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INTRODUCTION

The ultimate purpose of taking data is to provide a basis 
for action or a recommendation for action. 

(Deming, 1942, p  173)

Teachers in Australia are increasingly told that student data is important. The 
Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration, the Australian Curriculum and 
the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (APST) all direct teachers to 

use student data in their teaching, planning and feedback (see ACARA, 2014; AITSL, 
2011; Education Services Australia, 2019). Australian media perpetuates the notion that 
student data is one of the most important measures of school and teacher success, and 
recent research discusses the importance of data literacy and analysis for educators. In 
many cases, however, teachers are unsure about which data to collect, how to analyse it 
and how to translate the data into storytelling and action so that its use benefits the 
young people that they aim to serve.

I have worked in a number of roles that have allowed me to engage in conversations 
with senior and middle leaders, teachers, students and parents about student and school 
data. The recurring theme that I hear from colleagues at all levels is a desire to learn more 
and do more, tempered with uncertainty about where to start. The use of data in schools 
has evolved throughout many teachers’ careers, and most did not undergo formal training 
in how to use data at university or college. Understandably, many find it challenging. 
University degrees are slowly catching up, but the subjects and training in data use and 
analysis, at this stage, are only reaching our youngest teachers. To make matters worse, 
the Australian media regularly reaffirm the importance of student data and external 
testing by comparing states and individual schools with achievement or outcome 
measures, and reporting on National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) testing results and tertiary entrance ranks without any real understanding of 
the growth that has occurred or the context of the school. 

Prior to becoming a fulltime school data coach and consultant in 2020, I taught in 
schools in Brisbane, Australia, and in London, England, for sixteen years. In that time, 
I developed my understanding of how data can be used, trialled different approaches 
with teachers and students, and implemented wholeschool tracking and monitoring 
processes. From 2011 to 2017 I also completed a doctoral thesis that focused on 
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students’ perceptions of feedback. The process taught me a lot about the power of 
feedback and the impact that data and feedback can have on learners. I know that 
teachers want to do the best for their students, and students want to know their data, 
but there are gaps between the expectations we have for teachers and their skill sets, and 
the reality is that developing new skills takes time. Teachers’ workloads are increasing, 
and they are being asked to do more and more planning, data collection, analysis and 
differentiation than ever before. In my experience, teachers also judge the effectiveness 
of professional learning sessions on whether they learned any new skills that they can 
put into practice. Taking all of this into account, the second edition of Using and 
analysing data in Australian schools dives even deeper into the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of data 
and provides additional specific examples of approaches to using data in the classroom 
or at a group or cohort level.

Chapter 1 explores the ‘why’ of data and discusses some key research and contex
tual factors impacting the use of data in Australian schools. Chapter 2 investigates the 
impact of feedback in schools and particularly focuses on the use of sharing informa
tion and data with students to improve outcomes. Chapter 3 covers three elements that 
are key to embracing a datainformed culture: growth mindset, positive psychology 
and grit. Chapter 4 discusses the types of data that are available and most commonly 
used in our schools, such as NAPLAN bands, stanines, grade point averages (GPA) and 
Zscores. This chapter also discusses the importance of triangulation and colourcod
ing in assisting with data use and analysis.

Chapters 5 and 6 explore the ways data can be used in classrooms and schools 
respectively. These chapters provide a series of examples with stepbystep guidance for 
using different data strategies as well as tips for implementation, suggestions for using 
the data with students and the ways the specific type of data can be used. These are all 
strategies that have worked for me at different times and in different contexts. The list 
is certainly not exhaustive and not all the examples will be relevant at all times, but the 
data strategies I detail are sure to be helpful if you look for opportunities to use them. 

Building on the focus on mindset and feedback of earlier chapters, Chapter 7 centres 
on ensuring data achieves its desired impact. Exploring ways that data can be used in 
feedback to students and to celebrate success, it also discusses developing data protocols 
and holding datainformed conversations in teams. Chapter 7 also includes templates for 
data reviews that can be used by classroom teachers and middle or senior leaders.

I hope that you find this book useful and engaging, and that it encourages you to 
develop your own ideas and adapt the examples provided where possible. These are not 
the beall and endall of data strategies for schools and classrooms, but they do offer a 
range of ideas for teachers and school leaders looking to develop their skills in using 
data. I am excited to share these ideas with you, and hope you enjoy the data as much 
as I do. Have fun with it!
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CHAPTER 1

WHY DATA?

Used intelligently, evidence is the teacher’s friend.

Sir Kevan Collins, Education Endowment Foundation guide to 
becoming an evidence-informed school governor and trustee 

In the movie Good Will Hunting (Van Sant, 1997), the protagonist Will, a cleaner at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), is an undiscovered genius. After 
Professor Gerald Lambeau puts a challenging maths problem on a blackboard in the 

corridor, Will completes the puzzle and his genius is identified. Professor Lambeau tries 
to find work for Will, but Will is not sure which career path to take. When Will is in 
the discernment phase, another MIT professor says to him, ‘Most people never get to 
see how brilliant they can be. They don’t find teachers that believe in them. They get 
convinced they’re stupid’ (Van Sant, 1997). I believe that school data, when used well, 
gives teachers an opportunity to see how brilliant their students can be. When teachers 
see and celebrate the strengths of their students, students feel that their teachers believe 
in them and see their inherent worth. This can have a significant impact on their well
being and selfidentity. 

