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External School Review details  
Public educa�on is for every child and young person in every community across our state. Educators and staff work in 
partnership with families and communi�es to nurture, develop and empower all South Australian children and young 
people with the knowledge, skills and capabili�es they need to become fulfilled individuals, ac�ve, compassionate 
ci�zens and lifelong learners. 
 
External School Review teams work in schools with school leaders and staff to enable in-depth evidence-based reflec�on 
on their recent improvement journey and their current strengths and challenges, in the areas of expert teaching, school 
leadership, and condi�ons for op�mal learning. 
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Expert teaching line of inquiry: How effectively are teachers using the Australian Curriculum and SACE to 
support and improve student learning? 

 

Strengths and challenges 
• There are clear connections between curriculum planning and literacy improvement actions. Literacy blocks are timetabled in 

every classroom, each day. Teachers ensure that all strands of the English curriculum are included in literacy blocks. Students 
can articulate how they are learning to read and write. They describe the explicit teaching of phonics and spelling, the 
expectations for how they participate in the learning and the purpose of activities.  

• The whole school Orton-Gillingham (OG) approach to the teaching of letters and sounds is embedded. The Departments 
reception to year 2 reading and spelling scope and sequence, Heggerty and Dibels all support reading and spelling development. 
Year 1 phonics screening achievement has increased from 32.53% in 2019, to 86.21 % in 2023. 

• Curriculum planning and mapping is a recent focus. In partnership with the local education team (LET), leaders commenced 
documenting and mapping Australian Curriculum delivery across the school in 2023. Teachers provide curriculum overviews and 
a timetable to their line manager and to parents each term. Some teaching teams create year planners, considering sequence, 
pace and timing of learning. The level of detail in planning and the documentation methods vary across year levels. An 
opportunity exists for teachers to enhance collaborative curriculum planning across all year levels.  

• In all curriculum planning documentation reviewed, there is an absence of design and technology opportunities for students. 
Digital technologies is a specialist subject, which is comprehensively planned and implemented. Classroom teachers indicate 
that design and technology curriculum is often integrated into other learning areas or not covered at all. There is a need to 
explore how design and technology will be effectively incorporated, giving students access to this learning area and the 
opportunity to inquire, question, apply thinking, design and create. 

• Teachers use the Departments mathematics, English, humanities and social sciences units of work. The Primary Connections 
science units of work are cross referenced with the Australian Curriculum, to ensure content coverage. 

• Curriculum mapping with composite classes presents a challenge. Currently units from one year level are taught and 
differentiated. Some teachers adjust the unit activities to better suit the needs of their students, however, they also identify 
that knowledge gaps are apparent. This is sometimes observed during the teaching of the unit. Pre-assessment would inform 
planning. There is an opportunity to further differentiate units of work to contextualise learning, ensuring the content is at an 
appropriate level of complexity. 

• Most teachers identify that the general capabilities and cross-curriculum priorities are included in the Departments units of 
work, so they are confident that students are exposed to the learning. Teachers and leaders recognise the need to provide 
more opportunities for students to develop critical and creative thinking skills. Teacher knowledge of the general capabilities 
and cross-curriculum priorities could be reinforced, to further support the development of skills, behaviours and dispositions 
that engage students in deeper learning. 

• The teacher survey indicates that teachers are confident in their ability to use student achievement evidence as a basis to 
inform their planning. The school evidence and engagement schedule details the timeline for whole school and cohort 
assessments, such as Dibels, Heggerty screener, Phonological Awareness Screening Test, Booker diagnostic pre-test and One 
Minute Maths. Staff confidently conduct these assessments and analyse the data.  

• In the teacher survey, capability in effectively using learning intentions and success criteria, and students monitoring their own 
progress, are both rated lower than other aspects. Teachers confirm that although learning intentions and success criteria are 
routinely displayed in classrooms, they are not always unpacked with students or accessible. Some students are aware of 
learning intentions. Most students could not describe what they needed to do to be successful. There is an opportunity to 
ensure learning intentions and success criteria enable students to understand intended learning and self-assess their progress. 

• Teachers use various formative and summative assessments in their planning to ensure students can demonstrate knowledge 
and skills aligned with the achievement standards. Collaborative discussions about student work samples to justify grades, is 
valued by teachers. Additional opportunities to moderate work against the achievement standards, would continue to enhance 
teacher understanding of the evidence needed for grade allocation. 

 
Potential next steps 
• Enhance collaborative curriculum planning across all year levels, ensuring content is at an appropriate level of complexity.  
• Reinforce teacher knowledge of the general capabilities and cross-curriculum priorities to support the development of skills, 

behaviours and dispositions that engage students in deeper learning. 
• Ensure learning intentions and success criteria enable students to understand intended learning and self-assess their progress. 
• Moderate student work using the achievement standards to improve teacher understanding of evidence for grade allocation. 

 
Opportunity for 
improvement 1 

Reinforce teacher knowledge of the general capabilities and cross-curriculum priorities to support the 
development of skills, behaviours and dispositions that engage students in deeper learning. 
 



