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International tests such as the Third International Mathematics and Science 
study (TIMSS) provide us with numerical scores on mathematics and science 
achievement, which are then ranked. However these rankings obscure other 
contextual information; they do not portray how and why students achieve at 
particular levels, nor do they provide teachers with guidance and insights in 
how to improve their teaching. The project discussed in this paper utilises 
student work and teacher commentaries on the work to show what teachers 
expect students to achieve and how those expectations compare across 
national boundaries. The student work and teacher commentaries are 
displayed on the project web site, allowing teachers to readily examine what 
constitutes typical work, best work and sub-standard work in other countries 
as well as in other parts of their own. Teachers can then participate in on-line 
discussions about the content and assessment of their student work, 
engaging them as active researchers in an effort to define student 
achievement as a reflection of curricular rigour and teacher expectations. 

Background 

In 1996 representatives from the educational systems of Australia, Chile, Czech Republic, 
France, Germany, Hong Kong, Japan, Portugal, United Kingdom and United States met in 
Bellagio, Italy, for a symposium to discuss "the criteria for a world class education". Primarily 
driven by the United States in the wake of their less than ideal achievement in TIMSS, the 
symposium discussed the development of international standards for excellence, or 
international benchmarking. It had been argued that while TIMSS provides us with numerical 
scores for participating countries, which are then able to be ranked, it is suggested that 
these rankings obscure other contextual information; they do not portray how and why 
students achieve at particular levels, nor do they provide teachers with guidance and 
insights in how to improve their teaching (Harlen, 1993). The delegates to the symposium 
discussed ways in which data might be collected that would facilitate teacher discussion 
about what represents "high standards" internationally. 

The symposium was addressed by Harold Stevenson, who argued that high percentages of 
students in countries such as China and Japan met their national standards and were 
amongst the top achievers in international comparisons of achievement in mathematics and 
science. He claimed that this was due to parents and teachers holding high expectations of 
their students, and holding the belief that all students were able to improve performance 
through hard work. The symposium was also addressed by the then Director of the 
Australian Council for Educational Research, Barry McGaw, who argued that while the focus 
of benchmarking was outcomes, there were two ways in which these outcomes could be 
addressed. One of these was by comparisons of student performance levels through studies 
such as TIMSS, the other was to compare expectations. Resnick, Nolan & Resnick (1995) 
used this type of outcome in the course of their research into benchmarking, which they 
explained "describes what others are doing in their own terms and within their own system of 
values" (p. 440). 



How do teachers communicate their expectations to their students? Are these expectations 
communicated effectively and realistically? Are these expectations high enough? 
The Schools around the world (SAW) project evolved from the Bellagio symposium with 
each of the represented countries other than Chile participating, with the aim of collecting 
work in each country along with teacher commentaries on the work to examine expectations, 
standards and achievement in each country. The project aims to make the international 
comparisons about the type of contextual information that is absent from the large scale 
international studies. The aim of this project is to give teachers the opportunity to use 
student work to improve achievement by examining and reflecting on their teaching practice. 
As well it aims to provide insights into how expectations are achieved, through contextual 
information provided by teachers about their schools and classrooms. 

Schools around the World (SAW) overview 

Schools around the World has two components. The first is as a systemic professional 
development model designed to give teachers the opportunity of using student work to 
improve student achievement. The second is to examine the student work and teacher 
commentaries internationally in order to make comparisons about standards. 

The first of these components is addressed within the SAW project by providing teachers 
with an opportunity for: 

• Examining and reflecting on their teaching practice - firstly in science in grades 4, 8 
and 10, and from next year in mathematics at the same year levels; 

• Forming peer networks - both domestic and international - to analyse what is 
expected of students and how and why they achieve at three levels: work that goes 
beyond the teacher's expectations, work that meets the teacher's expectations, and 
work that does not yet meet the teacher's expectations; 

• Generating new or improved teaching practices that support their students in the 
production of excellence; and 

• Engaging in a process of learning for themselves what world-class standards look 
like in concrete, day-to-day practice. 

The Centre for Children and Technology (CCT) in the United States has created project 
technology to facilitate: 

• Display of the collected samples of student work with teacher commentary on CD-
ROM and the World Wide Web; 

• Teacher conversations on the student work; and 
• The dissemination of the SAW findings about curricula and school context. 

In addition, each partner country has provided for the web site detailed descriptions of their 
education and school systems. 

Participants 

Schools are not selected at random for participation in the SAW project. In Victoria and 
South Australia, the Departments of Education recommended schools that prioritised 
science and discussions were held with each of the principals about the level of involvement 
that was required from the teachers. Table 1 shows the numbers of schools and teachers 
that are involved in the study both in Australia and internationally. 

