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Courtenay Gardens Primary School is a Prep to Year 6 government primary school located in the 
outer south-eastern Melbourne suburb of Cranbourne. The innovative learning environment is 
characterised by a whole-school approach to learning, and the use of strategies which enable a 
consistent and predictive approach for learners. The ILE has been developed in response to a 
number of societal factors with regards to children’s backgrounds, as the area from which 
students come to school is classified as an area of relative disadvantage. 

The school has been strongly influenced by the work of Douglas Reeves. Staff have been especially 

interested in Reeves’ strategies to turn around underperforming schools (as measured on 

standardised testing). Initially focussing on the teaching and learning of non-fiction writing, the 

school now measures significant increases in achievement in localised standardised testing. This 

success has led to more recent innovations, including a rich multimedia program. Courtenay 

Gardens Primary School has received numerous awards for its continued improvement in student 

and staff data, and provides professional learning to other schools to help increase student 

learning outcomes. 

 

 

 

 

 

This Innovative Learning Environment case study has been prepared specifically for the OECD/ILE 
project. Research has been undertaken by Professor Jill Blackmore and her team at the Centre for 
Research in Educational Futures and Innovation, Deakin University in partnership with Dr Elvira 
Vacirca from the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development of Victoria, Australia, 
following the research guidelines of the ILE project. 
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Innovative Learning 
Environments (ILE) Project 

Case study: Courtenay Gardens Primary School 
 

Aims of the ILE and the nature and history of the innovation 

Courtenay Gardens Primary School (CGPS) is located in the outer south-eastern suburbs of 
Melbourne, Australia. The ILE at this school is a whole-of-school approach, informed by the thinking 
of Douglas Reeves (2000, 2006), to address the diverse learning needs of its students, many from 
communities experiencing disadvantage.  

Background and context 

Courtenay Gardens Primary School has a Designated Neighbourhood Enrolment Policy1 
guaranteeing children enrolment from within a defined zone. Currently, there are 710 students 
enrolled in the school, but over recent years, student numbers have varied. 

In 1995 we opened with 399 students. The school has grown to around 900, dropped back a 
little and at the end of 2009 had 825 children. We are currently around 700 students due to 
new schools opening around us. In 2010 our numbers are beginning to go up again-
especially at the junior end of the school (Principal). 

To implement the strategic plan of the school, the Principal is supported by three Assistant 
Principals with different portfolios of leadership, fifty-two full-time equivalent teaching staff and 
fifteen non-teaching staff. Specialist staff members include Librarians and teachers of Art, Physical 
Education, Information Technology, Media and Languages Other Than English (LOTE). The 
leadership team of this school is strongly committed to ongoing professional learning for all staff, 
and offers a number of opportunities for staff to participate in a range of activities which will further 
the school‟s strategic plan to be „the best school in Victoria‟. There is also a commitment to ensuring 
that staff and students ratios are maintained to guarantee that all students have adequate access to 
appropriate resources. 

We’ve always put the majority of our funding into staff in order to keep the class numbers as low as 
possible. At the moment our largest class size is 26 students in one of our senior grades. Our junior 
school has an average of 19 to 20 students, which is quite low. We do this to ensure that we can 
concentrate our efforts on ensuring that our children have the best chance at grasping the basics 
(Principal). 

 

                                                
1 At the time of writing, the Designated Neighbourhood Enrolment Policy is under review regarding Courtenay Gardens Primary 

School, as a new neighbouring school opens in 2011. 
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Figure 1. City of Casey—Socio-economic area of disadvantage 

The ILE at CGPS was developed in response to a number of societal factors with regards to 
children‟s backgrounds. The area from which students come to school is classified as an area of 
relative disadvantage (see Figure 1). On the My School2 website, Courtenay Gardens Primary 
School has an Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) ranking of 938, 
identifying 92 per cent of students as coming from homes within the bottom quarter of the socio-
economic spectrum. The data that inform this ranking include employment rates, income, parents‟ 
educational backgrounds and non-English speaking backgrounds. The interview data indicate that 
any initiatives at this school often occur as a result of addressing differences amongst the school 
population and a motivation to provide all children with „the best chance to compete with those 
students who have a more privileged background and hence more opportunity in life as a result of 
their family position‟ (Assistant Principal). Many of the school leadership team and staff are 
empathetic to the children in their school, having themselves come from similar disadvantaged 
backgrounds. 

Origins and development of ILE  

The school has a whole-school commitment to excellent student learning outcomes for all children, 
as well as excellence in teaching. In this case study, the ILE is a whole-school approach to 
changing teaching through the replication of practices across all classrooms. A number of events 
informed this focus. 

In 1995 there was a national focus on raising literacy standards for children in Australian schools 
(Masters & Forster 1997). The then Federal Government prioritised funding for schools, and 
professional learning for teachers that enhanced practices to enable all students to achieve the 
National Literacy Benchmark (Alloway & Gilbert 1998; Cumming & Maxwell 2004). This was also a 
time in Australian educational history when policy moved towards profiling student achievement 

                                                

2
 The My School website provides school financial resource, student profile and performance data on every school in Australia and 

enables comparison between ‘like’ schools. 
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across the compulsory years of schooling through national standardised testing regimes which are 
now conducted at Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. Despite this, Australia in 2010 is depicted by the Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA) as high-quality and low-equity, as socio-economic 
background is the greatest predictor of educational achievement. Three issues confronting the 
government sector in Victoria are: 

 a high concentration of poor learning outcomes in some areas 

 great variation between achievement in different classes in the same school 

 variation in outcomes between schools with similar student populations. 

There has been a clear focus across all education systems in Australia on literacy and numeracy, 
key performance indicators in standardised testing and the realisation that additional resources 
needed to go to some schools in order to improve learning outcomes. Likewise, the Victorian 
Government has invested in new learning spaces to enable the development of positive 
approaches to learning and to encourage innovation, creativity and problem solving.  

Within this context, in selecting the staff for Courtenay Gardens Primary School, the new Principal 
identified prospective staff members who were skilled literacy educators. After two years of 
reflection on „not good enough‟ literacy results, she had begun to ask her staff why, „after pouring 
something like nearly half a million dollars into literacy, whether it be through teachers or 
equipment or whatever—professional development, resources and equipment—(why) I wasn‟t 
getting fantastic literacy results?‟ (Principal). 

Rather than simply studying teachers‟ practices, the leadership team began to look at the ways in 
which leadership and management were operating within the school context. An Assistant Principal 
reflects: „One of the issues was that we [the administration group] were making decisions, and we 
knew what we wanted but the teachers in the classrooms weren‟t really part of that‟. The Principal 
identifies this time as a transition from organisational leadership to educational leadership, a shift in 
focus from leadership as managing pedagogy to leadership as doing pedagogy (Lingard et al. 
2003).  

In this ILE, the primary driver was to develop a clear alignment between administrative functions, 
curriculum and assessment processes, and an envisaged improvement in student learning 
outcomes characterised the ways the innovations would occur. 

