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Celebrating 10 years of improvement
2019 celebrates a decade of remarkable improvement in outcomes for students in Queensland schools. This trend is all the more remarkable because it has emerged from a singularly turbulent period of schooling in this state and across the nation. The National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) was first implemented in 2008, replacing literacy and numeracy tests prepared and implemented at state and territory level. The Australian Curriculum 1.0 was released in 2011 and introduced into Queensland schools in 2012 beginning with English, Mathematics and Science. In addition, the very structure of schooling in Queensland changed with universal access to Kindergarten (from 2008), a preparatory or “Prep” year was added in 2007 (which became compulsory in 2017) and Year 7 shifted into secondary schools in 2015. These changes offered significant challenges to Queensland education which have been met with proactive and far-reaching strategies. 
The Queensland school improvement story is evidenced through a range of critical objective measures including attendance, retention, and academic achievement as well as NAPLAN results. Importantly, through collaborative school reviews and scaffolded practitioner research which focus on evidence and measurement of impact, we are able to report on this improvement with confidence and plan for the future.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Queensland has shown the largest improvements in educational outcomes for Indigenous students in Australia, with significant improvement in six of the eight measures of NAPLAN from 2008 to 2016 in reading, writing and numeracy (Masters, 2017). The Department took up the challenge of the Closing the Gap targets (COAG, 2008). To date, Queensland is the only state or territory to have achieved the national goal of halving the gap in Year 12 certification for Indigenous students, reaching this milestone in 2015 well ahead of the 2020 target (COAG, 2008). Between 2008 and 2017, the proportion of Indigenous Year 12 students with a Year 12 Queensland Certificate of Education (QCE) or Queensland Certification of Individual Achievement (QCIA) increased from 42.1 percent to 97.2 percent, with the gap in certification being less than one percentage point (0.9) (DoE, 2018). The retention rate of Indigenous students in secondary schools in Queensland improved by 11.7 percentage points to be 73.8 percent from 2012 to 2017, well ahead of the national average retention rate of 62.4 percent (Queensland Government, 2018d). 
School improvement in Queensland has drawn external independent validation from highly regarded commentators and researchers. For example, Professor Geoff Masters, AO, CEO, Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), referred to “exceptional improvements in Queensland primary schools since 2008” (Masters, 2017, para. 19).  Laureate Professor John Hattie, Chair, Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL), in commenting on the fine but plateauing performance in NAPLAN in the ACT, suggested that we ask:
… which state is making the greatest difference to their students irrespective of the learning level the student is at when they start their schooling; and how has this growth changed over the past seven years? A totally different story. We’re all off to understand the Queensland miracle, which has a growth effect-size of 0.45+, which means Queensland’s Year 5s in 2017 are working 13 months ahead of the Year 5s in 2011.
(Hattie, 2017, paras. 8–10, emphases added)
This paper will argue that, rather than an incomprehensible “miracle”, school improvement in Queensland has come through deliberate action and the development of purposeful ongoing strategies which have resulted in significant cultural changes. One such significant cultural change, first captured in the State Schools Strategy 2014–2018, was the articulation and promotion of the simple but uncompromising vision: Every student succeeding. The “every” descriptor is meaningful and particular attention has been given to students with disability through a targeted review (DET, 2017d) and Indigenous students through attention to the national Closing the Gap initiatives (see COAG, 2008; Queensland Government, 2018d). The overarching vision is, in turn, supported through shared coherent strategic priorities: Successful learners; Teaching quality; Principal leadership and performance; School performance; Regional support; and Local decision making. These strategic priorities have evolved through annual iterations of the Strategy, now 2018–2022, but the vision remains constant.
The Queensland school improvement story in this paper begins with a brief outline of the deliberate and targeted improvement agenda initiated in Queensland over the last decade. It will then offer a discussion which addresses observed systemic change in the culture of schooling in Queensland. Selected indicators of improvement are referred to throughout the paper. In conclusion, the paper will contend that school improvement in Queensland is a consequence of an evolving culture of consensus and shared commitment to school improvement, rather than the imposition of top-down policies in isolation.
