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Foreword

The Victorian Government is committed to ensuring that all children in
Victoria, regardless of the school they attend, have access to quality
teaching and learning opportunities that promote mastery of a broad
range of skills, behaviours and knowledge.

As there are significant variations in school performance state wide,
the 2003 Blueprint for Government Schools and the 2008 Blueprint for
Education and Early Childhood Development set out a plan to promote
excellent learning opportunities for children in every school across the
state by improving school performance.

Data from Victorian government schools show that many of them
display year by year improvement on a range of indicators, including
student outcomes. Some of these schools achieve this in spite of
factors such as the low socio-economic status of many of their
students, which is often related to lower performance.

However, there are many schools in Victoria that have demonstrated
great success in improving student outcomes, despite challenging
circumstances. This publication is based on field research into the
behaviours exhibited by selected Victorian schools that have shown
gains in student achievement over a sustained period. The findings
provide an opportunity for school leaders to learn from the real
experiences and successes of the Victorian education community.
They may be the catalyst for change, provide new direction and next
steps for developing schools, and provide reassurance that schools in
difficult circumstances have pathways to success.

Both locally and internationally, there is much interest in how schools
achieve and sustain high performance, and in particular how they
overcome significant obstacles to raise levels of student achievement.
This research has the advantage of being grounded in the particular
social, economic, political and educational policy framework unique to
Victoria, making the results highly relevant to Victorian schools.

| am pleased to present these reports to stimulate discussion and
generate action for school improvement.

Dr Dahle Suggett
Deputy Secretary
Office for Policy, Research and Innovation
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1. Executive summary

The Blueprint for Education and Early Childhood Development
(DEECD, 2008) underlines the importance of providing opportunities
for every child to succeed, in every circumstance. The Blueprint points
out that, while previous reforms are paying dividends, improvement is
not yet consistent across all schools. So, to support a reform agenda
for all schools to improve, this research by the Department of
Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) was
specifically designed to investigate the nature of the practices in those
schools where Victorian strategies are showing positive results. We
wanted to have greater knowledge of the practices of Victorian schools
that lead to consistent gains in student achievement over a sustained
period, irrespective of the background of the students.

It was in this context that we developed a research program with two
key reports.

The first included three phases. In Phase 1 we identified the high-
frequency behaviours of schools that have sustained improvement in
student outcomes over 10 years. Phase 2 validated these behaviours
against a control group of stable and declining schools. In Phase 3 we
used observations and interviews to create more detailed descriptions
of the behaviours.

Concurrently, a second report was developed, based on research
focusing on schools in low socio-economic communities that were
achieving higher than expected outcomes. This publication includes
both reports.

1.1 Asking the big questions

There are three big questions which concern many of us:

* Which school practices and behaviours drive
student success in Victorian schools,
regardless of student characteristics?

* How are these practices transferable across
schools in Victoria?

* What are the starting points for schools
wishing to implement, strengthen and
sustain the practices that lead to success?

DEECD commissioned this research in an attempt to answer these
questions. The findings intentionally do not include a theory or model
for school improvement. Rather, the research aimed to identify more
explicit practices or behaviours in successful Victorian schools that
make sense for others in this state. The findings are therefore drawn
from examples that are local and contextualised in the practices and
language of Victorian schools.

The DEECD research is based on studies of the practices that are
related to high levels of school improvement and performance. Data
collected routinely in schools — such as student outcomes, opinion
surveys, Student Family Occupation (SFO) and other demographic
data and school review reports — were supplemented by a schedule of
observations in schools and structured on-site interviews with
principals and staff.
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While this research enriches our knowledge of each practice, it
confirms that it is not only the direction of activity, but the intensity and
linkages between practices that set some schools apart in achieving
success for all students. The literature explaining school improvement
consistently argues that schools do not improve performance by doing
a few things differently. Rather, schools that succeed usually have a
sustained focus on multiple factors. For this reason, it is not enough to
focus on single strategies, or even to consider them as a checklist. The
findings show that schools that add value intentionally incorporate and
link many of the practices described here and develop them to a high
level. A series of case studies of the practices is included to
demonstrate how this worked in Victorian schools.

1.2 Which school practices and behaviours
are linked to student success in
Victorian schools, regardless of student
characteristics?

In Phase 1, 28 practices and behaviours were identified in those
Victorian schools that have sustained improvement in student
outcomes over ten years. It is clear that practices or behaviours
depend on effective leadership, occur within particular school settings
and are connected to each other. The research was designed to go to
the next level of observation to identify those practices that occurred
with high frequency across the schools and with high intensity within
each school.