I think it’s up to the leader to bring everyone on board. Research says leadership is the 
second most important item in the school with the teachers in classrooms being the most 
important. No matter how good your teachers are though, a leader still has to lead. There 
has to be a vision and then everyone has to work towards it. To make that happen there are 
some school-wide aspects that aren’t negotiable. Teachers, however, can present those 
aspects in their own individual ways. It’s about the outcomes and for us that’s the children 
learning (Principal). 

The Principal was impressed by Douglas Reeves (2006), a keynote speaker at the High Performing 
Principals Program (Bastow Institute of Educational Leadership 2010) talking about how to turn 
around underperforming schools as measured on standardised testing. She sought to apply his 
ideas at CGPS. So-called 90/90/90 Schools, according to Reeves (2000), were those in which 90 
per cent of children were eligible for educational support funding due to disadvantage, 90 per cent 
were from English as Second Language (ESL) backgrounds yet 90 per cent met or achieved high 
academic standards as indicated by standardised testing. The success of these schools was based 
on five common elements: 

1. A focus on academic achievement 

2. Clear curriculum choices 
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3. Frequent assessment of student progress and multiple opportunities for improvement 

4. An emphasis on nonfiction writing 

5. Collaborative scoring of student work. 

The Principal identified a strong presence of the first three elements at CGPS but an absence of 
the fourth. „Our writing was pathetic, and I didn‟t know how to fix it‟. The „problem‟ was identified 
through the school‟s data in the National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN), and presented to staff at a series of professional learning staff meetings. 

One of the initial professional development workshops we did with staff was to reflect on the 
difference between fiction and non-fiction writing. Staff listed the various types of text types 
that were fiction or non-fiction, these were then classified between two trees representing 
fiction and non-fiction. This was the impetus for much discussion about where each text 
type should be classified. This activity was a trigger for the introduction of our writing 
program (Assistant Principal). 

The leadership team used writing audit strategies (Figure 2) to encourage teacher reflection about 
the ways and types of writing that occurred within the school. Examples of questions from the audit 
included: Do I write with my students every day? Do my students use a range of planning 
strategies? Do I teach writing strategies by modelling? Then, as a result of the audit, aspects of 
teachers‟ work were identified as strengths and challenges that then formed the basis of a 
sustained professional learning strategy. Teachers with identified strengths mentored and modelled 
for others, and where challenges were identified, at times external expertise was recruited. A 
shared language for teaching and learning was developed to be mobilised throughout the whole-
school program, as well as resources that reinforced the language and strategies that scaffolded 
the agreed approaches to different text types. Over time, a noticeable improvement in student 
learning outcomes in writing was observed through a range of diagnostic tests, as well as NAPLAN 
data. 

 

Figure 2. Courtenay Gardens Primary School: Writing audit 

This systematic and highly structured approach to transforming the school‟s writing practices acted 
as a catalyst for a series of other changes to teaching and learning. The school now shares this 
knowledge with other schools through a presentation entitled, „Success Breeds Success‟, which 
focuses on how to use strategies in a whole-school writing program, as well as a „laser-like focus 
on student learning outcomes‟. 
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Structured patterns and characteristics of the learning environment 

The ILE at Courtenay Gardens Primary School involves a whole-school approach to teaching and 
learning which responds to the diverse and often disadvantaged student population. A number of 
strategies are employed throughout the school, and converge to reinforce collegiality. The 
consistency of classroom practices is striking; what can be observed in a Prep (first year of 
schooling) classroom, is also observable in a Grade 6 classroom. Reeves‟ (2000, 2006) theories 
and strategies are embedded in the patterns and characteristics of the school‟s ILE.  

A focus on academic achievement 

In characterising the ways in which schools demonstrate a focus on academic achievement, 
Reeves describes a casual observer entering a school and being able (or not) to see evidence of 
the ways in which students‟ learning pursuits are overtly recognised in the form of charts, graphs, 
and tables that display student achievement information, as well as data about the continuous 
improvement, trophy cabinets and other celebrations (Reeves 2000).  

Not surprisingly, many examples celebrating student achievement are evident at Courtenay 
Gardens Primary School, such as trophy cabinets along the corridors (Figure 3) and at the 
entrance.  

Over time we’ve won many awards both team and individual. Last year we won the 
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development’s (DEECD) Curriculum 
Innovation Award. Prior to this we had won numerous other awards including two national 
literacy awards. I have also been fortunate in being awarded a highly commended National 
Principal Award in Canberra last year (Principal). 

Furthermore, student leadership is acknowledged in photos. Academic competitions such as the 
Premiers‟ Reading Challenge3 are signified by certificates and linked to newspaper articles. The 
school‟s community engagement is demonstrated through certificates of appreciation, and framed 
photos of children involved in various activities. The sporting achievements of the school are 
recognised through trophies and pennants won at inter-school and intra-school activities, and there 
are regional computer and teamwork awards.  

These display boards also demonstrate the developmental scope and sequence of literacy learning 
throughout the school, and great pride is evident in celebrating what the children achieve through 

                                                

3 The Victorian Premiers’ Reading Challenge is a program designed to encourage a love of reading in Prep to Year 10 

students throughout Victoria assisted by friends, family or teachers (http://www.education.vic.gov.au/prc/). 

 

Figure 3. Courtney Gardens trophy cabinet 

http://www.education.vic.gov.au/prc/
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the writing program on the display boards (see Figure 4). Visitors in school tours are shown these 
artefacts rather than just the physical spaces and children‟s activities.  

It hasn’t always been like this. In the beginning the administration put up the first Writing 
Board to set the standard. For the classroom teachers we had a competition for the best 
grade award which ensured that the boards were really first class. This only happened once 
as the staff were self-motivated to design boards that really showcased their work. We do 
supply the teachers with resources such as fancy borders to decorate their boards and 
make them more exciting. I think the teachers enjoy the change to show off their children’s 
work nearly as much as the children like seeing their work go up (Principal). 

 

Figure 4. Courtenay Gardens literacy display 

At the time that this study was being undertaken, the genre focus of writing was „procedural 
writing‟. At the most basic level, procedural writing is about providing instruction that would enable 
somebody else to undertake a specific task. As seen in Figures 5 and 6, the Prep and Grade 1 
year levels focused on food and used recipes to develop proficiency in procedural writing. 
However, as well as proficiency, there is clear evidence of the stages the child has gone through in 
developing this proficiency. Each child‟s writing process is represented through the use of coloured 
paper. Planning for writing is undertaken on blue paper and drafting and editing is done on yellow 
paper. The final piece of writing is completed on white paper, or as a special presentation 
technique. 

 

Figure 5. Grade 1 Literacy board  

 

Figure 6. Prep Literacy board 
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These practices of documentation, or making learning visible, are strategic ways of engaging 
students in the academic pursuits of the school (Kroeger & Cardy 2006) and developing effective 
communities of practice (Moran, Desrochers & Cavicchi 2007). 

