
Research commissioned by the Education Department of WA, explored the similarities and differences 
among high performing West Australian Government primary schools.

Nine schools were selected for the study on the basis of their 2010 to 2014 NAPLAN results. The 
participating schools were either high achieving schools or schools which had significantly improved 
their NAPLAN results. The schools had an Index of Community Socio-Economic Advantage (ICSEA) 
score range from 1084 (Decile 2) to 911 (Decile 9). Two of the schools had students with significant 
numbers of students with English as a second language, two schools had high levels of indigenous 
students and one school was a rural school. 

The nine schools provided school plans and review documents prior to the visit. School visits involved 
the researcher conducting classroom visits and several hours of discussion with the principal and 
curriculum leadership team. 

Two of the Case Study Schools:
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4.	  Case	  study	  schools	  
	  

4.1	  School	  A	  	  
	  
School	  A	  is	  a	  Class	  5	  primary	  school	  with	  about	  640	  students	  from	  Kindergarten	  to	  Year	  
6.	  The	  school,	  which	  was	  opened	  in	  the	  late	  1980s,	  has	  an	  Index	  on	  Community	  Socio-‐
Cultural	  Advantage	  score	  in	  Decile	  5	  and	  is	  an	  Independent	  Public	  School.	  	  
	  
NAPLAN	  relative	  standard	  deviations	  of	  2.5,	  2.7	  and	  1.9	  were	  achieved	  in	  Year	  3	  reading,	  
writing	  and	  numeracy	  in	  2014.	  A	  My	  School	  “similar	  schools”	  display	  for	  writing	  appears	  
in	  Figure	  1.	  
	  
Figure	  1:	  School	  A	  My	  School	  similar	  schools	  display,	  Year	  3	  Writing,	  2014	  
	  

	  

	  
	  
In	  the	  eight	  years	  that	  the	  principal	  has	  been	  at	  the	  school,	  teaching	  has	  become	  much	  
more	  explicit.	  Among	  other	  influences,	  the	  move	  to	  more	  explicit	  teaching	  has	  been	  
supported	  by	  their	  collaboration	  with	  John	  Fleming.	  He	  has	  visited	  the	  school	  four	  times	  
a	  year	  for	  the	  last	  five	  years	  and	  there	  have	  been	  three	  study	  tours	  to	  his	  school,	  
Haileybury,	  in	  Victoria.	  Now,	  as	  they	  say	  at	  this	  school,	  teaching	  is	  not	  a	  matter	  of	  
“choose	  your	  own	  journey”.	  An	  annual	  operational	  plan	  details	  the	  strategies	  and	  
resources	  available	  to	  build	  staff	  capacity,	  achievement	  targets	  in	  literacy	  and	  numeracy,	  
intervention	  strategies,	  data	  analysis	  protocols	  and	  evaluation	  and	  communication	  
strategies.	  The	  professional	  learning	  operational	  plan	  identifies	  research-‐based	  
principles	  of	  professional	  learning	  and	  provides	  guidelines	  for	  class	  visits,	  a	  formal	  
coaching	  program	  and	  a	  professional	  improvement	  program.	  Clear	  and	  public	  
expectations	  are	  set	  for	  students’	  behaviour,	  bookwork	  and	  school	  uniforms.	  School	  A	  
has	  a	  scope	  and	  sequence	  chart	  for	  every	  learning	  area	  in	  every	  year.	  In	  literacy,	  for	  
example,	  this	  details	  the	  phonological	  awareness,	  phonics,	  reading,	  spelling,	  grammar	  
and	  writing	  content,	  resources	  and	  expectations	  for	  each	  year	  of	  schooling.	  	  
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4.2	  School	  B	  	  
	  
School	  B	  is	  a	  Class	  5	  primary	  school	  with	  about	  450	  students	  and	  an	  ICSEA	  score	  in	  
Decile	  8.	  The	  principal	  has	  been	  at	  the	  school	  for	  almost	  20	  years.	  Forty-‐four	  per	  cent	  of	  
the	  children	  at	  the	  school	  speak	  a	  language	  other	  than	  English	  at	  home,	  and	  they	  speak	  a	  
total	  35	  different	  languages.	  The	  school	  is	  in	  very	  good	  physical	  condition	  and	  includes	  
several	  new	  classroom	  blocks	  built	  with	  BER	  funds.	  With	  the	  departure	  of	  Year	  7	  classes	  
to	  high	  school,	  spare	  classrooms	  have	  become	  special-‐purpose	  spaces	  for	  music,	  history	  
and	  the	  P&C.	  The	  school	  has	  chosen	  not	  to	  pursue	  Independent	  Public	  School	  status.	  
	  
