Story 1: Improving literacy in a small rural school
This story describes how a small rural school used data to identify a clear strategic priority to improve literacy levels, and shows the value of engaging current staff in the strategic and annual planning process.

The actions taken by the school included professional development as well as a collaborative process whereby the teachers were able to be provided with good feedback on their teaching. The school then committed resources to ensure ongoing improvement of teaching practices.
Fifty-seven percent of all (87) students in a small Northland rural decile one school were reading below their chronological age at the beginning of 2003. Teachers collected this data using PM benchmarks and realised that many students did not have adequate understanding of their reading. So the teaching of more effective literacy skills became a whole school focus, and their 2003 planning and reporting target became:

· All students will reduce the discrepancy between decoding skills and comprehension, and will achieve 90 percent accuracy in reading comprehension. 

Through their participation in the Ministry of Education RAPU (Reporting, Analysing, Planning and Using student achievement data) Project, the principal and teachers focused on gathering and using student assessment data to effectively inform student learning, professional development, and school planning. Informal measures of student progress were kept by classroom teachers and, when the students were retested at the end of 2003, 40 percent were reading below their chronological ages for comprehension. Their analysis indicated that “whilst gains have been made, two year groups (year 1 with 55 percent reading below CA, and year 6 with 70 percent reading below CA) need to make significant improvement in order to improve whole school performance”. The teachers concluded that the teaching of comprehension needed to be targeted across the school. Another reason for comprehension difficulties was thought to be a limited range of appropriate texts.

In 2004 the school decided to continue its focus on comprehension as part of a push to improve the overall quality of teaching. The school is learning to use a range of assessment tools, including:

· AsTTle (Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning) – to compare student performance against norms for year, ethnicity, gender, language background, and school cluster

· PROBE (Prose, Reading, Observation, Behaviour, and Evaluation of Comprehension) – to access students’ reading accuracy, reading behaviour, and reading comprehension.

Results collected during 2004 indicated that the percentage of children still reading below their chronological age had reduced to 32 percent, and that the pace of students' learning had accelerated.  

The teachers and board of trustees also reviewed and rewrote the strategic plan, because the old one had not provided direction for the school and, since most of them were new to the school, the staff were not familiar with the original plan. The big thrust for the school is the development of teacher competence.

During 2004, the teachers were involved in professional development in which their teaching was observed and videoed by an external facilitator, and “rich and immediate feedback” was provided. A lead teacher was released to work with teachers on identifying teaching goals and plans, and to schedule the video sessions in classes. Teachers and the lead teacher watched the videos to reflect on teaching competencies. 

In 2005 the school planned to extend its focus to the enhancement of students' oral language and understanding of science. The principal claims that the work the school did during 2004 was “mind-blowing in terms of the difference it has made for the children” and that the staff were “enthused and energised”.

© New Zealand Ministry of Education 2006 – Copying restricted to use by New Zealand education sector


