Story 5: Strengthening learning community in an urban full primary school

	The following story is based on the experiences of a medium-sized urban primary school. It is included to demonstrate how the staff can become engaged in analysing and discussing achievement information, and how worthwhile professional conversations and professional development can result. By initiating and leading this aspect of planning and reporting, principals can work towards building learning communities among their staff.




Planning and reporting processes are well established at the school when they shifted the strategic and annual planning to a focus on improving teaching and learning based on analysis of a wide range of information and student achievement data, and setting targets for improving these.

At first there was some concern from teachers about setting targets and what would happen if they weren’t achieved. There was a lot of discussion about the merits of setting targets that might not be achieved and the effect on teacher motivation. As a result, some initial targets were very conservative, reflecting what was thought could be safely achieved. These targets were about maintaining the status quo and not about improving learning.

Numeracy targets

As a result of introducing the Numeracy Project, a critical change in thinking about targets came about. In the first year of the Early Numeracy Project (ENP), the preliminary assessment results were encouraging which affirmed the work the junior school teachers had been doing prior to ENP. The teachers were also enthusiastic about the progress they could see in their children’s knowledge and understanding in numeracy. 
There was a lively discussion at a staff meeting about how far they thought the children could go, which resulted in adopting a very ambitious target for year 3. As it happened, the target was not achieved. What did happen was that the teachers wanted to look at the data to find out why. At junior school syndicate meetings, they looked at the information to try and identify what the children knew well, what they didn’t know, and to identify those children who were not progressing as quickly as their peers. 

The outcomes of these meetings were interesting. There were no ‘cut and dried’ areas of strength and weakness – they varied considerably within and across classes and year levels. From the data, teachers were able to identify the children who were not progressing as quickly as their peers, but they said they knew who these children were anyway from their ongoing formative assessment in classes, although there were a few surprises. 
What was really valuable was that the teachers came together to share their information. They had in depth discussions about ENP, about strategies they found worked really well and areas of difficulty, and they gained understanding about what was going on at other year levels. Afterwards, they said their meetings had been ‘really good professional development’. 

The teachers agreed to keep the year 3 target even though they hadn’t achieved it. One of them said “We actually learned more from the discussions we had about not achieving our target than if it had been. Yes we did it, everything’s OK.”

An interesting further development was that the following recommendation was made in the latest Education Review Office (ERO) report:
Criteria based self-evaluation: Teachers use strategy-based criteria in mathematics and some literacy areas for assessing student achievement. They could consider making these criteria available for students to use in their goal setting and self-assessment. Children would be better able to self evaluate their progress if offered explicit criteria for skills to assess against and determine their next steps for learning.

When the staff discussed the draft ERO report, there was general agreement that this was a sound recommendation to develop. As a result of identifying numeracy as an area of focus and planning for improvement by entering the Numeracy Project, teachers understood what 'strategy-based criteria' were, and could see how they could be incorporated into existing school-wide practices for student goal setting and self-assessment. No detailed plans were made but as result of the discussion several teachers were interested in developing this idea.

Literacy targets

The literacy goals at the school showed another example of how staff and students benefited from discussion around targets. 

Two of the school’s charter/strategic goals were:

1. Aim to improve teaching, learning, and achievement in ‘critical’ literacy, focusing on information skills. 

2. Resource and develop programmes using the school library to enhance learning programmes.

An achievement target related to this goal was:

In years 5 and 6, 45 per cent of children should achieve in the top 3 stanines of the NZCER Information Skills Tests.

This target was achieved but the librarian and the teacher with library responsibility (TWLR) asked for the results to further analyse them. They were interested to see if there were any areas that needed attention. There were no consistent areas of weakness across year levels but there were areas within year levels that indicated that teaching programmes had missed some important skills. these included scanning and skimming information to identify main ideas, and knowledge of the Dewey catalogue system for locating information on specific topics in the library.

The librarian and TWLR devised a series of lessons for these classes. as well as leading a professional development session for teachers to show them how to address these skills in their Integrated Studies programmes.

Principal’s comment
What has been valuable in establishing this process is that we are getting better feedback on the effectiveness of aspects of our teaching and learning programmes, as well as being able to start identifying areas where we need to do more work. 

The best thing has been that the teachers are really interested in the data and want to be involved in analysing it. I think teachers are very good at using formative data about individual students and small groups to inform their in-class planning. What the teachers have done is to take this to the next level so that syndicates and the whole staff are looking at data in this formative way to have really good discussions about what we need to do to improve teaching and learning for groups of children and across areas of the school.
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