Table 1 Number of participating schools and teachers internationally 



Country 
Primary 

schools 

Secondary schools Teachers 

Australia       

  Victoria 7 4 21 

  South Australia 3 3 7 

Czech Republic   2 2 

France 5 6 18 

Germany   7 10 

Hong Kong 10 17 50 

Japan 9 6 20 

Portugal   8 20 

United Kingdom 6 3 19 

United States 8 14 40 

Teachers participate in an orientation session in which the project is described and its 
implementation in their schools planned. The teachers examine work samples that have 
been submitted previously to acquaint themselves with the process to be carried out. They 
also receive training in use of email and web discussion boards. 

Processes 

SAW engages teachers in a new professional development initiative designed to improve 
their teaching and ultimately result in higher student achievement. Initially, teachers in 
participating schools will collect and analyse student work, using internationally standard 
templates to examine expectations and student achievement. The first of these templates 
(Appendix 1) asks teachers to describe in detail the case of student work. This includes: 

• the content of the submitted work; 

• the expected learning outcomes, including the concepts, skills, processes and 
attitudes; 

• the criteria for the evaluation of the work, when students were given that criteria, and 
how many students met the teacher's expectations; 

• the delivery of the assignment, including instructions given to the students and any 
collaboration in the design of the assessment task; 

• support given to the students for completing the assessment task; 
• classroom pedagogy and the teaching of the topic; 
• teacher information; and 



• school information. 

The second template is completed by the teachers for each of the work samples that are 
submitted. This template asks the teacher whether the work sample exceeds, meets or fails 
to meet their expectations, and to explain in some detail why it was assessed at this level. It 
also asks for background information about the student that the teacher feels may be 
relevant to the student's outcomes on the task. 

Teachers initially discuss the samples of student work and their associated templates among 
themselves. Then they will select one sample of student work to share with teachers in the 
partner nations. This work will be translated and will also be made available via the SAW 
web site and CD-ROMs for all countries to share, analyse, and evaluate for the international 
discussions. 

Project outcomes 

At present a large amount of student work is being collected, translated and prepared for the 
international database. This student work provides a rich source of material for examining 
teacher expectations internationally. It also provides a rich source of information for 
facilitated web-based discussions about what constitutes high standards in science and 
mathematics and how to achieve them. In this way the project expands on the numerical 
rankings obtained by TIMSS. 

The second aspect of interest in this project is the analysis of the submitted student work 
using Anderson's revision of Bloom's Taxonomy. This work is in preliminary stages. 

Discussion 

This project provides an innovative approach to investigating teacher expectations and 
student outcomes on an international basis. Usually, international comparisons are carried 
out using large-scale tests, which frequently raise many questions about the context of 
learning in the participating countries. This project utilises the power of the Internet to 
provide this context. It facilitates the development of international teacher networks that use 
a common methodology to examine the work produced by students, the expectations 
teachers have of their students, and the teaching methodologies utilised to achieve their 
results. It is presented here as a work in progress, and the richness of the data collected so 
far is indicative of the level of engagement that participating teachers have found with the 
project. 
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Appendix 1 

Schools around the World 

TEMPLATE ONE: A CASE OF STUDENT WORK 

Please supply the following information for each case of student work submitted (a case of 
student work refers to 3 pieces of student work for each of the 3 levels of expectations-
above expectations, meeting expectations, not meeting expectations). Please make sure to 
fill out the footer on each page of the template. 

Teacher Code: (please affix pre-printed label if available) 

  

Date Case was submitted to SAW: Day: Month: Year: 

Subject Name or Course Title: 

  

Grade or Form Level and Age the Assignment represents: 

  

SECTION A: DESCRIBING THE CONTENT OF THE STUDENT WORK 

A.1. Specific SAW topic: A.2. Assignment name or activity assigned: 

  

  



SECTION B: EXPECTED LEARNING OUTCOMES AND ACTUAL ACHIEVEMENT 

B.1. What essential concept does the assignment teach? 

  

  

  

  

  

  

B.2. What essential skills and processes does the assignment teach? 

  

  

  

  

  

B.3. What essential attitudes does the assignment teach? 

  

 

B.4.a. What are the criteria for the evaluation of the student work? What did you tell 
your students about the evaluation of this work? (Please attach any scoring guides or 
rubrics you used, along with an explanation of how you used them.) 

  

  

  

b. When were your students given the criteria for the evaluation of the work? (Please 
check the one that applies) 

Before they completed the assignment   

As they completed the assignment   



After they completed the assignment   

Never   

Other:   

  

  

  

B.5. Please indicate on the line below, of all the students who completed the 
assignment, how many met your expectations. 

