of coverage, and how school committees can meet their obligations within the changed environment.  These may be identified through the annual review and reporting process.  Clarity is needed regarding where responsibility for addressing overarching issues lies and how this will happen.

Reporting

The Team Leader reports to the CEO and Core Executive monthly and TOC reports are to be distributed to the Education Advisory Committee and donor partners.  The TOC is to provide a quarterly report and the CEO reports to the committee and development partners quarterly on the scheme.  MESC is responsible for monitoring and reporting on system performance annually and the TOC are required to provide an annual assessment of progress based on MESC data. The CEO is also responsible for the annual review of the scheme, with invited development partners, and is to provide an annual report to the EAC.   The annual review and reporting process is an important feature of the overall management of the scheme.   Because the scheme got underway mid year 2010 the annual reporting has not yet taken place.  It is important that the review and annual reporting does take place mid 2011 at the end of the first year of implementation, and that in subsequent years timing of this is reviewed to best fit with wider education timeframes and needs. 
Schools self assess progress against the MSS, report periodically on aspects of the scheme and provide quarterly financial reporting in 2010 and six monthly thereafter.  Early indications are that schools are complying with programme requirements and are adapting to a process of assessing needs against minimum service standards and planning accordingly  
The monthly TOC reports have been received and these provide a useful record of the scheme.  The issues list is clear and includes progress updates, actions taken and several enrolment case studies.  An end of year financial statement has been received.  The financial records clearly set out funds disbursed to schools, accounts they were sent to and expenditure to date by schools.  It is clear that the TOC monitor school records of expenditure very regularly and closely.  The summary aggregated reporting from TOC is the appropriate level of reporting to be received by donors and MESC rather than the quarterly detailed reports from individual schools.  Quarterly reports from TOC was not sighted.  This report is important as it should provide analysis of implementation and progress at a scheme level.  This would inform MESC reporting to EAC and the annual review and reporting processes.  If the TOC quarterly reporting has not been done this should be addressed.
Each of the donor partners has a separate funding agreement with MESC for the scheme, with reporting requirements that differ slightly as needed by each of the agencies.  It would be useful to reach agreement on a single set of reporting requirements from donors and vary agreements to reflect this for the next two years.  For any agreements beyond the 2012 review and decisions regarding future funding a single donor agreement should be negotiated. 
Roles and responsibilities

School Review Officers (Schools Operation Division) and the TOC each have responsibilities for the introduction and monitoring of the MSS, engagement with schools on planning processes and monitoring of progress and performance.  

During initial implementation there has been some overlap of roles and responsibilities between the TOC and the School Review Officers (SROs).  One of the challenges for the TOC is to determine the data needed so that they are able to report effectively on progress and impact of the scheme.  
Assessing student achievement is one area of challenge.  The TOC has taken on the task of assisting schools to understand the SPELL data and how it can be used.  The achievement monitoring for the SSFGS is focused on the SPELL results and the year 8 examination results.  While there is potential to expand the monitoring further into the classroom, at this stage monitoring should be carried out as set out under the scheme.  The role of the TOC is to help principals and school committee self assess against the MSS, not t undertake assessments of learning directly.  Potential to expand monitoring further, and decisions about where an expanded role would lie, can be examined in the 2012 evaluation.  The focus at this stage should be on implementing the scheme as set out as effectively as possible.   

In most cases the overlap has been discussed and roles clarified.  It is important that decisions taken regarding roles and responsibilities be recorded, included in reports and communicated clearly to all stakeholders, including principals and school committees.  A one page summary of what SROs, other divisions of MESC and the TOC are responsible for, particularly with regard to support provided to schools, planning, data gathering, monitoring of performance, and reporting.
Workloads
It is clear that the TOC have undertaken major workloads.  They are making very regular visits to schools and have developed relationships with schools and school committees while providing guidance and collecting valuable data.  
It is expected that the early implementation of the scheme requires intensive support, particularly given the shifts in responsibilities from school committees to schools for some activities and the introduction of a range of new activities for schools.  The commitment to achieving successful implementation of the scheme by the TOC is highly commended.  It is also expected that the role of th TOC and related workloads will shift over time as the programme becomes embedded.  These shifts should be planned for and monitored.
It was noted that the SROs are larger in number and have fewer schools for which they are each responsible than the TOC.   Each of these groups has a different range of responsibilities and they are not directly comparable.  As noted above it is important that the TOC develop short and medium term forward planning to identify the shifts in the roles and functions as the scheme is implemented over the next three years.  The question of workloads has to be addressed in light of the longer term planning and not only as a snapshot in time.
3
Cost and Financing
Scheme funding to schools

Funding has been disbursed according to allocations and schools have expended funding and are keeping records as required by the guidelines.  Almost all schools have received more funding than they have had in the past.  Some have received considerably more than they have had in the past.  Schools with large numbers of students are receiving large amounts of funding.  The base grant component goes a small way to providing some equity for small schools in addressing overall costs.  It does not address the equity issue that arises from years of low funding levels for schools in poorer areas.  It is noted that grants will be adjusted based on a Cost of Living Adjustment (COLA) calculation.  

Early indications are that the funding has been used to purchase a significant amount of teaching and learning materials, and resources to support teaching processes e.g. photocopiers.  It is noted that MESC may be adjusting its supply of materials to schools in response to the purchasing undertaken by schools.  The SSFGS was intended to replace the provision of resources by MESC to schools.  It was intended to supplement it.  Utilities have been paid to the extent allowed for in the guidelines.  Where purchases have been made or activities undertaken outside the guidelines this has been identified and actions taken to resolve the issue, usually repayment of funding used to the school account.

