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What is a “Good” School?
Ask five experts, “What is a good school?” and you are likely to get five very distinct answers.  While each view likely has its own merits, and they may even share certain characteristics, this diversity of opinion is a reality that we must accept if we are to make an all-encompassing statement about what characteristics a good school would posses.  For this reason, my answer to the question of “What is a “good” school?” is very similar to the views expressed in the article “A Quality Checklist” by Peter Cowley, and to some degree, those expressed in “What’s Best For My Child” by Christine Langlois.  Our discussion of a good school’s qualities must begin by admitting that each parent and student have different beliefs (often radically so) about what characteristics they believe a good school should have.  I believe that the five main qualities that a school must have in order to be considered a good school are clear and public strategic goals and expectations, goals that are measurable (or strive to be as measurable as possible), concisely stated communication policies between staff, parents, children, and other educational stakeholders, a detailed assessment and professional development model for all staff members, and finally, a guarnatee of student safety and security.
There are vast differences between the various opinions on what a good school is (Underleider, 2004, p. 20).  Considerations range from the idea of inclusion of special needs students, to assessment methods, to points of emphasis in the curriculum.  Even when people appear to agree on a common vision for their ideal school, such as when many identify citizenship education to be a key characterstic of a good school, the agreement is merely superficial.  One person’s idea of citizenship is often another’s idea of extremeism.  While Walter Parker might argue for schools to teach his version of citizenship (Parker, 2005), J. Martin Rochester argues just as convincingly for a far different vision of what citizenship means (Rochester, 2005).  Does citizenship focus on community, province, country, religion, humanity, ecological concerns, income inequality or individual vs collective rights?  All of those themes fit under someone’s definition of “citizenship”.  
“Today’s parents cling firmly to competing ideas about what public schools should provide.  Some want just the basics: reading, writing, and mathematics.  Others want fine arts and modern languages.  Their neighbors want preparation for work   The family down the street wants more history and politics so that students will become good citizens,” (Underleider, 2004, p. 20)
I don’t believe that in the hetergoneous climate we live in, a single set of ideals is applicable to all students or society at large.  Unlike Saint Paul, a good school cannot be all things to all men.  This is why my characteristics of a “good” school focus on determining what the mission of the school will be, communicating that mission clearly, and then providing the supports and instruction to meet that mission.
Clear Strategic Goals
A good school has clear and public strategic goals and specific expectations (usually proudly displayed in their mission statement and consistently reinforced by school events).  “Without a common purpose, student success is left to chance,” (Cowley, 2004, p. 10).  If schools and classrooms do not have clearly defined goals and objectives, then students and teachers are bound to meander through a vague curriculum in inefficient ways.  Since there are so many agendas at work in the world of education, policies often end up embodying a plethora of special interests, and typically use language that can be interpreted in a variety of ways in order to appease multiple parties.  The end result of this is a school akin to a rudderless ship caught in a crosswind.  My school division and specific school are great examples of having fallen victim to this vague “marketing speak” misstion statement.  Mottos such as our, “Learners today, leaders tomorrow” or, “We will bring the world to our students to prepare our students for the world,” look great on posters, but they are actually very counterproductive in terms of characterizing a good school because they are so vague.  What is a learner?  What is a leader?  Does one have to stop being one when they take on the mantle of the other?  This is why clear, concise, and specific statements of goals are so important. 
Communication Between Educational Stakeholders
A good school has clear communication policies between all staff, parents, and students.  These policies are thorough and specific in order to leave as little “grey area” as possible for all educational stakeholders to misinterpret.  “A good school will have a relationship with its families that is characterized by content rich two-way communication,” (Cowley, 2004, p. 11)  The school in Cowley’s case study presents a document for parents at the beginning of the school year that outlines exactly what is expected from every party during the coming school year.  This seems very effective to me.  It gives teachers, school administration, parents, and students a clear baseline to proceed from for the rest of the school year.  It is direct, quantifiable, and concise (Cowley, 2004, p. 11).  Cowley continues on to say, “A good school will continue the dialogue by keeping parents current on their child’s progress and regularly point out areas of concern to which parents must attend,” (Cowley, 2004, p. 11).  In order for a student’s education to reach its full potential teachers, administrators, and parents must be working towards the same goals and objectives, and keeping each other informed as to the progress being made toward these agreed upon goals.  My school pays lip service to this characteristic of a good school, but in reality, little emphasis is put on communication.  There is an obvious lack of communication between the community at large, and the school.  This situation has a direct negative impact on students in a variety of ways that are beyond the scope of this paper.
Measurable Goals

