


In the Maldives, despite everyone having access to primary education, there are wide
disparities in the quality of education provided by schools in the capital and schools on the
rural islands. In an attempt to address the ongoing concern of the rural communities to
improve their schools, the Ministry of Education introduced a new policy in July 1999. This
policy led to the formation of clusters of schools which consisted of a ‘lead’ government
school intended to serve as a resource and support to a number of nearby community
schools. Each cluster is usually made up of 6 to 11 schools. The cluster policy has not been
studied since its introduction six years ago. This research study aims to investigate the
cluster policy - its rationale, processes of implementation, and impact on the schools through

the perceptions of key stakeholders, with a broader view to improve schools in the Maldives.

For the research, I travelled to four regions to carry out four case studies. Each case study is
based on a full cluster of schools of an atoll and a selection of schools in neighbouring
clusters within the same atoll. Fifty schools were targeted in fourteen clusters. Data were
collected from interviews with key stakeholders - the cluster heads, lead teachers, island
chiefs and officials of Ministry of Education. The conceptual framework developed by Lunt
et al. (1988) of antecedents, processes and impact in their study of clusters in the UK was

used to structure the inquiry. The interview data were analysed thematically.

This study found that the cluster policy not sufficiently resourced and comprehensively
conceptualised to engender the intended school improvement. Set within a context of small
developing islands the policy lacked the essential ingredients for a collaborative venture of
this kind to succeed. However, among the stakeholders there is an acceptance of the potential
good such a policy can bring about. The problems identified in this research go some way to

explain why the cluster policy was short-lived and has now effectively ceased to exist.
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unable to meet with and learn from other teachers doing the same work or benefit from the
experiences of each other. Most teachers prepare and present their lessons and examinations
in isolation year after year. Separated by sea and limitations in communications in each
school, teachers interpret the syllabus and the national curriculum on their own. Most of the
time, the taught curriculum varies across schools. Similarly, they would prepare different
schemes of work and set different standards for examinations. Not surprisingly therefore the

standards between schools continue to be different and often are generally poor.

Half the teachers in the rural schools are untrained and work as temporary untenured
teachers and these conditions go on for years without being addressed (Chandra and Kilby
2004). Advice and support comes largely from the MoE. However, many a year passes
without a single visit from them or any form of in-service provision. Given this scenario the
cluster head is the professional who could give support and guidance to other smaller school
heads located within any proximity. This can only happen provided that resources and
arrangements are made. In any effort to improve practice, sharing best practice and building
capacity in personnel and conditions within school is very important. More teachers need to
become professionally more proficient. So that more pupils could reap the benefits and

collaborate actively through clustering which, potentially could address some of these needs.

This chapter has tried to locate the development of education in the community schools and
the government schools within the broader context of educational history of the Maldives. It
has identified implications for the study for researching the cluster policy. Thus the chapter
has paved the path for the analysis of empirical findings in the subsequent chapters. In the

next Chapter [ discuss the relevant, though limited, literature on school clusters.
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and have had to come back empty handed both times.” A further lead teacher said: “every
school aspires to be an autonomous school” (meaning a governiment school with total
allocated budget and direct communication links to the MoE). There was a resounding plea
for this status among the community schools, i.e., that these schools become government
schools. One lead teacher said: “although trained as a head, the cluster head does not have
the added training required to run a cluster,” and continued: “I accept the cluster policy as a

good or useful model but there is no one to take the leadership responsibility.”

These responses clearly suggest that supporting the satellite schools was not part of the way
the cluster lead schools had been working in this region. Rather than being seen as a cluster
team leader, the cluster head was viewed as a policeman, an inspector who carried out a
check rather than giving advice or professional guidance. The cluster heads had not made

their mark as cluster leaders within the satellite schools.

As explained in Chapter 2, before the cluster policy island chiefs were the heads of the
community school, i.e., the satellite school. With the cluster policy this had been changed on
paper: ‘the head of the government schools were the cluster heads and the island chiefs will
be acting in an advisory capacity supporting the lead teacher in the day to day running of the
school’ (translation from MoE 1999:11). Although this was what the policy stated, there
were variations in how this directive was interpreted and implemented. In this atoll the island
chiefs tended to continue to hold on to their roles as active heads of school. However, there
was one island chief (out of the ten) who seemed to have given up this responsibility. Here
the satellite lead teacher said: “ I fake matters to the katheeb (island chief) on a regular basis
but he does not attend to them nor would he come in to school.” On being asked why this
was so the island chief’s response was that: “I don’t meddle with the running of the school as
1 feel that the supervisor would like to be in-charge and therefore I allow him to do the
running.” Other island chiefs commented: “I see myself as head of school and I act as

such... there is nothing happening here in terms of clustering, if there is supervisory support
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CHAPTER 6

