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Executive 
Summary

	X This report takes up the challenge issued by Geoff 
Masters that reporting on student learning is 
significantly under-researched. It seeks to contribute 
to the evidence base on school reports by giving 
insights from focus groups with parents and teachers 
from a variety of contexts and with students across 
all school years. These focus groups have examined 
whether parents still find school reports valuable, and 
worked to identify how reports can enable teachers 
to provide more valuable, insightful, and timely 
feedback to parents, giving them an accurate picture 
of how their child is achieving and progressing.

	X Catholic teaching places parents as the “primary and 
principal educators” of their children, and explains 
that schools and governments should seek to support 
parents in this role. The relationship between parents 
and teachers is therefore one of critical importance 
in all schools, but particularly in Catholic schools. 
School reports are one way that schools, and 
particularly Catholic schools, can support parents 
to fulfil their duties as primary educators, noting it is 
one component of a broader programme of school 
and family engagement. 

	X The legislative requirement to provide school reports 
also explicitly requires these reports to be provided 
to the ‘persons responsible’ for students. Given this 
is the only direct parent-teacher communication 
subject to regulatory oversight, and given the 
significant time investment by schools in meeting 
this requirement, it is worth investigating how these 
reports are received and valued.

	X School reports have long been a part of the school-
parent relationship. Historically, the opportunities for 
communication between teachers and parents were 
more limited, but technological advancements have 
created opportunities for more frequent and detailed 
communications. Approaches to reporting have also 
changed over time, trending towards providing more 
detailed information on student achievement and 
progress.

	X The focus group findings support some existing 
evidence for reporting practices, while providing 
clearer insights into how reporting could improve. 
They confirm that parents value school reports 
and want to keep them as part of the broader 
spectrum of parent-teacher engagement. They 
also support existing evidence that parent-teacher 
meetings complement school reports, that parents 
would like more frequent and better-timed reports, 
that commentary can lack constructive critique 
of students, and that parents often want to see 
their child’s academic performance set against a 
benchmark.

	X School reports continue to have a role in the way 
schools can support parents in their role as the 
“primary and principal” educators of their children. 
Innovations in the content of and approach to school 
reports should be made while keeping this important 
principle in mind.

Since parents have 
given children their life, 
they are bound by the 
most serious obligation 
to educate their 
offspring and therefore 
must be recognised 
as the primary and 
principal educators.
Gravissimus Educationis, 1965
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Introduction
This research paper is a response to the challenge identified by Geoff Masters, CEO of the Australian 
Council for Educational Research (ACER), that “reporting on student learning is a significantly under-
researched area of education practice.”1 

It contributes to the evidence base on school reports by giving insights from focus groups with parents 
and teachers from a variety of contexts and with students across all school years. These focus groups 
have examined whether parents still find school reports valuable, and worked to identify how reports 
can enable teachers to provide more valuable, insightful, and timely feedback to parents, giving them 
an accurate picture of how their child is progressing. 

While this paper has been developed with the awareness that the audience of school reports is both 
students and their parents and carers,2 it seeks to contribute to the evidence base of research through 
an examination of the views of parents. Students are an important stakeholder in reporting processes 
and receive more consistent, formative feedback from teachers, but for parents, school reports have 
long been relied on as a key tool to understand the educational progress of their children. 

The legislative requirement to provide school reports also explicitly requires these reports to be provided 
to the ‘persons responsible’ for students. Given this is the only direct parent-teacher communication 
subject to regulatory oversight, and given the significant time investment by schools in meeting this 
requirement, it is worth investigating whether and how parents find these reports valuable. The motivation 
to investigate the views of parents is also driven by a Catholic viewpoint that parents are the “primary 
and principal educators” of their children and that the work of schools and governments should seek to 
support parents in this role.3  The relationship between parents and teachers is therefore one of critical 
importance in all schools, but particularly in Catholic schools.

This research confirms that parents view school reports as a valuable means to better understand and 
support the educational progress of their child. Parents place value on school reports and see them 
as complementary to other parent-teacher communication channels, most notably parent-teacher 
interviews.