Improvement agenda 
It has recently been asked:
How well do we understand why improvements in Queensland primary schools were so much greater than in the rest of the country? Were there particular policies and/or practices that produced these improvements? Are there lessons for other jurisdictions? 
(Masters, 2017, para. 14) 
The “improvements” alluded to here refer in particular to Queensland students’ achievement in NAPLAN since its initial iteration in 2008 where Queensland ranked behind all states and territories with the exception of the Northern Territory. Disappointment with these results was the catalyst for serious review, reflection and change in Queensland. The following presents a snapshot of the Department’s pro-active policy and practice responses to this catalyst. These responses, charged with contributing to improvements in Queensland schools, have been implemented in concert with published strategic foci, for example, alignment / role clarity in 2014, accountability / feedback in 2015, capability / development and empowerment / autonomy in 2016, and collaboration / systemness (2017). While it is uncertain which outcomes can be directly attributed to particular initiatives, the overall impact is clear. These initiatives, in a loosely chronological order, include the following: 
· Structural changes, embodied in the Flying Start initiatives (see Queensland Government, 2011a, 2018a) and intimated in the earlier ETRF (Education and Training Reforms for the Future) (Queensland Government, 2002), have taken place within the system over the past decade. These include but are not limited to universal access to Kindergarten from 2008, addition of the Prep year in 2007, and the shift of Year Seven into secondary school in 2015. One of these, the introduction of Prep, raised the school starting age by 6 months, bringing the school starting age in Queensland into line with other Australian states and territories. It has been contended that improvements in Year 3 NAPLAN, namely an improvement in numeracy and reading “by three to four months since 2010” (Goss, 2018, para. 26), can be attributed to this change in school structure (see DETE, 2013; Goss, 2018). This direct causality is, however, called into question by analyses which show that the improvement in outcomes is greater than could be attributed to a simple adjustment in student age (in months).
· In 2008, the Queensland Government requested an independent review of literacy, numeracy and science standards in Queensland primary schools. The resultant Queensland Education Performance Review (QEPR) was led by Professor Geoff Masters between December 2008 and April 2009. The Government response to the report, released in June 2009, led to significant initiatives such as the establishment of school-based literacy and numeracy coaches and the formation of Queensland Education Leadership Institute (QELi). While direct causality cannot be shown, by 2016, NAPLAN results showed that Year 3 students in Queensland were ranked highest in grammar and punctuation and second in numeracy, Year 5 students were ranked third in numeracy, Year 7 Indigenous students ranked highest in spelling, and Year 9 Indigenous students ranked third in spelling (DET, 2017a). 
· In 2010, the Department implemented the Teaching and Learning Audit tool which had been developed in collaboration with ACER (see Masters, 2010a; Matters & Jones, 2013; Mills et al., 2014). The tool was designed “to assist schools as they monitor their practice to ensure a focus on continuous improvement” (Masters, 2010a, p. 35). In 2012, the Education Council endorsed Queensland’s Teaching and Learning Audit tool as the National School Improvement Tool, elsewhere referred to as the Teaching and Learning School Improvement Framework (ACER, 2012; Masters, 2010b). It initially had eight interrelated domains which were evaluated separately on a 4-point scale (outstanding, high, medium, low). The domains were: an explicit improvement agenda; analysis and discussion of data; a culture that promotes learning; targeted use of school resources; an expert teaching team; systematic curriculum delivery; differentiated classroom learning; and, effective teaching practices. By 2012, some domains had been rebadged, namely, differentiated classroom learning became differentiated teaching and learning, and effective teaching practices became effective pedagogical practices. A further domain, school-community partnerships, was added. The School Improvement Hierarchy (SIH), released in 2015, incorporates these nine revised domains into a graphic form which shows the relationships and interdependencies of the domains (Figure 1). The SIH provided a common language for teachers and school leaders to articulate a coherent purposeful strategy for action. 
