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The hallmark of High Performance 
Schools is their  continued drive 
for greatness – improving per-
formance and outcomes for stu-

dents, parents, teachers and the communi-
ty regardless of the status of current results.

Is your school performing well and 
looking to aim higher? Or is your school 
culture a bit flat at the moment? Do the 
staff and students look disengaged, mere-
ly passing time? Do you need to reignite 
the fire and passion of pursuing excellence 
in student outcomes in your school? Is it 
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time for a booster shot – an injection of 
energy and focus to spur your school on 
to become a High Performance School?

West Key State School (pseudonym) 
is a regional school in Queensland, Aus-
tralia that caters for around 350 students 
ranging from Prep to Year 6. In the words 
of the Principal, West Key was “…an av-
erage to good school...” – staff were not 
complaining too loudly, students were 
achieving average results and community 
relationships were stable. 

But the Principal was unsettled – there 

was something missing in his school 
culture, a lack of drive and focus among 
students and staff. He wanted to see the 
school thrive: students rising to the chal-
lenge – stretching themselves to new levels 
of achievement; teaching staff energised 
and motivated to pursue best practice and 
be subject matter experts and leaders in 
their fields; the administration and lead-
ership teams digging deeper to find the 
courage to challenge people to be their 
best and the humility to share the strug-
gles along the way.
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High Performance Teams in  
education
In our work building High Performance 
Teams in education, we find schools are 
one of the most complex places to work, 
requiring a depth and diversity of leader-
ship capability within the administrative 
and teaching community to effectively 
meet ever increasing demands, challeng-
es, and opportunities. In this context, 
maximising team performance in schools 
is no longer an option, but a necessity to 
respond to the broad range of demands of 
accountability and responsibility includ-
ing: 
• Reduced budgets and cost pressures 
• Adapting to rapid change and advances 

in technology 
• Increasing competition, and higher ex-

pectations
• Increasing reporting obligations
• Workforce turnover and succession 

planning.
The High Performance Leadership 

Teams in Education program was de-
signed for participants to examine their 
current performance and create a clear 
action plan that ensures the continuous 
improvement of team and individual per-
formance, together with enhanced teach-
ing and learning outcomes. 

The High Performance Teams 
Program
The High Performance Teams in Educa-
tion Program supports school leadership 
teams over 12 months in developing and 
implementing school based action plans 
that address the four KPIs of High Per-
formance. As presented in Figure 1, the 
program emphasises balance between 
two distinct factors which define high 
performing teams, Achievement and En-
gagement.

Achievement is the ability to consis-
tently meet and exceed business perfor-
mance targets with two KPIs: 1) clear 
vision, strategy, and actions; and 2) a cul-
ture of performance reporting. Common 
success indicators for schools with a clear 
vision, strategy, and actions include: De-
tailed Vision and Value Statements regu-
larly discussed and owned by school staff; 
a one to five year Strategy Map; 30/60/90 
Action Plans; and Quarterly Vision and 
Strategy Team Check-Ins. Common suc-
cess indicators for schools reporting a 
culture of performance include: Clear 
Accountability for 30/60/90 day Action 
Plans; Effective Team Meeting Cycles to 

update & report; and regular Pulse Met-
rics on team indicators.

Engagement is the ability to generate 
positive team dynamics to create long-
term working relationships and enable 
innovation based on cumulative knowl-
edge. Within the factor of Engagement, 
we find the remaining KPIs of (3) lever-
aging diversity and leading by example, 
and (4) supporting wellbeing and work/
life needs. Common success indicators 
for schools where staff leverage diversity 
and lead by example include behavioural 
skills training in dynamics of leadership, 
communication and conflict. Common 
success indicators for Schools where sup-
porting wellbeing and work/life needs is 
a priority include: Life Line Presentations; 
Work/Life Strategy Plans; Peer Mentoring 
& Work/Life Updates; and Communica-
tion Starters in Every Meeting.

Importantly, a focus on either achieve-

ment or engagement alone will not create 
sustainable High Performance Teams. 
Solely focusing on achievement may cre-
ate short-term high performance, but 
excessive competition and isolation will 
cause low morale and unwanted turnover. 
Solely focusing on engagement will create 
cohesion, but risks organisational failure 
due to the lack of attention to results.

Program Design: 3 Stages – offsite 
and school based activity
The High Performance School Leadership 
Teams program is typically delivered in 
3 Stages (see Figure 2) with a mixture of 
offsite Community of Practice style work-
shops enabling networking among all the 
participating leadership teams, as well as 
on-site school leadership team specific ac-
tivities.

Delivery of the program is flexible and 
can be customised in three different ways 

Figure 1

Figure 2
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to suit different school needs and contexts: 
1 Introductory program: This program is a stand-alone work-

shop program to introduce the HPT Framework, Action 
Planning and Goal Setting for school and system leaders. 