Issues were raised consistently regarding:

· the public perception that education is now free, funds are provided by government and communities don’t need to provide additional funding.  There is a difference between fee free education and free education;

· the need for school committees to raise regular and sometimes large funding to meet their responsibilities for ground and facilities development and maintenance;

· the challenges of raising significant and regular funding without recourse to school fees have yet to be resolved by many school committees;
· equity issues are evident as schools that have been poorly resourced by community fees in the past need significantly more resourcing to reach minimum service standards.  The SSFGS does not have an equity factor, to the extent needed, to make a difference for these schools

· capped levels of funding, for utilities in particular, are not adequate for all schools.  Most schools spend significantly more on water than the $800 per year allowed through SSFGS.  The same applies for power for some schools.  Power costs will rise further as schools make greater use of computers, photocopiers and air conditioning. Facilities maintenance may be accommodated in small quantities, when sometimes it is more economical to attend to works in larger pieces (e.g. fixing all doors in need of repairs instead of 1-2 at a time);

· some areas o expenditure that would be useful for achieving the overall goals of the scheme and education overall are not included e.g. professional development beyond that provided through MESC or other programmes;

· some schools are accessing loans to cover costs and major maintenance;

· suppliers were not prepared for the influx of purchase requests and there were delays in provision of some materials; and
· indications are that operational costs allowed for the TOC are not sufficient to support their current mode of working and workloads. 

Clear communications are needed regarding fee free vs free education; roles and responsibilities of government, schools and school committees; and the range of options school committees have to raise funds to meet their obligations.

Funding levels and categories for allowable expenditure should be reviewed and adjusted if necessary.
The funding formula should be reviewed to determine whether adjustments for equity are needed to enable all schools to achieve the minimum service standards.
TOC funding

Concerns were expressed regarding the operational funding levels for the TOC.  The TOC are keeping a close record of operational costs.  These should be examined in the annual review, in light of current and planned work programmes, and consideration be given to the level of funding needed to deliver a work programme that supports successful implementation of the scheme.

4
Effectiveness
Enrolment:

There is clear evidence that some children who have never been at school are enrolling and attending.  This provides challenges for teachers and schools as children who are 8,10,12 + years of age attend school for the first time.  School principals outlined strategies that are being used to try and bridge the learning gap for children.  This is a critical factor for success as children need to experience both support and success in learning to encourage them to stay.
The actual numbers of children enrolled in schools are now recognised as being far more accurate as TOC have been checking enrolment and attendance regularly.  This has resulted in changes of enrolment numbers in some schools.  To determine exactly how many new students there are enrolled there would need to be a close survey of all school information.  Some case studies have been done to demonstrate the number of new students enrolled in the sample schools.

There has been some movement of students from school to school, as was expected for the early days of the scheme.  In most cases it is difficult to assess the size of the movement, except when there is significant movement, due to changes in school data resulting from the enrolment validation undertaken.  Feedback from principals and school committee members indicates that families move, and change schools, for a variety of reasons.  Access to work is a key reason for movement and casual/seasonal work can result in transient families.    

School based management  
The SSFGS has provided schools with an opportunity to purchase significantly more learning and teaching materials than most have been able to do to date.  The ability to better resource learning and the updated MSS has enabled principals and teachers to take on more active responsibility for implementing the School Improvement Plans and the Annual Management Plans.  Some principals have demonstrated that they are developing a long term framework for building up school resources due to the SSFGS.
Learning achievements  
There is clear evidence that schools have purchased significantly more teaching and learning resources than they have had in the past.  There is anecdotal feedback that students are enjoying the reading materials and that the resources are making a difference to teacher workloads.

The two key factors for monitoring learning achievement are the SPELL test and the year 8 examination.  It is very early days for the scheme to demonstrate differences in learning outcomes.  This will take time to achieve and should be viewed realistically.  The TOC have been instrumental in taking the SPELL test results out to schools and explaining them to principals.  While this information has been in schools for some time many schools have not analysed it or used it to inform programming and achievement expectations.  There are plans to disestablish the year 8 examination.  MESC will need to determine how assessment is monitored at a national level when this happens.  
Minimum Service Standards
The TOC have had an important role in introducing the revised MSS to schools.  Indications are that principals are using the MSS as a basis for their three year and annual planning processes.
The question of equity for schools which have not been well resourced for decades has been raised in the section on funding.

The analytical reporting on progress will provide important insights into how well schools are meeting the standards and where key gaps are, when it is undertaken.

5
Relevance

Indications are that the SSFGS is very relevant for Samoa at this time and into the future.  

It has removed fee barriers for enrolment and attendance and has been the means of introducing major reforms into schools.
SSFGS has significantly strengthened the development of school based management and provided principals and schools with the means to plan and resource learning more effectively.  It has introduced funding and accountability processes and systems that will allow for greater flow of information for analysis at a national level.  This will enable stronger analysis of schooling at a national level.

While the issue of fee barriers has been addressed the question of how financing school committee obligations will be addressed is yet to be resolved for many schools.  The continuing difficult economic climate and individual circumstances of families mean that some children are still not attending school.  The research component of SSFGS should be undertaken now that the scheme has been established and early impacts have been achieved.  The policy Planning and Research Division have indicated that they will have capacity to undertake the research post April.

The SSFGS is a very useful addition to the resources MESC has to encourage school improvement and improved learning outcomes.   

Key areas for attention in the annual review (tbc)
Key areas for further review are how the regular costs incurred by school committee responsibilities (e.g. cleaning, caretaking, grounds and facilities maintenance), previously paid from school fees, can be met, what is covered by the grant and levels of coverage for some items
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