 

Figure 7. Courtenay Gardens: Art Displays 

Academic success is also promoted throughout the school by a series of posters generated by the 
teachers. Each poster (Figures 8 and 9) presents strategies that can be used by students and 
teachers to ensure the successful completion of any task. Each classroom has on display an 
identical set of posters, and each directly relates to the literacy and numeracy topics and skills 
focused on at that time.  

The posters are a way of making sure we are all using the same language of the text type.  When 
teachers refer to a particular part of a text structure, for example setting, they will all use that 
common language and give similar understandings of the text type elements (Assistant Principal). 

 

Figure 8. Courtenay Gardens posters in 
classroom 

 

Figure 9. Courtenay Gardens posters 

Clear curriculum choices 

The strong commitment to disciplinary-based learning also reflects Reeves‟ claims that a focus on 
academic achievement „inevitably leads to curriculum choices, spending more time on the core 
subjects of reading, writing, and mathematics and less time on other subjects‟ (Reeves 2000, p. 
189). According to Reeves, students should not cover a wide variety of curricular areas until the 
core units have been mastered, as is the premise of the Victorian Essential Learning Framework 
(VELS) (Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority [VCAA], 2006). Whereas VELS organises 
this approach based on „stages of learning‟ linked to specific year levels within the school, Reeves 
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(2000) advocates a narrow learning focus until students‟ literacy and numeracy results are strong, 
as does CGPS. Consequently, the weekly timetables, which are identical in layout from class to 
class, are dominated by the learning of English and Maths (see Appendices 1 and 2). Across the 
school, a week‟s teaching and learning incorporates the use of the „Big 3‟ as well as a shared focus 
and text type. The „Big 3‟ are strategies that aim to assist children to achieve better results on their 
tests. On the weekly overview, there are brief links to other areas of learning, such as integrated 
studies and sport, taught by specialist teachers. The English block of teaching and learning runs for 
two hours in each class on each day of the week. As demonstrated in the exemplar teachers‟ 
weekly planners (see Appendices 1 [Grade 2R] and 2 [Grade 4H]), the English block is organised 
into Reading Focus and activities, Spelling Lesson and Writing Session. Each session articulates a 
teaching strategy. In Reading Focus activities teachers use Guided Reading, Reciprocal Teaching 
or Literature Circles, whereas spelling strategies are phonological, visual, morphemic or 
etymological. Similarly, the writing session employs guided, modelled, paired, shared and 
independent strategies. 

The reading session starts with a whole class focus for around 10 minutes, then there’s 
about 40 to 50 minutes for teachers to work with small groups, or for groups of children to 
work together, or they can work independently. Reading finishes with a shared whole class 
time. Writing is a bit the same. Everyone starts with 10 or 15 minutes of explicit spelling with 
the whole class. The teacher then begins the writing focus or modelled writing section for 10 
or 15 minutes. Most of the time, 30-40 minutes goes to either group activities or 
independent writing. Then it’s a whole group share time (literacy coordinator). 

The Maths session is also timetabled for one hour every day, beginning with some type of „Quick 
Maths‟, often drawn from a text book. The program is organised into Problem-Solving Strategies 
and Thinking Tools, Dimensions (Number, Space, Measurement, Chance and Data) and ICT 
(Information Communications Technology) and Mathematical Language. The whole-school focus 
for Maths is based upon a problem-solving strategy. Students are „tuned in‟ to the maths focus of 
each lesson, which is teacher-directed and includes direct teaching of a particular skill, according to 
different groupings of learners. They are then given the opportunity to consolidate what they have 
learned through independent activities, often by completing set activities within Maths textbooks, or 
worksheets. There is always one explicit ICT activity within the group‟s activities. 

We have a whole-school text. We follow Maths Plus because that was what the staff 
decided. Not just one person. We pulled out all of the texts… we were actually using a 
different text a couple of years ago and we decided that wasn’t suiting our needs at the 
school so we trialled a new text last year and now we’ve decided as a school that that was 
the best text for us to use (maths coordinator). 

A separate program is developed for Integrated Studies, „although at this stage it has not been a 
priority for whole-school‟ (literacy coordinator). In the Senior School, there is a stronger emphasis 
on Integrated Studies, which remains strongly influenced by links to literacy. A Grade 6 teacher 
reported that outside of the literacy and numeracy learning blocks, and specialist learning areas is 
the space for Integrated Studies. In such a space, studies are usually organised by Humanities 
(Geography, History and Economics) or Science (Living Things and Chemistry). 

Both the interview data and school documentation confirm the decision to prioritise mastery of the 
foundational disciplines before developing breadth. 

We have made a decision at this stage. We want our students to be the best and to do that 
they need to have English and Maths. Our next focus will be Science, and we are just 
thinking about how we will do that using the same principles as Writing and now Maths. 
And, they do get to think about other things through the Multimedia Program, and of course 
through everything they read and write about in Literacy (Principal). 
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Multimedia program 

One extension has been the Multimedia Program. Originally conceptualised as a complementary 
mode of representation beyond the genre-writing approach, the program has become central to the 
school community. The multimedia program (see Figure 10) incorporates „The Morning Show‟, the 
CGPS Radio Show and Film-Making across the school.  

 

Figure 10. Courtenay Gardens multimedia program 

Each morning, a group of Senior School children run the „Morning Show‟, which provides the 
whole-school community with information about their day ahead. The Morning Show is transmitted 
throughout the school at 9.00am on the television in each classroom, the staffroom and in the 
entrance to the school, from a dedicated multimedia classroom (see Figure 11). The show follows a 
structured storyboard (see Figure 12) that includes an overview of news around the school 
including student and staff birthdays, teachers on yard duty, weather, a „maths minute‟, phone-ins 
from classrooms, and a film made by students. The students scheduled to operate the morning 
show apply for their roles and undertake training. 

I do rely on them [students] quite heavily. In order to train them on all aspects I created a 
DVD (Digital Video Disc), it’s a half hour DVD that they have to watch before they’re on the 
crew. It’s everything you need to know … last year, I went with two of the crew members 
and said ‘We’re going to make a movie so that we don’t have to constantly retrain the new 
crew’. Little things we need to know like how to turn on the camera, how to zoom in, how to 
use the switcher, how to announce and all the rest. So they get that DVD the week prior to 
them taking over the show. They also shadow the current crew for two days before they go 
live, and the past crew helps out. A couple of people stay back and help them especially in 
the back and with the camera (multimedia teacher). 
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Figure 11. The Morning Show    

 

 Figure 12. The Morning Show storyboard 

Another communication mode, CGPS Radio, is less central to school practices. CGPS Radio has 
the capacity to broadcast up to a three kilometre radius around the school and is mainly used to 
showcase students‟ music-making skills, and to facilitate discussions around „items of school 
interest‟ (Assistant Principal). 