NAPLAN	  relative	  standard	  deviations	  of	  1.6,	  2.4	  and	  2.3	  were	  achieved	  in	  Year	  3	  reading,	  
writing	  and	  numeracy	  in	  2014.	  A	  My	  School	  similar	  schools	  display	  for	  writing	  appears	  
in	  Figure	  2.	  
	  
Figure	  2	  School	  B	  My	  School	  similar	  schools	  display,	  Year	  3	  Writing,	  2014	  
	  

	  
	  
The	  school	  leadership	  team	  identified	  the	  introduction	  of	  a	  consistent	  phonics	  program	  
as	  the	  biggest	  change	  in	  the	  school	  in	  recent	  years.	  They	  began	  with	  Diana	  Rigg’s	  PLD	  
synthetic	  phonics	  in	  Kindergarten	  and	  Pre-‐primary	  in	  2010	  and	  have	  extended	  this	  
program	  to	  Years	  1,	  2	  and	  3	  in	  subsequent	  years.	  The	  strong	  literacy	  program	  continues	  
to	  draw	  on	  First	  Steps	  procedures	  and	  the	  deputy	  principal	  with	  curriculum	  
responsibility	  is	  an	  experienced	  First	  Steps	  trainer.	  Unlike	  School	  A,	  School	  B	  does	  not	  
have	  a	  common	  scope	  and	  sequence	  chart	  for	  each	  curriculum	  area,	  or	  a	  commitment	  to	  
explicit	  teaching	  beyond	  phonics	  in	  the	  early	  years.	  There	  is,	  as	  one	  senior	  staff	  member	  
said,	  “none	  of	  that	  John	  Fleming	  stuff”	  which	  “doesn’t	  respect	  the	  teacher”.	  What	  the	  
school	  does	  have,	  however,	  is	  a	  very	  clear	  and	  public	  commitment	  to	  monitoring	  and	  
improving	  student	  achievement.	  The	  staffroom	  walls,	  for	  example,	  are	  covered	  with	  the	  
details	  of	  On	  Entry	  and	  NAPLAN	  results	  for	  classes	  and	  children,	  and	  the	  recent	  years	  of	  
high	  achievement	  are	  celebrated	  in	  a	  display	  of	  My	  School	  data	  in	  the	  school	  foyer.	  
	  

High performing primary schools: What do they have in common? 
Professor William Louden (2015)

Conclusions:
While each of the schools were quite different, a series of key common characteristics emerged.

• All nine schools had experienced, stable, senior long-term leadership teams. Each school had the 
same principal for a minimum of five years.

• All schools had explicit and published agendas for school improvement.

• The bulk of the schools had moved towards what was called ‘lower variation teaching’ in which 
schools had developed positions on curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. Typically schools had 
developed scope and sequence progressions, the introduction of specific mandated resources 
and fine grain achievement targets were established for each term and year.

• All of the schools used explicit teaching strategies for teaching phonological awareness and 
phonics. Common across all schools was a synthetic phonics approach. The following is a direct 
quote from the research paper.

“Synthetic phonics is a systematic approach to teaching reading by beginning with sounds 
(phonemes) and blending (synthesising) these sounds to make words. All of the case study 
schools have implemented synthetic phonics programs in the early years… PLD Literacy and 
Learning …. teach[es] phonemes (letter and digraph sounds), letter formation, blending of 
sounds together to form new words, segmenting sounds in read and write new words, and 
teaching specific ‘tricky words’ with irregular spelling.” (Page 20-21) 

To read the full research paper: 
https://pld-literacy.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/High-performing-primary-schools-what-they-
have-in-common.pdf 