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Figure 1. School Improvement Hierarchy (SIH)
· The Queensland Government welcomed the launch of the draft “National Curriculum” in 2010 (Queensland Government, 2010). A purposeful decision was made in Queensland to plan, teach, assess and report using the Australian Curriculum from the release of Version 1.0 in 2011. This commitment to the curriculum “as written” has continued with the Department planning to have implemented all eight learning areas outlined in Version 8.0 by the end of 2020 (Queensland Government, 2018c). 
The unequivocal adoption of the endorsed Australian Curriculum (DETA, 2011) in Queensland is in contrast to its implementation in other educational jurisdictions. For example, Victoria has instituted the Victorian Curriculum F–10 which “incorporates the Australian Curriculum and reflects Victorian standards and priorities” (Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2018, para. 1). Similarly, Lingard and McGregor (2014) reported that:
… each of the jurisdictions … [put] in place different implementation time frames and mediating the national to varying degrees by state developments. For example, New South Wales … embedded the national curriculum in its own new curriculum, while Queensland is implementing in full the national curriculum and legislating so that the State has limited responsibility for P–10 curriculum. (p. 93) 
While no P–10 syllabuses have been developed in Queensland in addition to the Australian Curriculum documents (Australian Government, 2014), curriculum mapping and support materials have been progressively developed from 2011 onwards (ACARA, 2014, p. 4). Foremost of these was the development of C2C (Curriculum into the Classroom) materials designed to support the curriculum in Queensland state schools. These materials, intended as a “comprehensive set of whole-school and classroom planning materials for single level and multi-level classes, students with disability and for students who study through the schools of distance education” (Queensland Government, 2018b, para. 1), have provided a consistency of pedagogical approach and content for Prep–Year 10 classes across the state. In 2012, as noted, Queensland began implementing the Australian Curriculum through the English, Mathematics and Science learning areas. Further, three complementary frameworks have been developed which also support the School Improvement Hierarchy. These are: the P–12 Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Framework (P–12 CARF), the Student Learning and Wellbeing Framework, and the Parent and Community Engagement Framework. This approach has contributed to a rigour and consistency of curriculum delivery and reporting across the state.
· A system review was conducted by external experts, Michael Fullan and Ben Levin, through 2011. Their final report recommended a reassessment of the processes and policies aimed at school leaders in order to build: a common focus on goals and strategies; consistency of delivery across the seven regions; and instruction as the driver (Fullan & Levin, 2012, p. 5). In 2011, the United in our Pursuit of Excellence  Agenda for Improvement 2011–2015 was released (Queensland Government, 2011b). Its aims were categorised as: the ‘who’ (school and community partnerships); the ‘what’ (school curriculum); the ‘how’ (teaching practice); and the ‘capacity’ (principal leadership and school capability). This structure was maintained in the subsequent 2012–2015 Agenda (Queensland Government, 2012). These initiated a significant rethinking of relationships between schools and regions, and within schools, between leaders and teachers.
· Improving student attendance was listed as a key focus of the Department’s strategic plans, particularly Strategic Plan 2009–13 and Strategic Plan 2010–14. Since 2013, attendance for students in Queensland state schools has seen year-on-year improvement (DET, 2017c). Attendance was identified in a 2012 Auditor–General’s report as “a challenging” issue for Queensland schools pointing to more frequent absences of students in secondary schools, particularly Year 10, and higher rates of absenteeism for Indigenous students (State of Queensland, 2012). The accuracy of data relating to attendance is ensured through the use and ongoing refinement of a secure online system-wide database, OneSchool. OneSchool was deployed progressively from 2008 to 2012 (State of Queensland, 2013) and given an increased role in identifying and monitoring students with attendance below the state-wide minimum standard of attendance (State of Queensland, 2012). Improvement in school attendance could be attributed, in part, to the promotional Every Day Counts initiative launched in October 2008 and to the ongoing implementation of the 2009 Closing the Gap Education Strategy which focused on improving educational outcomes for Indigenous students. A systematic evaluation, released in 2017 (Mills et al., 2017), highlighted a range of pro-active strategies in use in Queensland schools which have cumulatively improved student attendance, particularly for Indigenous students. 