All---------------Majority----------------------Minority----------------None 

  

  

  

SECTION C: DELIVERY OF THE ASSIGNMENT 

C.1. Initial instructions provided to students for completing the task: (Please attach a 
clean copy of any materials provided to students, such as written instructions.) 

  

  

  

C.2. Date assignment was completed by student: 

Month: Year: 

  

C.3. Please describe any collaboration you had, if any, in designing this 
assignment (e.g. other teachers, parents, administrators, students, community members, 
etc.) 

  

  

  



C.4. If this assignment was related to a high-stakes, external assessment, please 
explain briefly (e.g. part of a preparation for a state or national exam, etc.) 

  

  

  

SECTION D: STUDENTS' SUPPORT AND TIME IN COMPLETING THE ASSIGNMENT 

D.1. What resources did students have available to complete the assignment and 
which did they actually use? (Check all that apply) 

Resource Available Used 

Library time     

Web access     

Calculator     

Dictionary     

Class Notes     

Textbook     

Encyclopedia     

Interviews     

Museums     

Government agencies     

Other (please specify):     

D.2. Conditions under which work was produced (please check all that apply) 

  Students worked individually   Students worked in groups 

  Work was produced in class   Work was produced at home 

  All students in the class 
performed the assignment 

  A select group of students in 
the class performed the 
assignment (explain briefly): 

  Students had to work without   Students had the opportunity 



the help of the teacher to revise their work 

 Work was submitted in 
stages or could be 
resubmitted several times 

 Work was produced at the 
beginning of the lesson 

 Work was produced during 
the lesson 

 Work was produced at the 
end of the lesson 

  Students were given rubrics 
or scoring guides 

  Other information: 

  

  

  

  

D.3. How much time did students have to complete this assignment? 

  

  

SECTION E: THE TEACHING OF THE SCIENCE TOPIC AND CLASSROOM PEDAGOGY 

E.1. What scientific content, attitudes, and skills must students previously have had 
in order to fulfill the assignment? 

  

  

  

  

  

  

E.2. Explain how students will use the content, attitudes, and skills of this activity 
again during the school year or later in their schooling. 

  

  



  

  

E.3. What teaching approaches, steps, and materials were used for this classroom 
instruction? 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

E.4. Please include any other information and commentary you feel pertinent and 
necessary in understanding the assignment, the classroom context, the school, your 
professional background, etc.Also, please attach any additional documents, such as 
lesson plans, standards, etc. needed to explain the skills learned from this assignment in a 
unit of study or in the curriculum. 

  

E.5. Please indicate the month when your school year begins: � � 

Please indicate the month when your school year ends: � � 

  

E.6.a. How long was the topic taught in the month/year? 

  

b. For how many periods? How many minutes are one period? 

  

  

 

 



SECTION F: TEACHER INFORMATION 

F.1. Email address: 

  

F.2. .Subjects you teach: 

  

  

F.3. Grades you teach: 

F.4. Average number 
of class periods you 
teach per day: 

  

  

F.5. Average number 
ofstudents you teach each 
day: 

F.6. Number of students in 
this class: 

  

SECTION G: SCHOOL INFORMATION 

G.1. School Name: 

  

G.2. Address: 

  

G.3. Phone Number: 

  

G.4. Fax Number: 

G.5. WWW URL: 

  

G.6. Type of school (e.g. primary, secondary)-include age and grade range: 

  

  

  

  

 

 



Appendix 2 

SCHOOLS AROUND THE WORLD 

TEMPLATE TWO: A PIECE OF WORK 

Please supply the following information for each PIECE of work submitted and make sure to 
fill out the footer on each page of the template. 

SECTION A: GENERAL INFORMATION 

Teacher and Student Code Number (please stick pre-printed labels): 

  

  

SECTION B: DESCRIBING THE WORK SAMPLE 

B.1. General Content Area: 

  

B.2. Specific Topic: 

  

B.3. Name of Assignment or Activity: 

  

B.4. This sample of work (check one): 

goes beyond my requirements   

meets my requirements   

does not yet meet my requirements   

  

 

 



B.5. Please explain why you checked this designation. Be as specific as you can, 
referring directly to the piece of student work as much as possible. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

B.6. Student submitted assignment (Please complete table and explain which version this 
piece of student work is, e.g. first version, revised, or final version): 

# of times submitted Date submitted 

Once   

Twice   

Three times   

Other:   

  

B.7. Did students have a limit on the number of times they could submit the 
assignment? Please explain. 

  

  

  

  



SECTION C: DESCRIBING THE STUDENT 

C.1. Student Age: 

  

C.2. Student Gender: 

  

C.3. Please include any additional information you would like to share about the 
student and or their performance on this task and/or your assessment of their work. 

 