The radio station hasn’t been a big focus for the school, mainly because of the television 
show. We’ve got a similar type of portable digital voice recorder. Students can read their 
stories or record their songs, or record their music, like their instrumental talents, and then 
what we do is just download it onto the computer and loop it 24 hours a day, just as on 
iTunes (multimedia teacher).  

The third way in which the Multimedia program enhances the core business of the school is in 
producing resources, particularly with film making. The students have opportunities to produce any 
texts they create through film, which are then archived within the school library and which students 
are later able to borrow and watch again. Other film making central to the teaching and learning 
strategies of the school is in the production of „Power Strategies‟, which are short clips, available to 
all teachers, describing approaches to assist students achieve success in their learning.  

I took a look at the VELS website and for every grade level I took a look at the most abstract 
boring and confusing topics and what we did was we created these, what we call Power 
Strategies around those topics, and so instead of seeing an entertaining play we tried to 
create a fun and zany movie around those otherwise abstract boring and confusing topics. 
We made about 120 of those Power Strategies. The coordinators have a copy of those on 
disc, if they need another reinforcer on 3D shapes they can just go back to the grade 2 
power strategy and just show it (multimedia teacher). 

Frequent assessment of student progress and multiple opportunities for improvement 

Reeves (2000) contends that many schools‟ assessment procedures are inefficient, as students 
often receive feedback which suggests that they are „not good‟ at a particular skill, but there is a 
need for that to be „followed by multiple opportunities to improve performance‟ (p. 188). Courtenay 
Gardens Primary School has, following Reeves, a regular testing and assessment regime: „The 
consequence of students performing badly was not an admonishment to “Wait until next year” but 
rather the promise that “You can do better next week”‟ (Reeves 2000, p. 189). Teacher feedback 
and direct instruction then become more meaningful as the learners experience success. This 
ongoing assessment and feedback cycle occurs in a number of ways at CGPS. In the first instance, 
all learning and planning is subject to a systematic testing program through the school-based 
schedule. Further, individual learning is „measured, or identified through our pre- and post-level 
tests‟ as well as through ongoing cycles of diagnostic testing (maths coordinator). Individual 
Learning Plans are often generated as a result of the ongoing assessment cycles, which are 
documented using the „assessment tracker‟ (Assistant Principal). 
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At the end of each year, the subsequent year‟s school staff calendar synchronises classroom 
practices to reflect whole-school direction (see Figure 13). Key dates are noted for classroom 
teachers, marking school events as well as a schedule of assessment. Assessment strategies at 
CGPS include diagnostic tests, such as PROBE (Prose, Reading Observation, Behaviour and 
Evaluation) tests, rubrics for writing and NAPLAN testing. The calendar at a glance indicates what 
specific genre of writing, comprehension strategy or maths problem-solving strategy is being taught 
across all grade levels at that time.  

One of the other features that we introduced was a school calendar of events. We don’t just 
mean regular school wide events but rather everything that is going to happen in the 
following year, including curriculum activities. We make the calendar a fun thing with great 
staff photos from the previous year. With our calendar everyone can clearly see what time 
we have for what and how we are going to achieve and cover each event. We set priorities. 
We don’t just do everything because of NAPLAN—which is still an important part of how our 
school is being judged. Learning is our business and we need to plan our time so that our 
teachers know what has to be done and when (Principal). 

Grade 5‟s assessment schedule (see Figure 14) across the school year, for example, identifies 30 
events, as well as the ongoing writing rubrics, mapped across the four terms. 

 

 

 

 

Assessment rubrics (based on the VELS progression points) are commonly employed across all 
literacy learning. Rubrics are written as part of a whole-school approach, and are sequential across 
year levels, articulating key indicators of writing or reading behaviour at a specific level.  

Every year you look at it, you look at the progression points, you look at what you’re doing, 
and you’ll find that you can fine tune that. So we’ve never said that that’s perfect, in the 
English level meetings we’ll say every time we start a new text type, we’re doing recount 
now so what we want you all to do is go back, get out your teacher rubric, get out your 
student rubric, have a look at the progression points, okay does that gel, does that seem 
right to you. They have to go and look at the level below, the level above, see if that all 
flows together, and move on from there (literacy coordinator). 

The rubrics are used with students to clearly set out expectations which are to be achieved, and 
are available within the classroom (literacy coordinator). Student checklists are also used for 
students to refer to in successfully completing any task.  

Figure 13. Staff Calendar           Figure 14. Grade 5 assessment 
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Students have little gauges of success through the student rubric. When they make their 
goals and reflect back: How have I achieved? What have I done successfully? What am I 
going to improve in next? (Assistant Principal).  

Examples of a teacher rubric (Appendix 3) and a student rubric (Appendix 4) are attached. 

Another strategy used at Courtenay Gardens Primary School, in order to provide clear evidence of 
student improvement, is pre- and post-testing of knowledge and learning, now widely used for the 
purpose of comparing groups or measuring change as a result of specific intervention (Dimitrov & 
Rumrill 2003). These tests can occur every two or three weeks as a new topic begins. From the 
pre-test, children‟s learning needs are identified with regards to a specific concept or skill, and 
planning for the teaching of that concept is subsequently undertaken. 

It might be for a couple of weeks and then we test them again, so the post-test. The same 
test as the pre test. And then we see whether we’ve improved in our results and 99 percent 
of the time all children have improved because that’s what our focus is, to get that 
improvement happening from what their needs are (maths coordinator). 

The tests are developed within the school (see example in Appendix 5) by year level teachers and 
the learning area coordinator. Staff may choose to use a test that has previously been designed for 
a same year level, as they are hosted on the central drive (information management system) of the 
school.  

The advantage of using a pre- and post-test is that the students can see what they have 
learned over a short period of time. I think that it motivates them to keep on trying to learn 
because it’s tangible, and they want to do well on the tests (Grade 6 teacher). 

All of the assessment tasks and diagnostic testing data are collated on the school‟s „Assessment 
Tracker‟, a database that records student performances on tests and indicates skills and 
knowledge across different domains of learning. Using a colour-coded system, teachers earmark 
students of concern, or those who require extension beyond what learning is being undertaken 
within the classroom. A year level coordinator is responsible for ensuring that all teachers‟ student 
data are uploaded in a timely fashion.  

I check everybody’s tracker. We now write down if something is missing and then I’ll just tell 
them the next day, you know this needs to be done (Prep coordinator). 

At a glance, teachers are able to identify which students require any further assistance and thus 
are able to generate Individual Learning Plans (ILP). 

We are very committed to making sure all children have the skills they need. Everyone has 
access to the tracker, and a problem for any one of our students is a problem for all of the 
school staff (Principal).  

Where a student has been identified as „at risk‟ there are a number of efforts to provide extra 
support. The leadership group at Courtenay Gardens Primary School take an active role with 
students with extra needs. Each morning, a time slot is allocated for each member of the Principal 
team to work with individual children. A special education teacher and a number of aides are also 
available within the school. 