CLUSTER POLICY: ANTECEDENTS, PROCESSES AND OUTCOMES

Introduction

The previous chapter presented the findings of the four case studies. This chapter
complements the discussion by presenting findings from interviews with thirteen other heads
of clusters and seven policy makers to gain wider stakeholder perceptions of the cluster
policy, its rationale, implementation process and impact. The interview questions followed a
time line, which considered the origins, the operations and the outcomes of the cluster
policy. A conceptual framework used by Lunt et al. (1988) was used to frame the enquiry as
explained in Chapter 4. This used a time frame of antecedents, processes and outcomes. The
interview questions were developed using this time frame. Quotations from the interviews

are used to demonstrate specific points.

The cluster policy initiation

This section addresses research question one: What do policy makers and head teachers
perceive was the rationale for the ‘cluster’ policy and what influences shaped the
introduction of the policy? It focuses on the reasons, which led to the MoE’s policy on
clusters. Interviewees were asked: Why was the cluster policy introduced? What influences

shaped the policy?

The rationale and influences that shaped the policy

The reasons behind the cluster policy were said to be “fo provide better standards in the
community schools”. For community schools being managed under the leadership of the

island chiefs, where the island chiefs’ being none education professionals, these schools have
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whether the idea of clustering would work. There was no document regarding the pilot
experience (as discussed from the MoE representatives), and there was no formal analysis or
evaluation of the pilot experience. Any gains from the experience, were therefore limited to

those directly involved.

The Minister of Education, at the time of interview said that the pilot trial showed that there
were many complexities surrounding the implementation of the policy as it called for major
changes in the way schools worked. Before the cluster policy, island chiefs were the heads of
community schools exercising both professional lead and executive role of budget and
maintenance. However, with the introduction of the cluster policy island chiefs were asked to
act only in the capacity of advisor to the school with joint authority for spending. The
professional role of the head of school was given to the cluster head who was located on a
different island to the community school. It was acknowledged that these were very sensitive
issues, with possible practical downsides, such as the potential for friction between those
three individuals who had leadership responsibility over the one school i.e. cluster head,
head of satellite school and island chief (acting in an advisory role to the head of satellite
school). The general impression I got regarding this initial cluster policy introduction phase
was a concern about political sensitivities among officials at the Ministry. This led to the

policy being introduced in an indirect and “low profile” mode.

Cluster policy introduction

According to these interviews the introduction of the policy was through briefings by MoE
officials to the heads of clusters, which was five years ago. This meant that the island chief
and the atoll chief heard of the policy through the cluster head and not through any other
official channel. This was how the Minister, it was suggested, wanted to introduce this

policy. This practice immediately caused some strife between cluster heads and some island
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priorities for improvement; and its longer-term goals for education all need further study.
But it seems clear from my study that a failure to approach clustering as part of a strategic
programme for educational improvement, played a large part in its relative ineffectiveness in

the Maldives.

Another contributing factor in the failure of the cluster policy was the fact that the schools
were not provided with a conceptual framework that could enable them to function as a
cluster on a common platform, The means to link each school with the other was
insufficiently conceptualised against the limitations of infrastructure within the context. The
lack of participants’ voice as active implementers of the policy not being worked into the
planning agenda also left gaps in the implementation. A functional plan on what and how the
clusters would act was lacking. Katyanagi (2002:26) in expressing Bredenberg’s (2000)
views says ‘that school clusters need technical content to get out of the surface structure
definitions of clustering, otherwise it would become a “paper cluster”.” ‘Paper clusters’ were

the case for a number of the clusters in the Maldives.

The case studies given in Chapter 5 addressed my research aim of — exploring the operation
of the cluster policy in practice through four case studies. The conclusions formed from the
case studies regarding the cluster policy were that of the 11 clusters visited in the four case
studies, only 1 cluster appeared to be operating as a functional cluster. Two others had some
factors favourable in Case Study 3 where the heads of clusters had shown some commitment
and the right attitude. Even in these clusters though, the heads had said that they found the
policy difficult to sustain without the necessary resources and training. The other eight

clusters appeared to be paper clusters.

The research questions were further examined in Chapter 6 by interviewing a range of
stakeholders (13 heads of clusters and 7 policy makers). The final aim was to begin to

develop an understanding of ‘best practice’ of the cluster policy as perceived by cluster
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