A school’s goals should be measurable, or strive to be as measurable as possible.  “A good school measures its performance and succeeds in its mission,” (Cowley, 2004, p. 11).  Many schools shy away from this process because it can often be controversial.  The result of our failure to measure outcomes that represent our schools’ goals and missions is inevitably going to be unaccountability and students “slipping through the cracks”.  Commiting to measurable goals means commiting to accountability by neccessity, and as long as we continue to fail to embrace this reality in schools such as mine, failure to meet any goals at all is what we are realizing by default.

In her article “More than the Sum of its Parts” Shaker claims that, “Education is complex, non-linear and to a great extent unquantifiable – qualities incompatible with the current emphasis on immediate results and clear comparisons,” (Shaker, 2004, p. 13).  I disagree with this statement.  Some aspects of education are often complex, and difficult to quantify.  This does not mean we should not at least try our best to do so.  Other parts of education are easily quantifiable, and we continue to justify not quantifying these aspects of education merely because the aforementioned aspects are difficult to measure.  Just because an author can coin catchy phrases such as, “Education is more than the sum of its parts,” (Shaker, 2004, p. 13) does not make their ideas unassailable.  I would argue that in my school division, as well as in many others, we are currently trying to squish so many parts into the equation that most students’ experiences in our schools are actually far less than the sum of their proposed components.  Authors who support this push for unaccountability and immeasurability often offer plenty of criticisms and vague aims, but no concrete suggestions.  This is a massive problem that negatively affects students and their families in my school.
Defined Responsibilities

Staff should have very clearly defined responsibilities, and every effort should be made to give feedback on a consistent basis.  If feedback is not implemented and evidence of progress is lacking, there needs to be a consistent disciplinary continuum.  At various schools I have been at, there has consistently been a problem with numerous teachers meeting educational stakeholders’ expectations.  Many teachers are adrift in a sea of uncertainity because they are not guided to any large degree and are given no constructive criticism.  Other teachers enjoy the unparalleled job security that our union provides us with, and are able to take advantage of this by doing very minimal amounts of work without being held accountable to any large degree.  I would like to see a policy in place (in my school and others) that would detail exactly how teacher assessment and feedback were going to occur, and subsequently what the penalties would be if feedback was not acted upon.  We have to find a way to make teachers accountable for their job performance and creative incentives for them to constantly improve.  Motivated teachers are essential to creating a “good” school.
Safe and Secure
Finally, a good school makes sure its students are safe and secure.  This characteristic obviously refers to having emergency protocols in place (ie. fire drills, lockdown drills etc.), but even more than that, it is meant to be applied to students’ overall well-being.  Students have a right to feel accepted at school and safe from prejudice and bullying.  My school does a great job in this regard.  Our students treat each other with respect the vast majority of the time, and the overall attitude of acceptance permeates our school’s culture.  As a staff we do a great job of communicating about specific student circumstances and providing a multi-layered safety net for at-risk students, or students that are having difficulty with something.  Students cannot learn in an environment in which they do not feel safe and secure; consequently, this has to be a characterisitc of a good school. 
Conclusion
I believe that my version of a “good” school, “Has a clear mission, the methods and resources to fulfill the mission, and a defined performance measurement regime by which it agrees to be judged.  It is a school that brings parents into the school community,” (Cowley, 2004, p. 12).  Unfortunately, it does not bear much resemblance to my current school, or many of the other schools I have been a part of.
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