All of the behaviours identified in Phase 1 were tested in Phase 2 by
comparing improving schools with a control group of schools where
performance was stable or had declined over a similar period. Schools
whose student outcomes were on a strong upward trajectory displayed
a range of high-frequency, high-intensity behaviours consistent with
the Phase 1 research. The declining schools showed patchy
implementation, and while stable schools exhibited some of the
practices of improving schools, they either displayed fewer of them, or
they were less focused and less strategic. As a result, the practices
and behaviours shown in Table 1.1 were confirmed as important, when
implemented consistently across a school.
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‘Data are the start of a
Journey in terms of our
planning. Our data at the end
of a year mark the starting
point for the next year.’

Table 1.1: Practices and behaviours of selected
Victorian schools that have improved student

performance
1. Using data
2. Coaching, mentoring and sharing expertise
3. Raising staff expectations of students
- 4. Establishing and aligning values, vision and goals
% 5. Working in teams
;'; 6. Aligning professional learning
é 7. Raising students’ expectations
§ 8. Assigning staff to key priority areas
‘E’ 9. Focusing on literacy and numeracy
..é 10. Establishing partnerships
% 11. Personalising through individual learning plans
= 12. Engaging students
13. Articulating clear staff performance expectations
14. Targeting resources to student needs
15. Releasing staff for group learning, dialogue and planning
16. Recognising staff and student achievement

1.3 How are these practices and
behaviours transferable across schools
in Victoria?

A list as in Table 1.1 is not enough. Transferability will be best
supported by helpful descriptions of what schools actually do, and what
is meant by the terms listed above. Therefore, follow-up studies in
Phase 3 focused on the key behaviours of high-performing schools
that had shown sustained improvement, in order to provide more
detail about the actual practices and their contexts. The selected
schools showed consistent improvement in absolute scores, as well as
achieving results which were higher than expected taking into account
the socio-economic profile of students, and the location and size of the
school. Site visits and interviews fleshed out what schools were
actually doing. Within each observed behaviour, these schools used a
range of strategies that can be used by other schools across the state.
In summary, these are:

Using data

Successful schools collect and use a wide range of data, in addition to
that required by the Department, share it widely with staff, and develop
their skills in interpreting different types of evidence. They reflect
deeply and link data to professional practice. They diagnose strengths
and weaknesses in particular subject areas, track individual students
and identify school-wide improvements. Most of these schools
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disaggregate data for detailed analysis of individuals and small groups,
rather than year-level cohorts or average values.

Coaching, mentoring and sharing

Schools are at various stages towards a more collaborative and
transparent working environment. Teachers are often paired, in some
cases with regular meeting time allocated. In some schools,
observations by peers or members of the leadership team are followed
by feedback discussions. Coaching and modelling of interactions with
students also takes place, and some schools mentor and support new
teachers beyond Victorian Institute of Teaching requirements.

Raising staff expectations of students

For most schools studied this has been an important factor and a
major challenge. Issues included understanding the difficulties faced
by some families; really knowing the students; holding a belief that all
students can learn; reinforcing teachers’ sense of efficacy; and
promoting a sense of pride and self respect.

Aligning values, vision and goals

Driving the participating schools is the belief that students and their
learning are at the centre, and that constant learning by teachers is
fundamental to school improvement. They know that socio-economic
circumstances can be overcome. These schools reported using data to
support discussions of values, vision and goals, involving the students
in their formulation, and setting aside time to revisit them.

Working in teams

Teamwork is a way of life in improving schools, in many areas and at
many levels. Organisational structures and scheduling arrangements
support working together in the short or long term, and links between
teams are also important, often through leadership roles in relation to
the whole school.

Aligning professional learning

Participating schools have coherent plans and programs of
professional development that align individual needs with school
priorities. They use data to identify areas most in need of improvement
in the school, and discuss professional development needs with
teachers, sometimes using structured self assessments. Schools
allocate substantial resources and use a mix of in-school and out-of-
school activities and on-the-job learning in teams.

Raising students’ expectations

In many of the schools there is a strong belief that all students can
learn and achieve. They generate opportunities for students to take
responsibility, and have high expectations of general behaviour. They
aim to meet or exceed state performance benchmarks, not just those
for ‘like schools’. High attendance is rewarded.

Assigning staff to key priority areas

The needs of the students drive staffing decisions, and as these differ
across schools, so do the solutions. Staff members are allocated to
areas such as attendance, homework clubs, wellbeing and English as
a Second Language. Many schools expect teachers to move across
year levels and responsibilities over time, to encourage professional
learning and renewal.