An emphasis on non-fiction writing 

Reeves (2000) highlights the need for written responses in performance assessments, as opposed 
to the more commonly used oral response „to help teachers obtain better diagnostic information 
about students, and certainly help students demonstrate the thinking process that they employed to 
find a correct response to an academic challenge‟ (p. 191). He also notes that student scores on 
creative writing are significantly higher than non-fiction or informative writing scores, and that 
effective schools provide greater opportunities for student successes by approaching the latter, 
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more challenging, tasks. The role of the teacher is therefore to scaffold student learning with clear 
strategies that enable success within these higher-order tasks.  

The writing program at CGPS is, as a result, a blend of Process Writing (Cambourne 1988; Graves 
1983, 1994) and a Genre approach (Badger & White 2000; Cope & Kalantzis 1993). A process 
writing approach is one in which students and what they write about are central within the writing 
process, and the teacher is positioned to provide feedback as an authentic audience. The premise 
is that language errors 'improve neither grammatical accuracy nor writing fluency' (White & Arndt 
1991, p. 128). Paying attention to what the students say, and crafting and drafting through stages 
will show an improvement in writing. At CGPS, the stages of writing are referred to as Planning, 
Drafting, Revising, Editing and Publishing. Students are monitored through these stages using „task 
management boards‟ on which students‟ names are recorded (see Figure 15). 

The genre approach to writing focuses on the development of text types, through recognition of the 
different components of each type. The specific focus on non-fiction writing means that there are 
four text types that are developed through the school—Personal, Descriptive, Narrative and 
Persuasive. The text types are mapped across the calendar year and are addressed across the 
school at the same time. „The flow throughout the school helps children to recognise the different 
ways that the different genres can be used‟ (literacy coordinator). Writing resources have been 
purchased and have also been generated within the school, so that each class has access to visual 
support materials. 

 

Figure 15. Task management board 

Collaborative scoring of student work 

Reeves (2000) suggests that many schools continue to rely upon „idiosyncratic judgement of 
individual teachers for a definition of proficiency‟, whereas more effective schools clearly articulated 
expected outcomes of students‟ work, as well as indicators, through common assessment practices 
based on student work examples. If „ten teachers evaluate a piece of student work, and eight 
believe that the work is “proficient” and two believe that it is only “progressing,” then there is an 80 
per cent reliability rating for that test‟ (Reeve 2000, p.192).  

Regular meetings to discuss student work and student rubrics are two methods used at CGPS to 
develop shared understandings of the expectations of student learning. A member of the 
leadership team attends all of these meetings, and the meeting minutes in the database note the 
ways in which assessment has been undertaken, and the subsequent data have been analysed. 
The Grade 4 meeting minutes (17 August 2010—Figure 16) record that the teachers brought work 
samples and identified strategies that would enhance their students‟ work. They also discussed 
upcoming assessment tasks and what would be required from students. 
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Figure 16. Courtenay Gardens Grade 4 minutes 

Teachers commented on how these meetings transformed their classroom practice, with 
observable effects on student learning: 

Bringing work samples to the table is a way of sharing your students, and if they are not 
doing well, everyone is there to help ... but in some ways it forces you to think much more 
about the work before you even get to that meeting (Grade 3 teacher). 

And 

I’m not sure whether we have just gotten better at knowing what different grades should be 
doing, but in the beginning, we all thought we thought the same, but we didn’t and now we 
know we see things more the same because we talk about it rather than just thinking about 
it (Grade 6 teacher). 

Clearly, the research of Reeves (2000, 2006) has had a strong impact upon the practices of the 
teachers at the school.  

Nature and quality of the learning 

Professional teacher learning is as highly valued as student learning outcomes at CGPS, and the 
leadership team is strongly committed to the following: 

Children come from an area that is disadvantaged. Teachers understand this and the only 
way we can really make a difference in their lives is to fully understand them as learners. 
That means we have to do more learning because the ways we have all taught before was 
not necessarily getting the outcomes we want to have. Our learning as teachers is linked to 
their learning in the classroom (maths coordinator). 

Professional learning 

There is a culture amongst the Courtenay Gardens Primary School staff of seeking professional 
learning opportunities. The Principal and the Year 3 coordinator‟s International Teaching 
Fellowships in American schools led to experiences „changing my whole perspective on what we 
do in a school‟ (Principal) and „expanding what I know about how to be a teacher and especially 



OECD - Innovative Learning Environment Project   Inventory Case 

 

 
 
© OECD, 2012. 
© Department of Education and Early Childhood Development of Victoria, Australia, 2012. 

15 

 

about assessment‟ (Grade 3 teacher). Their leadership has been critical. Drawing upon other 
award money and competitive professional learning funds, other staff members have been able to 
undertake „walkthroughs‟ of other sites, for example, multimedia and literacy coordinators.  

Over the past couple of years I have indeed been fortunate in being given awards that 
came with money that has been put towards overseas study tours. I didn’t think that this 
was entirely fair for the rest of the staff so I went to School Council and asked for money 
(originally $10,000 and now $20,000) to allow at least four staff members to do some 
educational investigation as well. They have the opportunity to put in a request that will 
allow them to do some research or go overseas to scrutinise something to bring back to the 
school in order to improve one of our programs. We have now done that for the last two 
years. Our physical education teacher was interested in a program that the administration 
had seen in the U.S.A. He requested to undergo the training in San Diego for the SPARK4 
PE program. The beauty of this program was that it tied in with the school-wide approach to 
literacy across the curriculum. A panel of his peers approved the request and we now have 
the first qualified SPARK trainer in Australia (Principal).  

At the time of writing this report, three staff members were due to travel to the United States to 
follow up on some of Reeves‟ 90/90/90 schools. A number of staff are currently participating in 
leadership programs. 

We have a long history here of developing great leaders. About 30 staff members from 
CGPS are now in leadership positions across Victoria with 26 of those in Principal or 
Assistant Principal positions. Others we skill up in areas such as ICT or multimedia. Our 
multimedia teacher is often called upon and used as a coach by many schools within the 
Education Department (DEECD) (Principal). 

There is also a strong focus on peer coaching, and the opportunity for one teacher or a group of 
teachers to observe another teacher in practice is commonly timetabled into the weekly teaching 
program of the school (see Figure 18). The leadership team of the school is continuously 
identifying members of staff who are able to demonstrate specific strengths with the teaching and 
learning program, and staff can nominate other staff they wish to observe.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

4 SPARK is a research-based, public health organisation dedicated to creating, implementing, and evaluating 
programs that promote lifelong wellness. SPARK strives to improve the health of children, adolescents, and 
adults by disseminating evidence-based Physical Education, After School, Early Childhood, and Coordinated 
School Health programs to teachers and recreation leaders serving Early Learning through Year 12 students. 