· The Independent Public Schools (IPS) initiative began in 2013 and grew to encompass 250 schools by 2017. Schools applied to become an IPS and could withdraw should they wish to do so. The initiative encouraged school-based decision making and community participation in improving student outcomes by providing a platform for local accountability of strategic and operational plans through School Councils. The IPS initiative has provided a mechanism for increasing autonomy to Queensland schools and school communities. For example, in 2015, funding was made directly to schools for students with disability following a pilot in IPS. The Evaluation of Independent Public Schools Initiative Report was released in 2018.
· Two successive initiatives, the Great Results Guarantee (GRG) (2014–2015) followed by Investing for Success (I4S) (2016–2019), provided Australian Government funds directly to schools to support local decision making in regard to improving student achievement. These initiatives sought similar agreements from schools based on the identification of evidence-based interventions benchmarked against specific improvement targets defined by the school. In 2016, I4S included an enhanced needs-method to allocate funding to direct funding to students and schools requiring the most support, with schools committing to invest the additional funding to improve student outcomes and school performance. The purpose was to ensure that funds were targeted as needed and where schools identified greatest need. The inversion of priorities from system to student was enacted through this funding model (see Figure 2).
· In 2015, the School Improvement Unit (SIU) was formed and embarked on reviews of all Queensland schools at least once every four years making use of state school principals as trained peer reviewers. This is a logical progression and continuance of the Teaching and Learning Audit tool. To date, the SIU has released three annual reports, that is, for 2015 (DET, 2016), 2016 (DET, 2017c) and 2017 (DoE, 2018). These reports, indicative of their aim and purpose, are entitled, Queensland: A State of Learning. The SIU also makes use of “headline indicators”, a “snapshot” of a school’s performance data generated by the Strategy and Performance branch. The indicators include: attendance, literacy and numeracy (NAPLAN), English, mathematics and science (A to E), enrolment trends, behaviour, school community satisfaction and Year 12 attainment and post-school destinations (where applicable). This review process has encouraged and structured professional conversations and collaborations within and between schools. 
· The Department developed the Standards of Evidence (SoE) in 2015 (DET, n.d). The SoE, the first of their kind in Australia, provide a consistent way to assess the strength of evidence of educational interventions across four dimensions: Design (quality of attribution); Impact (measurable change); Scalability (potential to implement); and Investment (creating value). Each dimension is benchmarked against text descriptors to indicate their relative strength (DET, 2017b, p. 20). The SoE are used in the design and review of evidence studies from schools, and to provide consistent feedback to schools across a range of projects, through a calibration process. Calibration takes different forms, including self, peer, panel or independent. School, regional and university teacher educators were trained to become members of calibration panels.  The SoE have influenced other initiatives in the system, such as in the evaluations of submissions for the annual Showcase Awards for Excellence in Education, and to assess external evidence claims made on behalf of third party commercial programs. This usage consolidates their becoming a consistent and common language and, further, the means of articulating shared goals and values.