Executive summary 4
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‘The leadership team is the
engine of change in our
school. We need to build
change all the time.’

‘Video-taping of lessons is a
powerful tool to supplement
informal classroom
observation.’

‘Teachers must know the
kids, know where they are at
and know how much they can
be pushed.’

Focusing on literacy and numeracy

Participating schools often make literacy and numeracy a priority for
the whole school, not just for designated teachers. They diagnose
student performance on entry and establish methods for early
intervention, monitoring through a range of tests, including NAPLAN.
Most participating primary schools allocate additional staff to literacy
support, while some reduce class sizes. Some secondary schools
timetable literacy and numeracy classes to identify skill levels and
needs for targeted assistance. Regional coaches work with small
teams of teachers.

Establishing partnerships

Successful schools have strengthened the partnership between the
school and students' homes, because parents have an important role
to play in supporting learning. Some schools employ community
engagement officers, and others work with police, welfare agencies,
businesses and philanthropic organisations. Links with employers have
been helpful in supporting students’ transition to work.

Personalising through individual learning plans

Several schools make a point of getting to know their students and
their abilities and experiences deeply, and helping them to develop
personal learning goals that are documented in individual learning
plans. These are monitored and supported through specific allocations
of staff to address the needs of individual students.

Engaging students

A starting point for engaging students is often an engaging curriculum
and methods of teaching. Successful schools use feedback from
students to review and modify the curriculum. Some have structures
that foster closer teacher-student relationships, such as mini-schools
and learning communities.

Articulating clear staff performance expectations

Expectations are communicated regularly and in many ways in the
participating schools. They form the basis of teacher performance
plans and review processes within the Performance and Development
Culture framework. Expectations are supported by role modelling,
professional development and, ultimately, exit strategies.

Targeting resources to student needs

Early intervention is supported by targeted resources, particularly for
literacy in the primary years. Schools use specialist staff and smaller
class sizes to address identified needs at both the lower and higher
ends of the achievement spectrum. Welfare support is provided by a
range of professionals directly employed by schools, working in
conjunction with welfare agencies.

Releasing staff for group learning, dialogue and planning

Many schools encourage collaboration and allocate time to teams to
work together with a focus on professional learning. This enables staff
to share ideas, plan and observe each other in practice. In several
schools staff use online tools for these purposes.

Recognising staff and student achievement

Schools recognise a wide range of student achievement and
improvement in public forums, through awards, certificates and
scholarships as well as by displaying products created by students in
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the school and on websites. Staff efforts and achievements are
recognised by their peers, leaders and the wider school community.
While these are listed as separate characteristics, it is clear from the
detailed descriptions in the following sections, that the practices
interact with and support each other, creating a synergy that provides
the impetus for improvement. However, tackling all areas at once can
be quite daunting. The schools reported here realised that they must
make a decision to focus on a small number of behaviours to start and
sustain improvement.

1.4 What are the starting points for schools
wishing to implement, strengthen and
sustain the practices that lead to
success?

A further research project commissioned by DEECD focused on eight
metropolitan schools that had many students from disadvantaged
backgrounds and were identified as performing above ‘like’ schools
with similar student characteristics.

The selection of the schools was based on their
performance on criteria known to be linked to high
student achievement, such as:

e staff perceptions of student behaviour and
motivation

¢ an effective organisational climate
® a supportive leadership culture.

The study particularly looked for common approaches that could be
transferable to other schools, and collected evidence through site visits
and interviews. While each school was unique to some extent, the
findings relate to all in the sample. The research team concluded that
the starting point reported by the successful schools involved
preconditions necessary for improvement to begin, followed by means
of sustaining improvement. Table 1.2 shows these characteristics.
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Table 1.2: Conditions necessary to
commence and sustain high performance in

selected schools in Victoria

Preconditions:

¢ strong leadership

¢ high expectations and high teacher efficacy

¢ an orderly learning environment

 a clear focus on 'what matters most'

Conditions for sustainability:

¢ building teaching and leadership capacity and expertise
¢ providing structure and scaffolding for student learning

¢ using data systematically to analyse trends and personalise
learning

¢ strong professional learning teams

¢ capitalising on Department initiatives, such as the Performance
and Development Culture

¢ engendering pride in the school

Major improvement did not come quickly. In each school, a stable and
consistent leadership team worked on a strategic approach to
improvement and change for several years.