 

http://www.sparkpe.org/physical-education/
http://www.sparkpe.org/after-school/
http://www.sparkpe.org/early-childhood/
http://www.sparkpe.org/coordinated-school-health/
http://www.sparkpe.org/coordinated-school-health/
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Figure 17. Courtenay Gardens observation feedback 

 

Figure 18. Courtenay Gardens observation timetable 
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All such observations are followed by a „debrief session where the observer can ask for clarification 
on why someone did something, and also provide feedback to the observee‟ (Assistant Principal). 
Figure 17 demonstrates the type of written feedback teachers receive following observations. 

Within the school, the Professional Development (PD) Committee focuses on developing the 
Professional Learning Program, to ensure that resources are allocated in a way that will further 
inform and implement the school‟s strategic plan.  

I’m also on the PD [Professional Development] Committee so we have to look at the 
applications so we all discuss it… You know if it is worth it, if it is related to the school goals. 
Why are they doing this? Will it be beneficial for that person? We give feedback straight 
from committee back to the person. There’s heaps of opportunities to go to PD. If it’s after 
school, doesn’t matter, you just go. But if it’s during the day and you need to get a CRT 
(casual replacement teacher), that’s when we have to discuss it (Prep coordinator).  

Teachers see professional learning as „one of the keys to success in our daily lives as teachers‟ 
(Grade 3 teacher). A weekly professional learning meeting is usually facilitated by a school staff 
member, but can also be led by a visiting consultant. CGPS teachers actively contribute to the 
professional learning of staff at other schools such as the Cranbourne Network of Schools, which 
mentors 20 schools in improving their learning outcomes through a similar writing approach. 

Each school’s literacy leader and Principal meet with us over the time of the project. We 
have developed a checklist for when we meet with each of the schools. Each school maps 
with us how they are progressing with their implementation. We review their writing process, 
classroom management, writing evaluation and the school wide profile of writing. The 
dialogue shared here is a time for developing directions and exchanging of ideas (Grade 3 
teacher). 

Furthermore, through their documentation processes, staff are able to share practices with schools 
further afield. The multimedia teacher, Balliet (2008a, 2008b, 2009a, 2009b, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 
in press-a, in press-b), has published numerous books offering media-support materials and 
outlining how his practices can be developed in other schools. This structuring of professional 
learning means that „nothing happens here accidentally. Everything is planned because at the end 
of the day, it is all about improving student learning‟ (Assistant Principal). 

Student learning 

As has been highlighted previously, the teachers are committed to assisting students to achieve 
their best learning outcomes, with a „laser-like focus on literacy, especially writing and reading 
comprehension and numeracy‟ (Principal). In particular, student groupings and specific teaching 
strategies to encourage co-operative learning are emphasised. Where possible, classroom 
groupings are organised with single year levels rather than in multi-age groupings, as it makes it 
more „seamless in the ways that curriculum can be organised across the whole-school‟ (Assistant 
Principal) and „far less complicated for teachers who might have to cross levels‟ (Literacy Co-
ordinator). The single-year-level class structure also enables a „clear mapping of assessment 
requirements and fits more easily with the NAPLAN testing cycles‟ (Principal). The year level 
groupings are housed near to each other to enable interactivity between classes. 

In many instances, neighbouring classrooms benefit from removable petitions that enable teachers 
to work together collaboratively with students. In a Grade 2 classroom, team teaching occurs in the 
literacy block. During whole-class direct teaching, teachers alternate in providing instructions to the 
class. Whereas one teacher took the lead in tuning students into the text type that was the focus for 
their learning, the second teacher modelled the writing practice. 
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Working with another teacher has many benefits. I get to see the way that someone else 
teaches, but my students get to hear something from another teacher. The fact that we use 
the same language to talk about the same thing reinforces whatever they are learning. We 
can also spread ourselves more amongst the students. While one of us works with a 
particular target group, the other one can be moving around the other children. You don’t 
have that flexibility when you are on your own in a room (Grade 2 teacher). 

Lessons within all classrooms reflect a whole/small/whole approach to classroom learning. At the 
beginning of each lesson the classroom teacher articulates a specific learning goal, as well as an 
expectation of what can be achieved during this time. This is followed by explicit teaching of the 
skills or knowledge that is required to perform the specific task. For example, in a Grade 3 
observation, the teacher instructed children how to use their rubric to evaluate their procedural 
writing task. The teacher explained that the children would only partially complete this task in this 
particular session, and would follow up in the next session. He then proceeded to examine a 
modelled text applying each criterion and a grading system supported by indicators. The students 
became an active part of the moderating process, and explained why they assessed the writing in a 
particular way. After the whole-class activity, which is heavily teacher-directed, students return to 
their working space where they undertake independent or cooperative learning work with peers. 
Alternatively, they might continue to work with the teacher as part of a small group‟s direct teaching 
focus „which comes about as a result of a teacher‟s observation‟ (Grade 1 teacher). The children 
individually return to their desks and commence their self-assessment of work against the rubric. In 
a Grade 4 maths observation, students moved from the whole class experience to small group 
activities. In the cooperative learning activities, the students were divided into four homogenous 
ability groupings. One group worked collaboratively to respond to a problem-solving task, whilst 
another worked on the interactive whiteboard to identify cardinal points of direction within a maths 
simulation game. The third group worked closely with the teacher to develop a set of instructions 
which would assist another person‟s navigation, and the fourth group worked through some 
directionality exercises in their maths workbook.  

The conclusion of all lessons is denoted by a final whole-class activity that is teacher-directed, but 
also seeks reflective student input upon what they have achieved during the lesson. Similarly, the 
teacher will „offer feedback on what they have seen the students working on and give some new 
strategies to think about the next time they come to the same task‟ (Assistant Principal).  

The conclusion of the „Morning Show‟ session is also marked by a team meeting of the „production 
crew‟ for student feedback on their roles. In response, the teacher makes suggestions about how 
the role could be improved the next day, for example: 

Student 1:  I didn’t know if I turned it off we wouldn’t have the recording. 

Multimedia teacher:  That’s fine, but in this space we don’t turn anything off until after this 
production meeting. 

Student 2:  I was pretty good at doing the announcements today, but I was a bit 
distracted at the beginning. 

Multimedia teacher:  Did you use enough expression? Can we try the closing of the show 
a different way? Perhaps, try it like.... 

Physical spaces and student learning 

Students at Courtenay Gardens Primary School have access to a number of different types of 
learning spaces, including their classroom, a communal computer space neighbouring their 
classroom, specialist spaces and outdoor facilities. The learning spaces are equipped with a variety 
of technologies to enhance student learning and multi-modal forms of presentation. 
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The main buildings, built in 1995 and designed prior to the Principal‟s appointment, are constructed 
of brick, with tall ceilings and windows that provide natural light. Year level groups are housed in 
neighbouring areas, and organised spatially to facilitate whole class/small group/whole class 
approaches. Classroom displays along the walls provide evidence of student learning and 
resources to support learning experiences (see Figure 19).  