Reports on student achievements and outcomes should therefore continue to aim to provide parents 
with the “information they require in order to support the education of their children”.4 To achieve this, 
reports should be developed from an understanding of the needs and contexts of parents, (noting 
that parents are not professional educators) and deliver quality, clear information on achievement and 
learning progress that parents can rely on to better support and guide their child’s learning. 

Finally, the report notes broader considerations of parental and family engagement. While this research is 
limited to school reports, it acknowledges the importance and benefit of multi-faceted communications 
between schools and parents. 

Parents place value on school reports and see them as complementary 
to other parent-teacher communication channels, most notably parent-
teacher interviews.
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An Overview of School Reports

A Catholic perspective on school reports?
Catholic teaching identifies parents as bound by a serious obligation to educate their children, as they have given their 
children life. Flowing from this duty is the recognition that parents are the primary educators of their children,5  not only 
in academic topics but through a “well-rounded personal and social education”.6

This teaching also recognises the important role of civil society in educating children, a task which needs the help of the 
whole community. Teachers and parents can work together for the common good of a school community, and teachers 
and administrators should encourage parental participation in a school’s mission and life.7 

The need for broader community involvement also entails an important role for governments. In a pluralist society, the 
government plays a critical role in providing an education system that allows young people to grow and flourish. This 
role is complementary to the role of parents and does not supersede it.

In the context of Catholic teaching on the rights and obligations of parents, school reports can better support parents 
in fulfilling their duties as primary educators. To this end, school reports are an opportunity to provide parents with 
feedback, instruction, and input on how they can support the education of their children.

Valuing School Reports — The Parents’ View   5



The purpose and context of school reports
School reports are one part of a broader context of parent-teacher and parent-school communications 
and engagement. Historically, the opportunities for these communications have been more limited, but 
technological advancements have meant that reports now sit within a broad spectrum of communication 
channels, as described in the graphic below.

School 
Newsletters

Parent-Teacher 
Nights

Online Tools 
(such as Compass & Seesaw)

School Reports

Emails

NAPLAN 
Reports

Social Media

Text Messages

Phone Calls Websites

Individual 
Parent-Teacher 

Meetings

Parent-school communication channels

Within this range of communications, school reports are the only school-generated communication 
subject to regulatory oversight, being those reporting factors required under Section 59 of the 
Australian Education Regulation 2013. This regulation requires schools to provide a report to the ‘person 
responsible’ for each student, presenting a useful synchronicity with Church teaching on the role of parents 
as educators.



An Historical View
School reports have long been a part of the school landscape. Included as appendices to this report 
are a number of historical examples which provide insight into school reporting practices over the 
past 70 years. These examples demonstrate the longevity of school reports as a practice in modern 
school education, and highlight a trend towards including more specific and higher quality information 
in reports. This trend towards more accurate insights is perhaps only limited by a tendency to obscure 
student learning needs behind vague or non-critical language,8 a theme which is explored later in this report.

Appendix 1 is an example of a primary report from the 1950s. It includes no commentary and gives 
only concise details of academic performance. The report from 1962 at Appendix 2 gives numerical 
information on academic performance and limited commentary.

The reports in Appendix 3 were prepared for a primary-school student at various stages in the 1970s, 
and again include brief information, limited to one page. The performance scales include a six-point 
scale from “unsatisfactory” to “excellent”, and reference a numerical threshold for each point. The fifth 
grade report from 1974 at Appendix 4 does not include commentary, but includes assessments of 
character and effort. It also measures academic outcomes on a A-F scale. Interestingly, this approach 
is more detailed than the current five-point scale for reporting mandated under the Australian Education 
Act 2013 (Cth).9

Secondary-school reports from the 1970s in Appendix 5 include numeric results but a less detailed 
performance scale, and little in the way of commentary.

The primary school report from 1981 at Appendix 6 provides a three-step scale for the reporting of 
skills, and some insights into character, though limited commentary. The primary school report from 
1983 at Appendix 7 provides more detailed insights into academic performance in each subject through 
reporting on identified competencies within each subject, though there is little in the way of detailed 
academic reporting. The Year 4 report from 1985 at Appendix 8 provides a four-point scale for academic 
and development outcomes, and more detailed commentary.