2 Site-based program: This program is school specific, leader-
ship team-focused, enabling a school to move from ‘good’ to 
‘great’. By working with the local leadership teams, extensive 
implementation support is provided, to maximise both team 
engagement and achievement outcomes. 

3 Regional/Cluster program: The HPT program can be de-
livered as a Regional/Cluster program for school leaders and 
their leadership teams. This format allows collaboration be-
tween a number of school leadership teams with a high level 
of autonomy and less support in delivering school-specific 
Action Plans.

Case study – West Key State School 
In 2015 West Key State School’s leadership team joined with a 
number of other school leadership teams to complete the High 
Performance Teams Program in a Regional/Cluster format. West 
Key State School is a regional school located in the South West 
Region of Queensland, Australia and caters for around 350 stu-
dents ranging from Prep to year 6. The Principal of West Key State 
School made the decision to invest in his leadership team’s devel-
opment as part of a broader continuous improvement agenda:

“By most measures we were an average to good school, but I 
wanted to take things to the next level. I wanted to see our school 
thrive! I wanted students rising to the challenge – stretching them-
selves to new levels of achievement. I wanted to see our teaching 
staff energized and motivated to pursue best practice and be sub-
ject matter experts and leaders in their fields. I wanted our admin-
istration and leadership team to dig deeper to find the courage to 
challenge people to be their best and humility to share the struggles 
along the way. Looking back now, the results speak for themselves”. 
(Principal West Key S.S.)

Progress through the 3 Stages of HPT
Stage 1 – Within Stage 1, the West Key State School Leadership 
Team collected baseline data and worked on setting goals for the 
school over the following 12 months. 

“The work that we did as a team in the beginning was critical 
for us as a leadership team, because it gave us the time, tools, and 
space to deeply and honestly reflect on where we were as a school 
and to recommit to a shared vision of striving for excellence. Of 
all of the work that we did this was the most difficult but most 
crucial. Since reshaping our school vision we now have a collective 
focus on a school wide approach to pedagogy and team wellbeing. 
With everyone pulling in the same direction, things just got easier.” 
(Principal West Key SS).

Stage 2 – During Stage 2, West Key State School had embed-
ded their school’s High Performance Team Action Plan, and the 
data that they were receiving form the Weekly Wellbeing Pulse 
Survey had created a self correcting system. 

“The biggest surprise for me as a Principal was that once we be-
gan to develop our school HPT Action Plan the next level of leaders 
at our school took a step up. I found that compared to the past when 
I was driving the agenda, now the team was driving the agenda. We 
were starting to get data back about the team and having some 
honest conversations. Again things were different compared to the 

past because the framework encouraged everyone to focus on issues 
rather than personalities.” (Principal West Key SS).

Stage 3 – During stage 3 participating schools undertook a 
review and established local level CoP strategies to maintain 
post-program momentum.

“Looking back I can honestly say that we have changed our 
school culture for the better. Now I’m excited to see where we will go 
as a school over the next year. I was grateful to work with and learn 
from other Principals and to see that they face similar challenges 
to me. We’ll definitely continue to collaborate next year.” (Principal 
West Key SS).

West Key SS Action Plan: The 4 KPIs  
of high performance
A critical success factor for the West Key SS Leadership Team 
during Stage 1 was the development of a school specific action 
plan that addressed each of the four KPIs in the High Perfor-
mance Teams Framework. This was developed in a comprehen-
sive action plan strategy document noting key accountabilities, 
timeframes, reporting cycles and contingencies. 

The School Based HPT Action Plan was presented to all 
school leaders in the cluster program at the conclusion of Stage 
1 for peer feedback prior to implementation and then presented 
at subsequent periodic reviews with relevant performance data 
tabled to show the effectiveness of implementation and trouble-
shoot local issues with their school leadership peers as the HPT 
Program progressed into stage 2 and 3. 

A summary of the key action plan strategies for West Key SS 
for each of the 4 KPIs is outlined below:

KPI 1 – A common vision, strategy and clear actions
To address vision and action, West Key State School focused on 
creating a clear vision around a school wide approach to teach-
ing and learning, and a commitment to a sustainable and healthy 
workforce culture. This was achieved through establishing:
• Clear staff expectations and protocols for professional com-

munication
• The creation of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) 
• An aligned strategic planning cycle to focus on student out-

comes.

KPI 2 – Accountability and performance reporting 
systems

To address the KPI of performance reporting, West Key State 
School implemented the Workforce Wellbeing School Pulse Sur-
vey to measure key psychosocial hazards including co-worker 
support, job demands and job satisfaction. Further the Senior 
Leadership Team created a map of their individual roles and ac-
countability in order to better understand accountability of all 
school stakeholders. 