 

At the beginning of the year we wanted to ensure there was a consistency of approach and 
no matter which classroom you walked into it would be a rich print environment that had the 
key learning resources there for students … We agreed the key elements for a teaching and 
learning environment should include the timeline of the day displayed, the goal articulated 
at the beginning of the session, teacher modelling, particular resources and posters 
displayed, samples of teacher and student work and students on task in small groups or 
teacher focused groups (Assistant Principal).  

With growth of numbers, some classes are located in smaller portable classrooms, „and while we 
do our best to make our rooms as nice as the inside ones, it‟s not as easy with less space, and less 
common areas to bring the children into‟ (Grade 4 teacher). 

 

Figure 19. Grade 1 Classroom 

The learning spaces integrate technology with shared computer pods across different class levels. 
In the Grade 6 area, the four classes all face out into the community space and teachers negotiate 
the student access to the computers and use of the mobile computer trolley with laptops. 

 

Figure 20. Computer pod Grade 6 
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A mixture of surfaces is available for recreational play and structured physical activities in the 
grounds of the school. The large paved area provides a space for play, as well as being „the only 
area the whole school can easily fit into for assemblies‟ (PE teacher). The leadership team are 
planning ways of taking the whole school into the new hall being constructed through the „Building 
Education Revolution‟ (Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) 
2009). Specialist learning spaces include the multimedia program in a building which has been 
modified with some blue-screen technologies and which assists in the delivery of the Morning 
Show. The multimedia facility contains teacher and student media resources, including cameras, 
instruction manuals, computers, televisions and other audio-visual technical equipment (see Figure 
21 & 22). 

 

 

Figure 21. Multimedia Learning Space 

 

Figure 22. Multimedia Learning Space 

   

Other specialist learning spaces include the library, the art studio and the performing arts centre, 
which can all be accessed by all classes. There are plans to transform another learning space into 
a specialist science area. 

 

 Figure 23. Performing Arts 
Centre 

 

 Figure 24. Art Studio 

 

 Figure 25. Library 

Impact and effectiveness of the ILE 

Factors contributing to the success at Courtenay Gardens Primary School include the teachers‟ 
commitment to professional learning about innovative uses of the learning spaces, the attention to 
process and the use of school-based and departmental data to inform assessment practices with a 
particular focus on literacy and numeracy. Emerging from its success with literacy „non-fiction 
writing‟ approaches, the school has now extended its focus onto the multimedia program. 

Based upon the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development‟s Performance 
Summary (2009), this school has sustained higher than state average results in assessments 
according to the Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS) Framework across all subjects. 
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Further, over the past three years, the school has also increasingly improved in student 
performance on NAPLAN, which has been celebrated throughout the school. Similarly, there has 
been a significant improvement in student attendance and attitudes to school, and parents are 
generally satisfied with the school‟s performance. This is measured on the annual Attitudes to 
School Survey and reported in the annual report available to all parents. A number of strategies are 
mobilised which shift the focus to groups and students most in need, as identified through 
NAPLAN. 

We have a program for children who are working under the line. We target the grade 5s at 
the start of the school year as they will be undergoing NAPLAN. The children chosen for the 
extra one-on-one are those just below and who probably need a confidence boost. The few 
children who are well below are picked up by our remediation teachers. We, the specialists 
and administration, assist those students until May or when the NAPLAN is completed. We 
then go back and get the Preps who are reading at level 3. Once they have reached levels 
6 or 7 we release them from the program and go back and get the next group of Preps. By 
August of 2010 we only had five out of 82 Prep children who were reading below Level 5. 
This group are now being intensively taught by their classroom teachers and should be well 
over Level 5 by the end of the school year (Principal).  

This is addressed through a whole-school approach, as evident in the use of the various 
assessment and data-gathering tools, the highly structured timetables and the synchronisation of 
teaching and learning activities through the school calendar. All these strategies are supported with 
the specific professional learning required, and there is a communication of key objectives across 
the school via the committees (Hamilton et al. 2008). In turn, this shared focus is reinforced and 
celebrated through the Morning Show, Power Strategies and school-generated posters, 
themselves part of the evidence of the school‟s success.  

We are all working towards the same things here. All of us work hard to make sure 
everything is done the way it is meant to be. And innovative, definitely I think in the writing. 
Across the board we all use the same approach from Prep all the way up, the same … we 
do the same text types. We use the same assessment rubrics. And the same language. So 
the students already from preps, certainly when I get them when they are 6, they already 
know the five stages of writing, they are already using the same language that I’m going to 
be using. So my job is then so much easier. And definitely I do think that’s innovative you 
know. When you go to other schools their writing isn’t as smooth across the board. That 
whole-school focus has also improved our writing results in everything from NAPLAN to just 
a normal assessment test that you do (Grade 6 teacher). 

A sense of pride is evident among members of staff and confirmed by the positive staff satisfaction 
survey results, although over the past three years there have been some dips: 

The staff survey has its ups and downs. This year was better than last year, not bad at all. 
The year before wasn’t as good when we changed our reading comprehension program. I 
believe the staff were a bit overwhelmed with change and that sometimes has an effect on 
staff. This year we talked to the staff as a group to find out about the survey and how we 
can improve. Other schools have disastrous surveys and I often tell them that any change 
can cause a downturn. People do not like change. However, once success comes along 
you will find the survey goes back up as our children achieve success and then the staff feel 
good about themselves (Principal).   

In particular, the strategies have intensified their workload with the increased collection and 
analysis of student data as well as timely planning. The Principal acknowledges these challenges, 
but sees them as worthwhile in order to ensure the success of students‟ learning. 
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My staff work hard and I think that’s probably why we sometimes get marked down. I 
unceasingly say to them that at CGPS you have to work hard to teach here. Our children 
are not going to learn through osmosis. You really, really have to teach these children. Take 
pride in that because you are using your teaching skills to make a huge difference in these 
children’s lives (Principal). 

In order to sustain the practices of the school there is a structured induction process for new staff, 
sustained mentoring from the leadership team and the subject coordinators, and a package of 
resources. „Anyone could teach at Courtenay Gardens‟, teachers responded: 

As long as you are committed to the way we work... 

If you are prepared to do things our way... 

Sure, but you have to want the best from children and put in the work with them… 

Yes, because we teach people how to work this way... (teachers). 

One potential barrier to sustainability is the fact that the search for consistency reduces individual 
teacher judgement. But all respondents agreed that „there is a lot of room to be creative and do 
your own thing, within the structures of the curriculum‟ (Assistant Principal). 

The 2010 Attitudes to School Survey demonstrates that students‟ satisfaction also continues to 
increase with respect to engagement and attendance rates. The students‟ increased sense of 
safety also reflects teachers‟ claims that behavioural issues have decreased with the more 
structured approach to learning. Students also demonstrate pride about the school: 

This is the best school in Victoria (Grade 6 student). 