· In 2016, the Evidence Hub, a purpose-built online platform, was established to share school-based evidence of improved student outcomes and provide materials to support inquiry and evaluation at local level. It is the first of its kind in Australia and its content is organised in terms of positive actions: Engage in inquiry (which details the Inquiry Cycle); Apply ‘the Standards’ (which details the SoE); Access local evidence (with links to the actionable playbooks, evidence digests and calibrated evidence studies); Draw on research; and, Discuss evidence. The inquiry cycle, which maps the five iterative steps of Scan and Assess; Prioritise; Develop and Plan; Act, and Review, was designed to be a learning process based on the belief that “engaging in continuing cycles of inquiry helps staff sustain their improvement journeys” (DET, 2017b, p. 20). Within the Access local evidence section, calibrated evidence studies, based predominantly on reports from Master Teachers, are grouped by content area: English and Literacy; Mathematics and Numeracy; and Year 12 Certification. A further collection of evidence studies, case studies and project reports were uploaded to a searchable Sharepoint drive in 2018 to share a broader range of evidence and refine access by school leaders and teachers. Since 2018, learnings from local improvement initiatives, links to relevant policy contexts and the wider body of research have been curated in Evidence digests. The digests are a resource for schools to use to inform inquiry, which features learnings from local improvement initiatives, and provides links to relevant policy contexts and the wider body of research. Improvement focus areas featured in the digests include, ‘Language-rich and dialogic classrooms’, ‘School-community partnerships’, ‘Every student with disability succeeding’ and ‘Differentiating reading instruction.’ Seventeen actionable playbooks, based on the School Improvement Hierarchy (SIH), have been added as exemplars of practice. The playbooks scaffold a range of areas including: reading, languages in the early years, improving writing in Year 7–9, parent and community engagement, individual curriculum plans and Year 12 Certification. The task of reviewing and adding to the Evidence Hub collection continues while the current content sustains and illustrates the shared improvement narrative across the state. 
· The School Improvement Model (SIM) was launched at the 2017 Principals’ conference. The SIM brings together the previously released School Improvement Hierarchy with the inquiry cycle and Standards of Evidence as a way of developing continuous improvement in Queensland state schools. 
The deliberate actions that the Department has taken towards improvement over the last decade (and before) are easily chronicled. The evidence of improvement, mentioned incidentally throughout this paper, is similarly apparent across a range of interrelated measures. Causality between action and outcome can be presumed, but not as a simple, singular or direct causality. Rather, it can be contended that sustainable change and a trajectory of improvement has been initiated through the introduction and implementation of interdependent strategies. The following section attempts to describe how the enactment and adoption of the chronicled policies is what has been instrumental in the decade of improvement in Queensland schooling.

Discussion
Goss (2018) conjectured that because “relative levels of achievement have improved over time, not just in a single step. … Queensland’s education system [apart from the introduction of the Prep year] is getting some other things right” (para. 26). These “right” things, beyond the adoption of the cited policies and strategies, can be said to be the ensuing critical cultural changes impacting on all levels of the system. 
These changes can be identified as: (i) the rise of a culture of genuine consensus in which people at all levels of the system are focused on the improvement of student outcomes; (ii) an inversion of the system so that learners become the focus of attention; (iii) a shift to instructional leadership; and, (iv) a heightened focus on quality evidence to inform decision making and to guide practice and the judicious use of external expertise to clarify and challenge our thinking.
Firstly, and pivotal to systemic cultural change, the Department has embraced the view that “improving student learning and achievement in schools is complex work, requiring classroom teachers, school leaders, education systems and governments to adopt a focus on making continual improvements in practice” (Matters & Jones, 2013, p. 1). This translates into a whole-of-system approach which expects people at all levels of the system to be involved and to assume greater accountability for change. This expectation has been articulated through the unequivocal statement that “improving performance is everyone's responsibility. Opportunities to make improvements, big and small, are around us every day. It is the quality of our actions which will make the difference” (DET, 2015, p. 4), and the claim made in the 2012–2013 DETE Annual Report that “it is through a personal and collective commitment to these priorities and strategies that we continue to deliver improved outcomes for all students” (DETE, 2013, p. 38). A culture of consensus and commitment was evident in the state’s successful responses to the national Closing the Gap initiative (COAG, 2008) which began with the Deputy Director–General State Schools, Regional Directors and Assistant Directors–General exhorting through every arm of the organisation to “do whatever it takes” to achieve their goals (Button, Dungan, Nixon & Walton, 2016). 