1.5 Where to now?

This outline of the results of recent research using a wide range of data
helps to answer the first big question: which school practices and
behaviours drive student success in Victorian schools, regardless of
student characteristics? The findings have emphasised that a multi-
faceted approach is required, rather than focusing on isolated factors.
While the behaviours and strategies can be seen as distinctive
elements, it is their interdependence that characterises the successful
schools.

Perhaps more difficult to answer, the second question considers how
these practices are transferable across the system. But there are
enough similarities across Victorian schools to determine the broad
directions for improvement, while enabling differentiated support for
school improvement. With the expanded role for networks of schools
and regional network leaders, individual school and network planning
could be usefully informed by this research. Many schools wishing to
improve recognise they are already implementing several of the
behaviours and practices listed, but the opportunities for improvement
lie in greater breadth and intensity, and in linking and integration of
more of the practices.

The final question posed is: what are the starting points for schools
wishing to implement, strengthen and sustain the practices that lead to
success? It is important when following a general direction to
recognise the local context, so identifying current local strengths and
building on these is a good place to start. The research suggests that
structures around the organisation of teachers’ work and leadership
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are important for initiating change and sustaining improvement.
Without a strong foundation, it is difficult for improvement efforts to be
sustained.

The following two sections: Behaviours of improving and high-
performing schools and How eight of Victoria's best-performing
schools are adding value describe in more detail what was found in the
participating schools. In reflecting on these sections, the connections
between them are clear, and relevant for other Victorian schools.

In Victoria at this exciting time, there are clear opportunities to develop
actions from the Blueprint, particularly relating to workforce reform and
system improvement, coupled with the stimulus of additional funding
that arises as a result of the National Partnerships for Low Socio-
Economic Status (SES), Literacy and Numeracy and Teacher Quality.
These developments make this research extremely timely for Victorian
schools.

When reading the following reports,
consider these questions for your own

context

Where should our school start?

What additional data should we collect and how can we
analyse it all?

What are the differences in improving performance in
primary and secondary schools?

What does it cost to improve school climate?
How much time is required?

How could we raise students' expectations?

How could we raise teachers' expectations?

What other staff do we need?

What support do schools require from regional
networks?

How can we draw on current DEECD initiatives?
What about students with disabilities?

What about rural locations?

What about socio-economic status?

What about small schools?

What about transient populations?

How is ICT useful?

How well do our teams work?

What links do we make between student achievement
data and professional development programs?

What is the relationship between individual effectiveness
and school effectiveness?
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2. Behaviours of improving and
high-performing schools

Raising levels of student achievement is a major goal for all Victorian
schools. Some schools have proven particularly effective in doing this,
producing consistent gains in achievement over a number of years.
Learning how schools do this can assist others in pursuing their own
improvement. This report identifies strategies that produce and
reinforce the behaviours of high-performing and improving schools.
The study was undertaken in high-performing primary and secondary
schools that have also shown consistent gains in student achievement
over a sustained period. The final sample contained 17 schools, nine
primary and eight secondary, identified as high-performing on the basis
of a number of parameters (see Appendix). There are lessons to be
learnt from them that can help other schools promote improvements in
student learning.

2.1. Leadership as a basis for improvement

All the research in this publication identified leadership as a critical
component of an effective school, so leadership is presented here as
underpinning all other behaviours. The recent OECD report, Improving
School Leadership, noted that school leadership plays a key role in
improving school outcomes by influencing the motivations and
capacities of teachers, as well as the school climate and environment.
Effective school leadership is essential to improve the efficiency and
equity of schooling (OECD, 2008).

Despite the differences in leadership styles, many
leaders in this study determined to connect with
others and promote empowerment of staff by
distributing authority and responsibility across the
school, providing teachers with genuine
opportunities to participate directly in decisions
about curriculum, professional learning priorities,
school and resource management, and other policy
decisions.

Principals and leadership teams have a direct effect on the productivity
of schools and teachers through their role in developing clear vision
and goals, working to establish a positive climate conducive to quality
teaching and learning, encouraging and rewarding effort, monitoring
performance and progress, and keeping abreast of what is happening
in classrooms. Schools participating in the study pointed to strong
leadership as fundamental to school improvement and to their own
success. Leadership is a broad concept and styles can vary widely. In
some schools there was evidence of the heroic principal with drive and
energy who had become an agent for change through skilful
identification of needs, development of clear purposes and goals and
the ability to inspire others to share this vision. In others, leadership
and decision-making was more a shared process involving leaders,
teachers, students, parents, and community members.

