Story 4: School-wide target setting in an large multi-cultural primary school

	This story describes how a decile 1 has developed a focus on student achievement through school-wide target setting, and analysis and reporting of results. Evident in this study are the benefits of school leaders and teachers working collaboratively, the importance of professional development, and the use of student achievement data to inform decision making and planning.




School four is a decile 1 school in South Auckland. Since 1993 the roll has grown by 40% to over 520 students. Currently the school’s roll is made up of 82% Pacific Island students, 15% Māori students, and 2% Asian students. The school offers bilingual education in te reo Māori, Samoan, and Tongan. The school was involved in the initial Strengthening Education in Mangere and Otara (SEMO) schooling improvement initiative. 

The principal has been in her present position since 1992. She has focussed the school’s operations on student outcomes. Over the last decade, the staff has developed considerable experience in gathering data about student achievement, analysing the data, and using the evidence to drive educational decision-making. 

Planning for achievement

For over a decade, before legislation made targets mandatory, the senior managers have laid out targets for student achievement in an annual plan. The plan focuses the year’s activities on the school’s major priorities. 

The school recognises, however, that changes in achievement levels are brought about in classrooms, not in the senior managers’ office. Individual students are the starting point of the planning process. At the beginning of each year, every teacher prepares an achievement statement for each class. Individual teachers assess and analyse the achievement data of each student in their class, and then use this information to make decisions about the needs of individual students before setting targets for their future achievement. 

In the middle of the year, progress is reviewed. A further achievement statement is prepared for the second half of the year, including end-of-year targets. Each class teacher then provides an annual summary of each child’s achievement at the end of the year.
Preparing the achievement statements has become a vital tool in the self-review cycle. Staff members use the statements to assess their own performance: by looking at the data and assessing how the children in their class are performing in each curriculum area. The teachers’ assumptions about their students are tested, areas of weakness are identified, progress is monitored, and adjustments to teaching programmes can be made. 
Once completed, the achievement statements are posted on a staffroom wall where they provoke discussion among the teaching staff about plans and progress, techniques and problems. They are the centrepiece of a collegial sharing of practice and problem solving. 

School-wide target setting

The principal and her management team use the achievement statements to make decisions about areas that will be targeted across the whole school, and how professional development will support the teaching staff to achieve those targets.

At the beginning of each year, about six targets are selected as a special focus for the year ahead, based on the needs of the children, the achievement statements and analysis of data, and incorporating any new Ministry of Education initiatives or Education Review Office recommendations. 

The nature of the targets has changed over the last decade. “We now have a total focus on achievement,” the principal says, but that wasn’t the case when she and the school's board of trustees started down the target setting road. “We had to get the infrastructure right first,” she explains. Capital investment – in plant and resources – was needed, as well as investment in the teaching staff, in order to create a learning culture in which the children can thrive. 

Nationally benchmarked assessment tools

As the targets have shifted from infrastructure to achievement, a similar shift from school-agreed targets to national benchmarks has taken place. This shift has become possible because of a greater range of tests and exemplars becoming available, and the increased public discussion on expected educational achievement levels. 
“Back then there were no national standards or exemplars, that sort of thing, like there are now” recalls the principal. A further development has involved a change of focus from processes to outcomes. “Our goals used to focus a lot on participation and curriculum delivery, like the number of library books borrowed and the completion of activities, but now we are much more focused on the outcomes of those activities for the students and make sure we set our targets around those,” she explains.
Teachers use a range of tests to build a picture of the students’ achievement. Tools include Probe, Torch, Burt, SEA, STAR, and PAT reading comprehension. “Tools are so much better now," says the principal. "They are either so much more precise, or we now have ways to measure things that aren’t benchmarked. For example, we developed our own assessment tools for measuring writing. The planning and reporting framework gives you the ability to do this.” 
Before the publication of the National Curriculum Exemplars, the staff used materials from the Educational Testing Centre at the University of New South Wales to develop their own kit of exemplars. Each of the four syndicates in the school reports using samples of children’s work, and they collaborate on their analysis. 
At the forefront of the staff’s thinking is the question: 'What am I going to do differently?' The principal comments that “some teachers are very perceptive and, because they are in the classroom every day, I rely on them to keep me up to date on progress.” 

Pre-school unit

Since 1993, the school has had its own pre-school unit in its grounds, which is well supported by parents. Through the SEMO project, the links between the playgroup and the junior school have been strengthened to make children’s transition to school easier. The SEMO initiative has also included parent mentoring to raise their expectations and show how their children’s achievement can be enhanced at home. 
Each year since 1998, the principal has undertaken an analysis based on School Entry Assessment (SEA) data to find out if increased participation in early childhood education is making a difference to levels of achievement when the children enter primary school. By comparing the SEA data of students who attended the school’s own pre-school unit with the results of children who attended other centres or did not participate in early childhood education, the school can ensure that, by the time those students enter the school, they have every chance to succeed. 
Reporting

The principal reports to the board of trustees on student achievement twice each year – after the mid-year review and at the end of the year in the annual report. The school’s annual report includes extensive achievement information with an analytical commentary. The aggregated information is also displayed around the school. 
But the principal is realistic about the value of the aggregated information. The school has, in the long term, a single goal – to ensure that the children are achieving national standards. 

The principal states forcefully: “Right now, the goal across the school and across subjects is to more closely match national norms.” She realises that, unless class teachers have high expectations, a knowledge of national standards, and analyse their students’ achievement in relation to these, then aggregation is a waste of time. “We know that progress is related to expectations we have about achievement," she emphasises. "That is not to say that all students will necessarily reach the targets, but we need to show what we collectively have done to help students succeed as well as they can.”
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