School isn’t really fun, but we learn lots ... Oh, it is fun sometimes, but if we are going to be 
the best, we have to work really hard. Did you know we are the best? (Grade 4 student). 

This school is different to my old school. All we do here is learn to read and write and think 
and do maths ... and other teachers take us for sport ... I love that ... and the Morning Show 
... At my other school, we learnt about other things too ... But everyone says that this is the 
best school (Grade 5 student). 

This common language of success is evident in the parent responses to the Parent Opinion 
Survey. Most parents in this school are very satisfied with what the school „is doing for my child ... 
and for all the children‟ (parent). They identified the opportunity to assist in literacy programs of the 
school, and benefited from the „training we get‟ (parent). They also „like the special things the 
school does to show us what our students are doing ... like the book parade‟ (parent). It was 
observed that a number of parents remain in the school after bringing their children to school to 
watch the Morning Show. 

How many schools do this? Every day I come ... and I watch it. These children ... they are 
so clever. This school wants our children to be good. The teachers are good and the 
Principal works very hard. They make our children work hard like we did at school. That 
makes me very happy (parent). 

Concluding comments 

The ILE at Courtenay Gardens Primary School has been developed in response to a perceived 
need of the local community. Influenced by the work of Douglas Reeves on schools in 
disadvantaged communities, the ILE is a structured, whole-school approach to core learning areas, 
commencing with literacy practices and progressively moving through other curriculum areas, such 
as numeracy. The consistency of approach across the school is driven by the leadership team, and 
through systematic planning and evaluation meetings and processes that are aligned with the 
students‟ capacities to successfully undertake standardised testing regimes.  
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The various strategies developed to ensure improvement of standardised learning outcomes 
through the whole-school approach to teaching and learning include structured timetables that are 
identical from classroom to classroom, and leadership encouragement of whole-of-school patterns 
of behaviour supported by teacher professional learning. This has produced a shared discourse 
about what the teachers are doing and why, and also encourages teachers to collaborate in order 
to constantly refine their practices. The whole-school strategies are reinforced and consolidated 
through the multimedia program, support materials for every classroom, the community television 
program, and an ongoing commitment to professional learning, as well as strong educational 
leadership practices. Other strategies have included the generation of resources and the 
showcasing of student success. Teachers adapt to curriculum frameworks that identify key learning 
outcomes which can be achieved through a range of pedagogical approaches and content. This 
case study indicates how the Victorian Essential Learning Standards provides a set of rubrics and 
strategies that enable teachers to nurture and monitor their students‟ progress.  

The school uses the external standardised testing processes of the NAPLAN to benchmark its 
students against the rest of the State of Victoria. Internally, there is a rigorous testing program 
which measures individual student learning and enables teachers to identify new directions for 
student learning and to address deficits in student knowledge as identified through trend analysis, 
etc. The school has been rewarded for its efforts and recognised through a number of awards.  

Innovation looks very different in different contexts. Whilst these innovations have brought 
tremendous successes in this specific context, they might not be perceived as meaningful and/or 
necessary in other sites. What is distinctive in this learning environment is the particular use of 
multimedia and the emphasis on a uniform whole-school approach to literacy and numeracy. The 
school has provided a number of other schools with professional learning to improve their 
performance, which has been taken up to varying degrees. This ILE has clearly established explicit 
systems to work collaboratively towards a shared goal, creating a dynamic between process and 
discourse. 

The approaches of this school could be transferred to other locations, aided by the thorough 
documentation and systematic approaches of the leadership team. However, doing so raises many 
philosophical and ideological questions for other contexts on the purposes of education and how 
learning is seen as effective according to the different needs of a specific community. Are 
standardised test outcomes adequate indicators of success? In particular, questions of sustaining 
such practices come to the fore in relation to the changing external pressures from which this site 
has drawn so much of its practices. Is NAPLAN the best indicator of school achievement? Would 
school practices continue to be implemented and sustained if a significant number of staff left and 
to what extent will this focus on outcomes continue to sustain the ongoing engagement of both 
students and teachers? 
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Glossary 

Attitudes to School Survey: The overall objective of the Attitudes to School survey is to collect 
data about the opinions of Victorian government school students from Year 5 to Year 12 and for 
individual schools across Victoria to use this information to drive improvement. 

BER: Building the Education Revolution was funded by the Federal Government in 2008 as part of 
a stimulus package to address the global financial crisis by modernising schools through the 
delivery of infrastructure. 

DEECD: The Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, Victoria, Australia.  

DEEWR: The Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations, Canberra, 
Australia. 

DTEC: The Department of Training and Education Coordination New South Wales, New South 
Wales, Australia. 

ICSEA: The Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage is a measure that enables 
comparisons to be made across schools and between „like schools‟. The ICSEA measure is based 
on the socio-economic characteristics of the areas where students live, whether regional or remote 
area, and the proportion of Indigenous enrolments. It is used on the My School website to enable 
comparison between „like‟ Australian schools. The average ICSEA value is 1000. 
www.myschool.edu.au 

MySchool: the Federal government 2010 initiative, this website provides school financial resource, 
student profile and performance data on every school in Australia and enables comparison 
between „like‟ schools. 

NAPLAN: The National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy developed by the federal 
Government in 2008. Every year, all students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 are assessed on the same 
days using national tests in Reading, Writing, Language Conventions (Spelling, Grammar and 
Punctuation) and Numeracy. 

Parent Opinion Survey: The overall objective of the Parent Opinion Survey is to collect data about 
parent opinions and for individual schools to then use this information to drive further 
improvements. 

Staff Opinion Survey: undertaken in each DEECD school in Victoria annually. The overall 
objective of the survey is to collect staff opinion data about a school‟s culture and to support the 
use of this data for school improvement.  

VCAA: the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority. The Victorian government system has 
1555 schools over a geographic region equivalent to the UK. Currently, school curriculum and 
assessment is undertaken through the State authority, the VCAA that offers curriculum for Prep to 
Year 12 for all schools based on the Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS) for P-10 and 
three certificates for post-compulsory Years 10-12. 

VELS: The Victorian Essential Learning Standards outlines what is essential for all Victorian 
students to learn during their time at school from Prep to Year 10. They provide a set of common 
state-wide standards which schools use to plan student learning programs, assess student 
progress and report to parents. VELS is based on best practice in Victorian schools and draws on 
national and international research about how students learn. The VELS differ from traditional 
curricula by including knowledge and skills in the areas of physical, social and personal learning, 
thinking and communication to encourage flexible and creative approaches to learning. 

http://www.myschool.edu.au/
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Appendix 1: Work Program - Grade 2R - Literacy 
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Appendix 2: Work Program - Grade 4H - Literacy 
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Appendix 3: Teacher rubric 
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Appendix 4: Student rubric 
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Appendix 5: Pre- and post-test example 
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