
Sustainability of effective teaching 
and school practices: Developing a 
model for sustaining and extending 
literacy achievement. A summary

PO Box 3237 
Wellington, New Zealand
Email: tlri@nzcer.org.nz
Website: www.tlri.org.nz

M. K. Lai, S. McNaughton, H. Timperley & S. Hsiao

The focus of this TLRI project was on sustaining gains in reading comprehension made through TLRI-
funded interventions in two clusters of schools in South Auckland. The aim was to develop a model 
for sustaining effective teaching and school practices so that student achievement continued to 
improve once the interventions ended. This involved identifying and explaining the conditions that 
enabled schools to continue improving achievement; explaining how the conditions interrelated; and 
how these relationships resulted in differing patterns of achievement after the intervention. 

A range of data collection measures was used in this 
study. After the reading comprehension interventions, 
achievement data from the STAR tests were collected from 
students in Year levels 4 to 9 at the beginning and end 
of the academic year, and the beginning of the following 
year. Interviews were conducted with all school leaders, the 
developers of the interventions, external facilitators working 
in the cluster (e.g., Team Solutions) and relevant Ministry of 
Education staff. Teachers completed surveys on pedagogical 
content knowledge and leadership; leaders completed the 
leadership surveys only. We conducted observations of 
school and cluster meetings where student achievement 
data were discussed. We also examined relevant school 
documents (e.g., strategic plans, annual plans). 

The achievement data were primarily analysed using 
Hierarchical Linear Modelling (HLM), a statistical technique 
which enabled the research team to identify the amount 
of gain made during the interventions and the amount of 
gain made one year after the interventions, and to check 
what demographic factors influenced the achievement 
trends. To examine what school practices were associated 
with sustainability, we examined all the data sources 
(interviews, surveys, documents) to search for common 
themes using an analyst who was not aware of our theory 
for sustainability, and then matched the themes to our 
theory of what would sustain achievement. 

Research questions
Can two clusters decile 1 schools with mainly Māori 1. 
and Pasifika students sustain student achievement 
gains one year after their participation in TLRI reading 
comprehension interventions? Sustainability was 
judged as having sustained gains at the same rate as 
during the interventions. An associated analysis was 
whether the gains in achievement were sufficient to 
reach parity with national expectations.

What were the practices associated with sustained 2. 
improvements in achievement? 

Method
Thirteen decile 1 schools from two clusters participated in 
the study. Across the clusters and over time, we collected 
information on about 7950 students with slightly more 
males than females (49.47 percent male, 49.28 percent 
male, and 1.25 percent unknown). The four main 
ethnicities were Samoan (34.11 percent), New Zealand 
Māori (19.83 percent), Tongan (19.04 percent) and Cook 
Island Māori (16.02 percent). Between 12 percent and 
25 percent of students were absent or transient at each 
testing point. Approximately 120 teachers and 29 school 
leaders were involved. 
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What counts as sustainability?
Sustainability in our view is a process of organisational 
learning through inquiry and knowledge-building cycles 
to improve outcomes already achieved (Lai, McNaughton, 
Timperley, & Hsiao, 2009). As such, our theory for 
sustainability is an ongoing process that follows on from 
initial improvements made. The focus on valued outcomes 
for students in our definition comes from making a 
distinction between processes designed to achieve 
particular student outcomes and the outcomes themselves. 
Rather than assuming outcomes for students will follow 
from particular processes or programmes, judgements 
about sustainability should be based on the evidence of 
continued improvement in outcomes (Levin, 2008).

The components for ongoing sustainability in our view are 
(Lai, Timperley, & McNaughton, in press): 

Developing a cycle of inquiry and knowledge building 1. 
that allows the school to learn using evidence the 
effectiveness of its practices, what it needs to do next 
and what it needs to stop doing. Part of developing a 
cycle of inquiry involves identifying the school practices 
and processes that are essential to maintaining and 
creating ongoing improvement, and having in place 
systems and processes to identify new challenges and 
how they will be acted on.

Embedding the cycle of inquiry and the practices 2. 
and processes that are essential to maintaining 
and creating ongoing improvement in schools’ 
“core business” as part of a coherent instructional 
programme. By “embedding” we mean that the 
practices, processes and cycle of inquiry become 
a taken-for-granted feature of the schools, and 
becomes part of the schools’ norms, structures, 
practices and culture (Datnow, 2005). Coherence 
in this context means that schools develop a set of 
interrelated programmes for students and staff that 
are guided by a common framework for curriculum, 
instruction, assessment and learning climate and that 
are pursued over a sustained period (Newmann, Smith, 
Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001).

Creating interdependence with others (e.g., teachers 3. 
within a school, other schools). By this we mean 
developing partnerships with experts within and 
outside the school (e.g., other schools, researchers, 
professional developers) to support the school in 
sustaining its improvements in student achievement. 
This usually involves a vehicle to systematically access 
and test knowledge that the school needs in order to 
continue improving outcomes, such as professional 
learning communities. Interdependence needs to 
be managed so that schools do not become overly 
dependent on external experts. 