Data is increasingly being used to orient school improvement efforts in Australia 
and around the world, and data is now seen to be driving educational change (Bishop & 
Bishop, 2017). There are a number of reasons why this is the case, including interna
tional comparisons such as the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA); internal influences such as the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 
Leadership (AITSL) teacher standards, the Australian Curriculum, the National School 
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Improvement Tool (NSIT), NAPLAN, the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education 
Declaration and the My School website; as well as the broader effects of living in an age 
of technology, accountability, globalisation and international mobility. Australian 
teachers are expected to use data to inform programs, differentiate instruction and 
modify practice. No matter what the reasoning, the reality is that data use and analysis 
are here, our schools are measured by it and our students are compared using it. There 
is no escaping the data.

Unfortunately, many educators have developed a negative perception of school 
data, and this is largely due to the media and some of the existing literature. We regu
larly hear that data should not drive what we do, that data is impersonal and that 
students are much more than numbers. But then quotes such as ‘You can’t manage what 
you can’t measure’, often attributed to the physicist William Thomson, the first Baron 
Kelvin, are used in the context of schools. Some authors compare schools to systems 
with inputs and outputs that we can discuss, measure and modify (see Desautels & 
McKnight, 2016). But my view is that data use in schools should always be about more 
than the numbers. We cannot reduce our students solely to numbers, to their statistics 
or to their positions in data visualisations. I believe that data has incredible potential in 
our schools and that using data can actually help us to know and cater for our students 
better. Much like in Good Will Hunting, data can show us how brilliant our students can 
be. Sometimes what the data tells us might even differ from a student’s perception of 
themself – or from our perception of them. Using data to learn about our students and 
help them succeed is the numberone priority. Any improvement in NAPLAN or other 
standardised test scores as a result is a bonus.

In her book Grit: The power of passion and perseverance, Angela Duckworth (2016) 
talks about developing a theory. She states:

A theory is an explanation. A theory takes a blizzard of facts and 

observations and explains, in the most basic terms, what the heck is going 

on. By necessity, a theory is incomplete. It oversimplifies. But in doing so, it 

helps us understand. (p. 41)

This book is exactly that. I have taken a blizzard of facts and observations about data in 
Australian schools, and I intend to explain what the heck is going on. I acknowledge 
that I simplify the data story in a way that is incomplete, but I do so to demonstrate the 
power of data in education and support you to implement exciting new approaches to 
using data in your own school. It is incomplete because data does not always tell us 
everything about a student or a class. Every educator knows that it is teachers’ knowl
edge of students and families, when combined with data, that provides the fullest 
picture. 

I use data, but I believe in people. Those two things are not mutually exclusive. This 
book is about that overlap.
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CHAPTER 4

HOW TO COLLECT 
AND INTERPRET 

THE DATA 

Sometimes, like geological upheavals in a landscape, data surprise 
us and mark our current views as falsely secure and prone to reversal. 

(Matters, 2006, p  7, emphasis in original)

Now that we have discussed the ‘why’ of data, the power of feedback and the impor
tance of a growth mindset, positive psychology and grit, let us now consider the 
data we can collect and use in Australian schools. Although different contexts 

have different data available, some examples of data that you may have access to are:

	z National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN)

	z Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) Progressive Achievement 
Testing (PAT)

	z ACER Middle Years Ability Test (MYAT)

	z Diagnostic Reading Assessment (DRA)

	z Allwell testing 

	z formative assessment results

©Haw
ke

r B
ro

wnlo
w E

du
ca

tio
n



USING AND ANALYSING DATA IN AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLS

48

	z summative assessment results

	z previous learning area results

	z sight words testing

	z grade point averages (GPA)

	z Year 12 exit results

	z attendance.

Much of this data will already exist in your school in some form or another. You might 
already be generating the data, but you may not be storing it in a way that supports its  
use and analysis. It might be on profile sheets, in spreadsheets or on assessment cover 
sheets. You also may have it in visualisations on your school dashboard, but you may not 
be putting the necessary context or interpretation around the data to build an under
standing of what it all means. The reality is that all these different data sources require 
different contexts for them to make sense – for example, NAPLAN bands are not the 
same as PAT stanines. For this reason, this chapter discusses the most common data in 
our schools – NAPLAN data, ACER results, GPAs and Zscores – along with colour 
coding and triangulation to provide a context around the data.

UNDERSTANDING NAPLAN DATA
NAPLAN data is reported to schools as individual question responses, in overall scale 
scores and in bands. Depending on the way in which your school or system publishes 
this data, they may be recorded in any of these formats. Bands are potentially the easiest 
way to store the information because they position students in one of six categories in 
relation to the national minimum standard (NMS). Using bands tends to be easier than 
analysing significant quantities of scale scores, which requires teachers to learn cutoffs 
for each band to identify quickly what is ‘below average’, ‘average’ and ‘above average’. 
Although the scale scores offer more granular detail about the performance of each 
student, they are compounded by the fact that NAPLAN national average scale scores 
change yearly and are different for each year group. You can build your knowledge of 
scale scores and start to use them to dig deeper after you have mastered the bands (if 
you really want to!).

The changing NMS and different use of bands for different year levels can be par
ticularly confusing for teachers who teach across a number of year levels. For example, 
the NMS moves from band 2 in Year 3, to band 4 in Year 5, to band 5 in Year 7 and to 
band 6 in Year 9. Therefore, if you teach Years 7 and 9, you must remember that ‘band 5’ 
at each of those stages means something quite different (that is, at the NMS versus below 
the NMS). It is also important to remember that student results are not reported above 
or below the bands shown in Figure 4.1. For example, a Year 3 student’s lowest possible 
band is a band 1 and the highest is a band 6 – no matter how high their achievement. 
Whereas a Year 9 student’s lowest reported band is band 5 and the highest is band 10.
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