 
External School Review: Para Hills School –  Final School Summary Report  

 

Quality leadership line of inquiry: How effective are the school’s professional learning and performance 
development processes in building teacher capability to accelerate student learning? 
 

Strengths and challenges 
• Teaching staff are connected to school improvement priorities. They have the opportunity to draft improvement goals and 

actions. Collaborative evaluation and review processes take place at numerous points throughout the year. A culture of 
continuous improvement is evident. 

• Professional learning is a feature of every staff meeting. Leaders seek expert advice and ensure that learning supports the 
school improvement priorities.  

• Literacy professional development has been comprehensive, particularly in explicit phonics and spelling instruction. This 
evidence-based professional learning is supported by the Literacy Guarantee Unit. A literacy coach works closely with the 
school, to ensure teacher knowledge and skills align with best practice. Teachers are confident and competent in effectively 
delivering quality reading and spelling instruction. In 2023, NAPLAN reading 23 out of 35 year 3 students achieved at a strong or 
exceeding level. 

• Explicit direct instruction (EDI) in literacy is an embedded practice across the school. EDI is an understood pedagogical approach 
which is implemented with fidelity. Teachers actively scan for understanding, provide corrective feedback and use some 
formative assessment strategies. Individual whiteboards, pair share and ‘I do, you do, we do’ are widely used to practice skills 
and check for understanding.  

• There is limited evidence of students engaging in collaborative group work and dialogue. Facilitating the transition of students 
to becoming more effective learners through active thinking and problem solving is identified as an area for development by 
teaching staff and leadership. There is an opportunity to broaden teacher pedagogical knowledge and skills to enable 
opportunities for students to build their capability in critical and creative thinking. 

• Professional learning teams (PLT) are in place. Teachers work in PLTs twice a term formally and in data meetings, staff meetings 
and on student free days. Group norms are established and staff feel that PLT processes allow for shared voice. Leadership set a 
‘call to action’, discussion takes place and consensus about what will be trialed is reached. Recently the PLTs have explored 
what it means to be an effective learner. There is an opportunity for teachers to enhance collaborative learning design, with 
consideration of effective learner capabilities and authentic student voice, through the existing PLT structure. 

• Teachers can lead change through PLTs. The year 1 and 2 PLT has developed a proposal to establish targeted learning groups for 
phonics instruction. They identify a need to support low achieving students and challenge more capable learners. Thorough and 
ongoing data analysis will inform groups and allow students to receive targeted explicit teaching. 

• The performance and development schedule sets out meetings, PLT observations, feedback processes and check-ins throughout 
the year. Teaching and SSO staff align their professional development goals to site improvement priorities or an area of 
personal development. All staff report feeling supported in their goals and satisfied with the training they receive. 

• Leadership walkthroughs have been used regularly to maintain a line of sight from the site improvement priorities and teacher 
professional development goals. Teachers and SSO staff are comfortable with leadership in the learning spaces and welcome 
feedback, which is given formally and informally. Email communication following walkthroughs gives teachers explicit and 
practical feedback about their strengths and suggestions for improving their practice. The feedback is trusted and appreciated. 

• Early career teachers are supported by peer mentors. They are strategically paired to facilitate a respectful and collaborative 
mentoring culture. Early career teachers, along with teachers who are new to the site, report that they feel positively supported 
and psychologically safe to question and seek support. 

• Teachers express that they are open to feedback from students about how they learn best. They receive feedback through 
incidental conversations. Students could not give examples of giving feedback to teachers. Actively seeking student feedback 
will further inform teacher practice. 

• Effective teacher peer feedback processes have been implemented in the past. Some staff expressed a desire to share practice 
across year levels more frequently. There is an opportunity to build teacher capability through a peer observation and feedback 
process. 

 

Potential next steps 
• Broaden teacher pedagogical knowledge and skills to enable students to build their capability in critical and creative thinking. 
• Enhance collaborative learning design, with consideration to effective learner capabilities and authentic student voice. 
• Implement a peer observation and feedback process. 
 

Opportunity for  
improvement 2 

Enhance collaborative learning design, with consideration to effective learner capabilities and authentic 
student voice. 
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Conditions for optimal learning line of inquiry: To what extent does the school provide, maintain and 
monitor a safe, supportive and respectful environment to maximise engagement, wellbeing and 
achievement? 
 

Strengths and challenges 
• Maintaining a safe and supportive learning and work environment for staff, students and families is a leadership priority. There 

are clear processes for seeking support when student behaviour intervention is needed. Leaders are responsive and model a 
culture of inclusion. 

• Staff have a collective understanding of trauma informed practice. Trust is intentionally built with parents and carers through 
regular conversations. Students feel safe at school, knowing that they have choice and adult support when they feel dis-
regulated.  

• Parents express trust in the school and appreciate the open and responsive communication they receive. They acknowledge the 
patience and genuine care shown towards their children. 