Secondly, the Department’s “strategic rebalancing of ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ approaches to educational leadership continuing to move from an era of prescription to an era of professional autonomy” (DET, 2017c, p. 20), inverted the way that roles at each level of the Department were perceived and enacted. In the 2014–2018 Strategic Plan, the traditional ‘top down’ business model was flipped to recast the roles adopted by the “centre” and by other actors in the system (see Figure 2). This inversion is considered as a contributing factor to the emergence of the consensus culture and rests with the notion of collaborative empowerment which has been central to published system priorities since the State Schools Strategy 2014–2018.
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Figure 2: Changing roles at each level of the Department of Education
Along with this refocusing of attention, a challenge was posed to every teacher and school leader to persistently interrogate their practice by asking (and answering) the following four questions:
1. How are our students doing in their learning?
2. How do we know?
3. What are we doing to improve students’ learning?
4. How do we know it is working?
Third, and in support of the first two cultural changes noted, was increased support for school leaders and an encouragement for them to become coaches and mentors. In 2014, additional Assistant Regional Director positions were created to enable further differentiated support and coaching capacity for schools. This deliberate change to instructional leadership was, in part, instigated by a 2013 KPMG review which also saw the Department adopting a new business model supporting the work of schools rather than mandating practices (as noted in Figure 2) and in developing teacher capacity from within-school settings. Further support for leaders is evident in induction programs for school principals and the establishment of the Take the Lead program for aspiring leaders.
Fourth, and finally, heightened attention was given to the use of evidence and external expertise to inform practice and guide decision making. Evidence was described as the cornerstone of practice and innovation, evaluation, data and analysis, and research (Department of Education, 2017b). Evidence was said to:
· underpin the development of initiatives which are aligned to our strategic priorities and are future focused. 
· be generated in a systematic, rigorous way using valid and replicable methods. 
· assess efficiency, equity and cost-effectiveness and informs decision making. 
· be generated collaboratively and the results of our evidence activities are communicated openly.
· be generated in accordance with the highest ethical standards.
The focus on research and evaluation is a critical agent in the change in culture by recasting teachers and school leaders in driving improvements in student outcomes. This was evident in the requirement for evidence-based planning and evaluation in both the 2014–2015 GRG funding agreements and, from 2016, the I4S initiative. Guidance has been given to schools “to plan with intent” and to use research and the School Improvement Model to guide their actions.
Related to this is the Department’s deliberate involvement of experts as collaborators and thought leaders. One instance of this is the 2015–2016 development of the School Improvement Model through collaboration between leaders in schools, regions, and central office facilitated by Ben Jensen (Learning First). Prior to this, and, as noted, the Department worked with ACER to develop and trial the influential Teaching and Learning Audit tool and commissioned a system review conducted by Michael Fullan and Ben Levin in 2011 (Fullan & Levin, 2012). In the task of planning with intent, the Centre is leading by example.
These cultural changes have provided a rich and receptive background to ensure the effective implementation of policies and strategies in Queensland schools. They show that improvement has come through more than structural change or policy initiatives. A strong argument can be mounted that improvement has emerged through a consensus culture driven by a shared agenda, consolidated by a consistent and coherent message and sustained through confidence borne from success. No single part of the system is responsible for the success of the whole.
Conclusion
Improvement in Queensland schools over the last decade goes beyond simple structural changes and the redrafting of policy. It has, rather, emerged from a consensus culture, supported by pro-active systemic change and sustained by increasing confidence and capability at local level. The clear commitment, at all levels of the system, is to improving student outcomes across a range of interdependent indicators. The approach is one of collaborative empowerment and consistency of message rather than the imposition of top-down mandatory requirements or targets. Importantly, the Queensland school improvement story is not one with a final destination in mind; it is ongoing with a fixed focus on the future. The past decade is seen as a strong beginning, one which has changed the culture of schooling in Queensland and has brought benefits to individual students and school communities. Its strength is in its simplicity and consistency of message and the sense of purpose shared by teachers and system leaders across the state. 
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