Distributed leadership is a form of collective leadership in which
teachers develop expertise and contribute to school wellbeing by
working together. It was developed in the following ways.
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Broadening participation of staff

Every school visited was establishing a collaborative approach to
management using the range of leadership qualities that teachers and
staff already possess and display, encouraging and enabling
participation in decision-making processes and establishing an ethos
that is open, supportive and collaborative.

Consulting with staff on a regular basis

All the participating schools work to create a climate where staff feel
free to express ideas and views. To do this means having regular
meetings and providing other opportunities for staff input. This is
achieved in most schools through staff meetings, committee structures,
learning teams and particular projects that arise during the school year.
All principals spoke about the opportunities in their school for staff
input and the emphasis on valuing their views, not just paying lip
service to the process.

As well as staff meetings and other formal gatherings, some principals
directly consulted staff on an individual basis or in groups. This was
often achieved by attending team meetings for this purpose, gaining
input on pressing issues and finding out about issues for staff, teaching
and classrooms.

Training staff as leaders

Focusing on the leadership capacity within the whole school, and not
just on the principal and leading teachers, has been identified as
important to achieving higher levels of motivation and improved
feelings of self-efficacy among staff (Day et al., 2007). If distributed
leadership is to work well, teachers need to have the skills and
confidence needed to participate and share in the leadership. This
means providing appropriate training and professional development
and guidance to encourage and support staff to develop and learn in
their roles.

‘the most effective principals are those who view
themselves as leaders of leaders and who encourage
leadership and autonomy throughout the

school’ (Muijs & Harris, 2003)

One of the main areas of capacity building for teacher leadership is
improving teachers’ self-confidence to act as leaders in their schools
(Gehrke, 1991; Clemson-Ingram & Fessler, 1997). Much research has
shown that leadership can be learned and developed (Muijs & Harris,
2003), but it is clear that leadership development requires strong
support and specific forms of professional development of staff. This
includes theories and practices of leadership and management,
working in teams, understanding shared decision-making processes,
benefits of cooperation, conflict resolution and different approaches to
management and leadership.

Some of the schools have developed opportunities for staff to lead
initiatives and developments, and provided professional development
to develop their leadership capacities. Some teachers attend
leadership and team-building courses and conferences, others are
sponsored to undertake postgraduate study in school leadership.
Principals also mentioned the role of coaching, mentoring and sharing
of expertise. In one school which has distributed leadership as a key
part of its strategic plan, mentoring and coaching were used to develop
leadership and collaborative skills for various staff members. Another
school introduced a coaching and mentoring program to develop the
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senior leadership team. The leadership training program was then
extended to all staff.

Distributing leadership at Brimbank College

Over the past 10 years, the school has drawn on the work of Elmore
(2000), Covey (1989) and Goleman et al. (2002) to increase staff
agency and capacity across the school.

Structures were set in place to improve the degree of consultation and
staff input across the school. A local consultative team was
established, together with four other teams: leadership, curriculum,
student services and a union sub-branch team. There was a strong
emphasis on encouraging teams to develop staff capacity and to
explore new ideas and practices.

The school’s values of Achievement, Care, Trust and Support (ACTS)
are seen as applicable to both students and staff. Leadership has
worked to foster an environment in which difficulties, problems and
concerns experienced by staff were openly discussed rather than
hidden.

All practices are open to examination and improvement, including
those of the leadership team, and support and encouragement are
provided to facilitate change. The school places a strong emphasis on
involving more staff in leadership roles, and has built staff committee
participation into teacher development plans.

Leading teachers were renamed Educational Leaders and encouraged
to take a more active management role. They were given both training
and responsibility for some staff reviews and for the professional
development, learning and performance plans of some school staff.

A school-level working conditions agreement was negotiated to ensure
that staff were happy with working requirements, and able to balance
their commitments within and beyond the school. This allows teachers
a voice in determining their own conditions and fostered stronger staff
commitment and morale.

There is strong ownership of initiatives across the leadership team,
with many staff able to initiate changes and develop programs.

Sharing expertise in Preston North East

Primary School

A central facet of distributed leadership is sharing decisions and
processes across the community. Distributed leadership cannot occur
where knowledge and power remain tightly bound to the school
principal.

At Preston North East, the principal shares an office, by choice, with
the assistant principal and their desks face each other. This
arrangement allows for discussion and joint decision-making, and both
feel that they are able to learn and benefit from their diverse skills and
strengths.

The school also encourages teachers to provide feedback to the
leadership team. One team member noted ‘We take feedback from the
teams on what is wanted and that provides the focus for the best use
of our time and energies