A five-point scale for reporting on academic outcomes is included in the Year 5 report from 1986 at 
Appendix 9, together with a four-point scale of reporting on application and non-academic development. 
The Year 1 report from 1987 at Appendix 10 provides a range of insights into character development, but 
more limited insights into academic development.

Appendix 11 is a Year 8 report from 1986, and includes academic outcomes reported numerically, 
comparative data, a measure of effort, and limited commentary, giving clear but limited insights into 
progress and outcomes. The Year 9 report from 1990 at Appendix 12 adopts a similar approach, giving 
academic outcomes numerically with some limited commentary but little assessment of effort or progress.

The primary-school report from 1991 at Appendix 13 includes a scale for reporting on academic 
outcomes, but offers less detail than is expected in more contemporary school reports.

The most detailed example, provided at Appendix 14, is a contemporary report includes explanations 
of achievement outcomes, comparative data, and detailed commentary.

Other recent initiatives in student reports, notably online tools such as Compass, Schoolbox, and 
the Spindle prototype currently being developed by ACER for the Commonwealth Government, are 
examples of continuous reporting that give parents access to up-to-date, detailed information on 
student achievement and progress.

Changes to reporting that provide greater detail and currency reflect the policy discourse described below.
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Over the past two decades, the purpose and 
design of school reports has consistently 
been the subject of public policy debate. In 
this time, the most significant intervention in 
school reports, dating from 2005, has been the 
regulatory requirement for schools to provide 
a ‘person responsible’ for each student with 
a report twice per year. This requirement is 
now enshrined in section 59 of the Australian 
Education Regulation 2013. In its current 
form, it requires schools to prepare “readily 
understandable” school reports twice a year 
and, in doing so, report on student progress 
and achievement against national standards 
and on a five-point scale. Reporting relative 
to peers is also embedded in this statutory 
requirement, together with the option for this 
information to be given to parents privately.

In the context of schools in New South Wales (NSW), this Commonwealth requirement is operationalised by NESA 
requirements, with each school report providing a student’s parents with easily understood information about what a 
student knows and can demonstrate relative to the learning outcomes of each syllabus.10 In NSW, syllabus outcomes 
are the key reference points for decisions about each student’s progress and achievement, as described by NESA’s 
standards-referenced assessment model, which is driven by syllabus Outcomes together with Stage Statements.11 
This approach has been the essence of the NSW approach to assessment and reporting since the adoption of the 
recommendations of the 1995 Report of the Review of Outcomes and Profiles in New South Wales Schooling (the Eltis 
Review).12

Teachers in NSW therefore have a professional responsibility to ensure the judgements included in student reports are 
an accurate and current assessment of student learning.13  This reporting, in turn, relies on teachers developing quality 
assessment processes. 

Moreover, consistent with the Commonwealth regulation, the NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) also includes 
a school registration requirement for all schools to document their process for reporting student achievement, and 
requires secondary schools to address NESA school accreditation standards for the purpose of awarding students 
either the Record of School Achievement (RoSA) or Higher School Certificate (HSC).i

i The NSW Education Act 1990 prescribes registration requirements for non-government schools, and “similar requirements” for government schools (see section 27A).

Schedule 1Funding in prescribed circumstances 
Part 5Approved authorities and bodies 
Division 3Ongoing policy requirements for approved authorities 
 
Section60 

 
56 Australian Education Regulation 2013  

Compilation No. 20 Compilation date: 16/11/2021 Registered: 19/11/2021 
 

 (iii) reported as A, B, C, D or E (or on an equivalent 5 point scale) for 
each subject studied, clearly defined against specific learning 
standards; or 

 (b) contain the information that the Minister determines is equivalent to the 
information in paragraph (a). 

Note: An approved authority for a school may have obligations under the Privacy Act 1988 in 
providing information. 

 (5) For paragraph (4)(b), the Minister may, in writing, determine information that 
the Minister considers is equivalent to the information in paragraph (4)(a). 

Determination not legislative instrument 

 (6) A determination under subsection (5) is not a legislative instrument. 