Was achievement sustained after 
the interventions? 
The data showed that schools were able to accelerate 
achievement at the same rate as during the interventions 
(see Figure1). One year after the interventions, clusters 
gained an average of between 0.42 (Cluster 1) and 0.55 
(Cluster 2) stanine in addition to expected gain; that is, 
they gained about four to five months in addition to the 
expected gain. 

There were no ethnic group differences—all ethnic groups 
gained at similar rates. There were some differences in 
the amount of gain made for the following groups of 
students.

In both clusters, students who started the year with 1. 
lower achievement levels (at stanines 1 to 3) made 
greater rates of gain (up to one year in addition to 
expected progress in one year level) than students who 
started the year with higher achievement levels (at 
stanines 4 to 9). 

There were gender differences in one cluster only. 2. 
In that cluster, males made more gains than females 
during the school year, but had greater losses in 
achievement between academic years (i.e., had lower 
scores at the start of the year than at the end of the 
previous year). 

FIguRE 1 Accelerations in achievement made each year during the interventions (Intervention) and after the 
interventions (Sustainability) based on HLM
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Despite the gains, clusters were on average not yet 
at national expectations, although some schools in 
both clusters had achievement levels close to national 
expectations. This was due in part to large drops in 
achievement from the end of the year to the beginning of 
the next year (i.e., summer holidays), and the fact that the 
majority of students in this project had not participated 
fully in the previous TLRI interventions and started this 
project, on average, 1 ½ years behind national averages.

What were the practices related 
to continued improvements in 
achievement? 

Organisational learning through inquiry and 1. 
knowledge building cycles. 

 The main school practice associated with the 
sustained gains in achievement was ongoing inquiry 
and knowledge building (solving problems arising 
from teaching and learning). This involved teachers 
and school leaders regularly analysing and using 
achievement data to tailor teaching practices to 
students’ needs, and monitoring the changes of their 
teaching practices on student achievement. 

Embedding inquiry in schools’ core business. 2. 

 The inquiry practices undertaken collaboratively at all 
levels of the school (e.g., inquiry between teachers, 
inquiry by senior managers, inquiry as a whole staff) 
were embedded into what the school normally did. All 
schools used their staff, syndicate and/or team meetings 
to analyse the data and change their teaching practices, 
and the changed teaching practices became part of the 
normal school and teaching programmes. Some schools 
put the inquiry process into their teacher appraisals (i.e., 
the appraisal goal was to demonstrate inquiry). Both 
clusters made inquiry a central part of their induction 
“curriculum” for new teachers.

 School leaders also minimised other projects that might 
detract from their core literacy goals. Potential projects 
were not taken on board if they were perceived to be 
in conflict with the previous literacy interventions and 
in general few professional development opportunities 
outside of the cluster were undertaken.

Interdependence.3. 

 After the interventions, schools continued to be 
interdependent with other schools in the cluster 
and with other experts. There were many formal 
opportunities for teachers to learn from other 
teachers and leaders in other schools, and from 
external experts such as researchers and professional 
developers. The clusters organised interschool teacher 
conferences where teachers inquired into an aspect of 
teaching and shared the findings with other teachers. 
Researchers and professional developers further 
supported the schools in collecting, analysing and 
discussing cluster achievement data, and all schools 
used some form of external expertise for professional 
development of their teachers. There were also 

informal networks, such as the leaders contacting the 
original interventions designers on an ad hoc basis 
for advice. In this sense, sustainability was not about 
“schools doing it alone”, but schools being strategic 
about whom they needed to call to support them and 
when such support was needed. 

What might clusters do better?
Schools need to identify specific student learning 1. 
needs from the data, rather than discuss the data 
in a generic “show-and-tell” manner (e.g., talking 
about the number of students at stanine 3 without 
examining what the learning needs of students at 
stanine 3 might be). Identifying specific student 
learning needs increases the likelihood of sustaining 
achievement because the teachers would know 
precisely what the students’ learning needs are, and 
would be able to tailor their teaching practices to 
address the identified needs.  

Schools can enhance the effectiveness of their 2. 
inquiry by developing greater pedagogical content 
knowledge; that is, the day-to-day knowledge of 
how students understand and misunderstand their 
subjects; how to diagnose and anticipate such 
misunderstandings and how to deal with them 
when they arise (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 
2005). Pedagogical content knowledge requires deep 
knowledge of the domain or the content that is being 
examined, for example, the knowledge of how texts 
work. Effective inquiry relies on having appropriate 
pedagogical content knowledge to identify the student 
learning needs and to determine the most effective 
strategies to address those needs.

Conclusion
Clusters continued to make gains in achievement at the 
same rate as during the interventions, despite the fact 
that they were no longer in the reading comprehension 
interventions and were no longer receiving any intensive 
professional learning directed at the original interventions’ 
focus. Clusters gained about four to five months in 
achievement in addition to the expected gain. The main 
school-based practice associated with sustainability was 
organisational learning through inquiry and knowledge-
building cycles. Schools embedded the inquiry cycles into 
their normal school routines and were interdependent 
with other educators. 

Despite the continued gains in achievement, neither 
cluster reached national expectations, although there 
were some schools in both clusters that had achievement 
levels close to national expectations. Examining specific 
students’ needs (rather than generic needs) from the 
achievement data, and increasing the level of teacher 
and school leader pedagogical content knowledge might 
increase achievement further.
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