KPI 3 – Leverage diversity and lead by example
To address KPI 3, West Key State School conducted staff training 
on thinking styles and interpersonal communication preferenc-
es. Subsequently, they have gained greater insight into their own 
biases and default communication styles and how they can be 
leveraged to increase team engagement and performance. This 
has helped the school community to develop a strong collegial 
feedback system where issues such as Essential Skills for Class-
room Management, rather than personalities, are the core focus. 
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KPI4 – Supporting team members’ 
work/life and wellbeing
In order to promote work/life awareness 
within their team, West Key State School 
introduced the use of simple icebreakers 
(such as conversation cards) at meetings. 
By encouraging round-the-room respons-
es to a randomly selected conversational 
topic, they have noticed an increase in 
trust and team cohesion.

Results
Following the completion of the High 
Performance Leadership Teams in Educa-
tion Program, West Key State School has 
attained a number of impressive results 
across both Achievement and Engage-
ment compared to the previous year. 

Engagement & Workforce Wellbe-
ing – Regarding Engagement there has 
been a significant positive increase in staff 
wellbeing as indicated by results from 
the weekly workforce wellbeing program 
pulse survey (Graph 1).

Further, subjective accounts by staff 
that “It just feels nicer to be at work this 
year” are supported by the Staff School 
Opinion Survey results (Graph 2) regis-
tering a significant positive increase com-
pared to trends from previous years.
Student Achievement: These positive 
trends in staff engagement and wellbeing 
have had a clear impact on school student 
achievement, with West Key State School 
out performing the state average in im-
provement across all NAPLAN domains 
(Table 1). 

Parent and Community Engagement: 
Improvements in educational outcomes 
have been noted and appreciated by par-
ents and caregivers of West Key students 
with a significant positive increase in the 

Table 1: Effect size gain relative to the stats

Year Levels Strand West Key SS Qld State Schools

03–05 R 0.38 0.10

03–05 W 0.50 0.01

03–05 S 0.33 0.08

03–05 G&P 0.22 0.08

03–05 N 0.16 0.08

School Opinion Survey by Parents/Care-
givers (Graph 3).

Post Program Growth at West Key 
SS: The Sleeper Effect
One of the most powerful ingredients of 
the High Performance Teams Program 
remains somewhat invisible during the 
first year of implementation – a ‘sleeper 
effect’ that awakens gradually towards 
the end of the program and grows ever 

stronger over the following year. 
The sleeper effect begins with the 

school leadership team’s own person-
al and professional struggles with their 
strengths and weaknesses as they move 
into ‘conscious competence’ as more capa-
ble and effective leaders. As this compe-
tence becomes ‘unconscious’ among the 
team school leaders they impart a humili-
ty and openness to change among the staff 
who in turn begin to grow and change. 

Graph 1: Engagement and workforce wellbeing

Graph 2: School Opinion Survey – Staff 
School Report (all items)

Graph 3: School Opinion Survey –  
Parent / Caregiver School Report 
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This is evident towards the end of the 12-month program with 
leaders reporting the wider workforce becoming more proactive 
and hungry for growth and change setting up a powerful staff-led 
drive for improvement in the following year.

In the case of West Key SS, at the final HPT Program presen-
tation they reported a much more positive and engaged staff – 
more consistent school wide expectations in relation to student 
and teacher behavior, and more consistency of practice across 
the school, particularly in the areas of Spelling and Reading. They 
also reported a strong level of ownership by staff in developing 
the following year’s professional development calendar with staff 
requests for greater focus on personality types and managing 
team conflict, and resiliency and wellbeing planning. Staff also 
initiated discussions on improved induction and onboarding for 
new staff, and reviewing and refreshing all staff roles and respon-
sibilities – something they would have never proactively done in 
the past.

Conclusion and next steps
The hallmark of High Performance Schools is their  continued 
drive for greatness – improving performance and outcomes for 
students, parents, teachers and the community regardless of the 
status of current results. West Key SS shows how any school lead-
ership team, in any region, with limited resources can use the 
High Performance Teams Framework to develop and implement 

The High Performance Schools Program is a Leadership Development 
and Workforce Wellbeing initiative of the Performance Curve Pty Ltd. 
The Performance Curve is a research collaboration among leading 
Organisational Psychologists and Management Consultants using applied 
research methodologies to develop the most effective engagement and 
performance strategies to maximise potential for both employees and 
organisations. To find out more about the High Performance Teams in 
Education Program visit: www.theperformancecurve.com. To find out more 
about enhancing Workforce Wellbeing in Education visit: www.schoolpulse.
com.au. Correspondence to alistairk@theperformancecurve.com 

improvement strategies in each of the four KPIs of success to 
transform their school culture and create sustainable and lasting 
change.

The results of the High Performance Teams in Education pro-
gram clearly show that if we want to see long-term improvement 
in student outcomes in Australian Schools, we need to establish 
a strategy to ensure that schools have a proactive approach to 
Leadership Development and Organisational Culture to maxi-
mise sustainable improvement in both Achievement and En-
gagement. 
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