Subdivision H—Making information publicly available annually 

60Making information publicly available annually 

 (1) For paragraph 77(2)(f) of the Act, the following information for a school must be 
publicly available within 6 months after the end of a year: 

 (a) contextual information about the school, including the characteristics of 
students at the school; 

 (b) teacher standards and qualifications (as mandated in the State or Territory 
in which the school is located); 

 (c) workforce composition, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
composition; 

 (d) student attendance at the school, including: 
 (i) the attendance rates for each year of schooling; and 
 (ii) a description of how non-attendance is managed by the school; 
 (e) student results in NAP annual assessments; 
 (f) parent, student and teacher satisfaction with the school, including (if 

applicable) data collected using the National School Opinion Survey; 
 (g) school income broken down by funding source; 
 (h) for a school that provides secondary education: 
 (i) senior secondary outcomes, including the percentage of year 12 

students undertaking vocational training or training in a trade and the 
percentage of year 12 students attaining a year 12 certificate or 
equivalent vocational education and training qualification; and 

 (ii) post-school destinations. 
Note 1: The information need not be made separately publicly available for the purposes of this 

section if it has been made publicly available for some other purpose, provided that 
subsection (3) is also complied with. 

Note 2: See subsection 4(2) for who may be taken into account for the purposes of determining 
the attendance rate at a school. 

Funding in prescribed circumstancesSchedule 1 
Approved authorities and bodiesPart 5 

Ongoing policy requirements for approved authoritiesDivision 3 
 

Section58B 

 
 Australian Education Regulation 2013 55 

Compilation No. 20 Compilation date: 16/11/2021 Registered: 19/11/2021 
 

level of adjustment has the same meaning as in the Ministerial Council disability 
guidelines for the year. 

58B  Required information—information about students at certain schools 

 (1) The information in subsection (2) must be provided, as mentioned in section 52, 
in relation to each student at a school unless the school is: 

 (a) a government school; or 
 (b) a special school; or 
 (c) a special assistance school; or 
 (d) a school that is a majority Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander school for a 

year; or 
 (e) a sole provider school. 

 (2) The information is: 
 (a) the name and residential address of each person responsible for the student; 

and 
 (aa) the residential address of the student; and 
 (ab) whether the student is a distance education student; and 
 (b) whether the student is a primary student or secondary student; and 
 (c) whether the student boards at the school; and 
 (d) any other information determined by the Minister, by legislative 

instrument, for the purposes of this paragraph. 

 (3) If the school has more than one location, the information must be provided for 
each location of the school. 

Subdivision G—Reports to persons responsible for students at a school 

59  Student reports 

 (1) For paragraph 77(2)(f) of the Act, an approved authority for a school must 
provide a report to each person responsible for each student at the school in 
accordance with this section. 

 (2) A report must be readily understandable to a person responsible for a student at 
the school. 

 (3) A report must be given to each person responsible for the student at least twice a 
year. 

 (4) For a student who is in any of years 1 to 10, the report must: 
 (a) give an accurate and objective assessment of the student’s progress and 

achievement, including an assessment of the student’s achievement: 
 (i) against any available national standards; and 
 (ii) relative to the performance of the student’s peer group; and 

Section 59 of the Australian Education Regulation 2013

Teachers in NSW therefore have a professional responsibility to ensure 
the judgements included in student reports are an accurate and current 
assessment of student learning.

The Policy Context for  
School Reports
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Parental responses to the introduction of a five-point 
scale appear to be positive. Ridgway (2006) investigated 
parental responses to A-E reporting, and found that 
parents thought graded reports were easy to understand 
and gave a clear picture of their child’s progress.14  Ridgway 
also found that parents want a report that provides a 
basis for an informed discussion with the class teacher, 
and which will help them understand how their child is 
progressing, their strengths, and their weaknesses.15 This 
support reflects the findings of Cuttance and Stokes that 
parents preferred clear reporting on a scale, without the 
educational jargon involved in outcomes-based reporting, 
but it does not translate into unqualified support for A-E 
reporting.

