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Abstract
School reports have remained principally unchanged for close to a hundred years. Often
they are received at the start of the school holidays and so any advice prescribed in them
is received too late for remediation. Also, commentary might refer to work completed by
students many months earlier. This brings into question the usefulness of teacher comments
in a traditional school report. In addition to this, the machinery and processes associated
with producing semester reports distracts teaching staff from concentrating on the teaching
and learning that should be going on in their classes. This article discusses a different way
to report, which is more forward looking and disaggregates the teaching and learning time
from reporting.

Feedback and reflection
Feedback and reflection are key components of effective teaching and learning and naturally
find themselves at the heart of the School's Teaching and Learning Framework (Barker College
2019). The language that we tend to use around feedback is 'moving the learner forward',
providing guidance that is going to be meaningful to the student when they attempt a like task
in the future. However, too much of the feedback given by teachers is backwards looking,
focusing on what has already been completed rather than what can be achieved 'next time'. In
2019, one of the leading thinkers in this area, Dylan Wiliam, presented to Barker College staff
about formative assessment, one aspect of which is feedback. Wiliam summarises his ideas of
feedback in the simple statement that good feedback should be a medical and not a postmortem. What this means is that good feedback diagnoses the problem and then provides a
remedy (rather than describing why the work possibly failed to meet expectations).
When we apply this kind of thinking to school reports we can too often find backwards looking
commentary, providing information about what the student has done. This is always combined
with recommendations for actions that will lead to improvements but, due to the timing of reports,
it can be difficult for students to make good use of these recommendations. Furthermore, the
report is written about the students, but to the parents and therefore any feedback has to be
translated and passed on to the student.
A new system has been proposed based on timely and meaningful feedback that can prompt
student reflection and action. We refer to this process as progressive reporting.

A review of school reporting
Every school has a different format of reporting to parents. Since the early part of this century,
all schools have been mandated to provide semesterly reports, including A – E grades for each
subject. This requirement has not changed. After reading probably tens of thousands of reports
from different schools over my lifetime, the overwhelming majority contain comments written in
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reports that are a summary of what has happened in the past and, due to space restrictions,
usually provide no individualised advice for future success. This is not really anyone’s fault – it is
more a product of the timing and scale of reporting as well as the perceived purpose of reporting.
Many people see the traditional school report as something for a future curriculum vitae rather
than helping the student improve their knowledge, skills and understanding in the immediate
future to demonstrate learning on the next task.
The Australian Council for Education Research (ACER) conducted a major review of school
reporting last year. They looked at the information (data) that was reported as well as the
comments themselves, made by teachers. They came up with a series of recommendations. The
report states in Section 4:
Student reporting has traditionally been organised to present summative information
coinciding with scheduled semester and year-long subjects, limiting its capacity to provide
information that has currency and placing extra demands on teachers during these
scheduled times. (Hollingsworth, Heard, & Weldon 2019)
Instead of scheduling student reporting as ‘an event’ that takes place at specified times for all
teachers, all students and all subjects, a school reporting system that is continuous and aligned
with the teaching-learning-assessment cycles of different subjects and courses is proposed.
All teaching is based around three key questions, according to Dylan Wiliam: Where is the learner
going? Where is the learner right now? How to get there? In the classroom teachers set the
direction by sharing learning intentions and success criteria. They then gather information and
evidence about student learning through formative assessment practices. Finally, feedback is used
to inform students how to get there. Therefore, teachers need to be clear with their feedback
and direct attention to what is next rather than focusing on how well or poorly the student did
the work. Good feedback should be more work for the recipient than the donor. Students should
feel compelled to act on feedback. This means feedback needs to be written in a way that causes
an action.

An alternative m odel: Progressive reporting
The School’s Learning Management System, Canvas, currently allows staff to enter feedback for
a task with any grade or mark. While this information is principally directed at supporting student
learning and growth, it can be published to parents so that they can see the progress of their
child in each subject over the course of the year rather than only on two occasions at the end of
each semester This is one possible approach: A series of class activities that provides feedback
to the student to help improve the very next piece of work.
This task-based progressive reporting can form a replacement to the teacher’s comment at the
end of the semester. It would result in a semesterly report that could be prepared and sent to
parents significantly more efficiently than the current system. It would also even out the demand
on high stakes testing traditionally completed at the end of every semester and return the focus
back on to teaching and learning throughout the year rather than being distracted by the
pressures of the semesterly reporting ‘season’.
In this model of progressive reporting, students will be required to respond to the feedback and
will have opportunities to demonstrate improvement soon after receiving the feedback. As
discussed above, this is also a valuable learning experience as is goal setting and reporting on
student growth in addition to raw achievement. These are important additions to the reporting
process that will drive further student gains in learning.
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Finally, this model would not negate the need or desire to produce a more summative report at
the end of each semester. The plan would be to continue to produce a semester report (as it is
mandated by the Federal Government), but that it would be more of a transcript than a document
outlining actions for future improvement. Parents would be directed to Canvas to see feedback
on tasks and advice for future improvement. In such a document a comment from the student’s
Head of House would remain and could become a more powerful piece of advice, summarizing
ideas from the ongoing feedback as well as a distinct wellbeing comment.

Conclusion
Progressive reporting is an alternative model to traditional reports that truly drives the learner
forward while adhering to the requirements of the Federal Government. Feedback is more
immediate, directed to students but visible to parents, and requires a response and change from
the student. Finally, it enables teachers to make reporting a part of their regular teaching and
learning practice rather than something taking time away from the classroom.
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