• A program based on Rational Emotional Behaviour Education (REBE) is implemented across the school. Some teachers co-
construct behaviour expectations with their students using the six ‘success helper thinking’ prompts. There is variance in 
teacher and student understanding of the program and its practical use in supporting students to thrive emotionally and 
academically. 

• The school values of respect, commitment and honesty are articulated well by staff, students and parents. They can describe 
where they see the values in practice, including students supporting each other at play and teachers encouraging students to do 
their best. 

• Calm spaces for students are incorporated in all learning environments to support students to self-regulate. The special options 
classes and some mainstream classes are successfully using the Zones of Regulation to teach students to recognise their 
emotional state, the language they need to express how they are feeling and strategies that can support them. Some students 
have personal self-regulation plans. There would be benefit in having a whole school language for self-regulation.  

• Feedback from staff, students and parents regarding REBE, the school values and student self-regulation indicates variance in 
understanding and how the approaches connect. A common language would support understanding. There is an opportunity to 
collaboratively review the current behaviour approaches, aligning student behaviour data, to identify the advantages and 
limitations of the current model.  

• Leadership identified a need for staff, students and families to commit to increasing their intercultural knowledge and 
understanding. All classes have collaboratively constructed an Acknowledgement of Country. The school acknowledges and 
celebrates cultural differences in various ways, including a dedicated prayer room, information for cultural celebrations, for 
example Ramadan, and cultural awareness training for staff led by migrant community liaison officers. Staff acknowledge that 
these activities and training have been valuable in building their understanding of the students and families they are working 
with. 

• Following teacher professional learning in EDI, classroom distractions such as clutter and displays without connection to 
learning were minimised. The agreed environmental print on classroom walls consists of phonics charts, literacy and numeracy 
scaffolds, word walls and exemplars. Student work is celebrated on dedicated ‘wow wall’ spaces. 

• All classrooms have student tables set in rows to support EDI practice. Students requiring additional support sit in the front row 
for literacy instruction. Leadership and teachers agree that student tables in rows is important during direct literacy and 
numeracy instruction. Teachers indicate that desks can be re-arranged to allow for collaborative work, however, this doesn’t 
occur often. There is an opportunity to involve students in determining how the physical environment could be adjusted for the 
intended learning, to engage and increase agency. 

• In the 2023 Wellbeing and Engagement Collection data, 72.34% of students report high academic concept, however, reporting 
of high cognitive engagement is lower at 43.75%. Some students report that they felt successful in their learning because they 
can follow the lessons and complete the work. Other students report that they would like more opportunities to work in 
groups, design and create, and experience more challenge in their learning. Further exploring what cognitive engagement looks 
and sounds like for learners, and incorporating relevant and purposeful learning is an area for development. 

 

Potential next steps 
• Review the current behaviour approaches, aligning student behaviour data, to identify the advantages and limitations of the 

current model. 
• Involve students in determining how the physical environment could be adjusted for the intended learning, to engage and 

increase agency. 
• Explore what cognitive engagement looks and sounds like for learners and incorporate relevant and purposeful learning. 
 

Opportunity for 
improvement 3 

Explore what cognitive engagement looks and sounds like for learners and incorporate relevant and 
purposeful learning. 

Review Summary 
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Para Hills School has a diverse student popula�on, in culture, background and learning needs. There is a strong culture of staff collec�ve 
responsibility in ensuring students are supported to engage with the learning programs. The school has an inten�onal focus on building 
student capability to be effec�ve learners. This informs the current site improvement priori�es.  
The leadership team are effec�vely guiding and suppor�ng the ongoing development of teacher capability. Professional trust is 
established through strong collabora�on, planning, resourcing and commitment to work alongside staff.  
Senior students are provided with opportuni�es to contribute to their school through various leadership groups. The Aboriginal 
Community Educa�on Officer provides Kaurna language and cultural awareness programs for students. Aboriginal parents are assisted 
with school communica�on and encouraged to atend school events. The pastoral care worker facilitates social skills interven�on and 
provides one to one support for some students. Students in care and the special op�ons classes benefit from volunteers listening to 
reading, Marvin the support dog and art therapy sessions. These wellbeing and learning strategies enable students to connect to 
school and nurture their con�nuous development. 
The parent community express high levels of sa�sfac�on with the school culture. They see the school as inclusive of all students, 
approachable and proac�ve in addressing the needs of the community. 

 

The Opportunities for improvement provided by the ESR process are intended to provide practical next steps that inform future 
decisions in expert teaching, school leadership, and conditions for optimal learning. 

 

Opportunity for 
improvement 1 

Reinforce teacher knowledge of the general capabilities and cross-curriculum priorities to support the 
development of skills, behaviours and dispositions that engage students in deeper learning. 
 

Opportunity for 
improvement 2 

Enhance collaborative learning design, with consideration to effective learner capabilities and authentic 
student voice. 
 

Opportunity for 
improvement 3 

Explore what cognitive engagement looks and sounds like for learners and incorporate relevant and 
purposeful learning. 

 

Angela Van Enkhuyzen 
Review Officer 
Review, Improvement and Accountability directorate 
2024 
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