The Commonwealth regulation was introduced largely in response to a report by Cuttance and Stokes (2000), 
commissioned by the Commonwealth Government. Cuttance and Stokes sought to improve the understanding of 
how schools and education systems can best meet the expectations of parents, and to identify what constitutes 
best practice. While the scope of their report included reporting on school achievement, rather than just student 
achievement, they presented several important findings in the area of school reports:

•	 Parents place a higher priority on receiving information about their children’s progress than any other type of 
information.

•	 Parent-teacher meetings complement the written report.

•	 There is a tendency for teachers to avoid telling “hard truths” about student achievement, while parents want an 
honest assessment of their child’s progress.

•	 Parents like to have objective standards to compare their own child’s progress and achievement against, such as 
other students or national standards.

•	 Parents want reports earlier each year to help them to better assist their children throughout the year.

•	 Parent-teacher meetings need to be more useful to parents, as they can be disorganised and lack focus.

•	 Parents want the opportunity to be consulted and share in school decision-making on school policies and 
programmes, and recognition that they are ultimately responsible for the education of their children.

On the basis of these findings, Cuttance and Stokes presented principles for best practice in reporting on student 
achievement. These required schools and teachers to:

•	 Ensure the standard of achievement of students is reported to parents.

•	 Ensure the frequency and timing of reports maximises the role of parents in supporting student progress.

•	 Give interpretive comments about a child’s progress and achievements.

•	 Present reports in a format and language that parents can readily understand.

•	 Report on achievement in both academic and non-academic areas.

•	 Give parents comprehensible reports on student achievement in standardised tests.

Parents preferred clear 
reporting on a scale, without 
the educational jargon 
involved in outcomes-based 
reporting, but it does not 
translate into unqualified 
support for A-E reporting.
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Conversely, Masters and Forster (2005) gave six indicators of what they defined as highly informative student reports. 
Among these were the questions of whether a report shows what a student is now able to do, whether it communicates 
what is expected of students at a given year level, and whether a report shows a child’s progress in a way that permits 
parents to monitor their child’s growth over time. Grades, they suggested, do not allow this, as they “simply record 
how well a child has learned what has just been taught”. They propose that an effective school report must include the 
following information:

•	 What a student can do.

•	 What a student is expected to do.

•	 What progress in their learning a child has made, in a way that permits parents to monitor their child’s growth  
over time.16 

In commenting on grade-based reporting in his 2021 ACER article “How Well Do Grades Convey Student Attainment 
and Progress?”, Masters argues that what teachers are communicating to parents through a grade-based reporting 
system is often misaligned with the meaning parents assign to those grades.

Masters identifies these common problems with grade-based reporting:

•	 Teachers often use grades to reward effort rather than achievement, but parents interpret the grade as an 
achievement measure.

•	 Grades rarely provide detail that parents can use to support their children’s learning.

•	 Grades are incapable of revealing growth over time.17

Masters concludes by arguing that the purpose of school reports, which is to give parents meaningful information 
about where their children are in their learning, can only be realised if reports are designed to:

•	 Accurately indicate the level of attainment (knowledge and skill) a student has reached in an area of learning, 
regardless of their age or year level, reporting this separately from rewards for effort and the conscientious 
completion of classwork.

•	 Interpret this level of attainment, describing and illustrating what students at this level typically know, understand 
and can do, and perhaps suggesting appropriate next steps in learning.

•	 Show how this level of attainment compares with common expectations for a child’s age or year level, including 
information about readiness for what the student will be taught next.

•	 Make long-term growth visible, allowing parents to see and students to appreciate the progress made in an area 
of learning over an extended period.

The Commonwealth Government’s “Gonski 2.0” report of 2018, titled Through Growth to Achievement: Report of 
the Review to Achieve Educational Excellence in Australian Schools, sought to identify ways Australia could improve 
student outcomes, and recommended the introduction of “new reporting with a focus on learning attainment and 
gain”. This was based on the finding that A-E reporting does not show a student’s learning growth, but only compares 
achievement against year-level standards. This also prevents a proper assessment of real learning needs.18 To remedy 
this, the Gonski 2.0 report also recommended the development of “a new online and on-demand student learning 
assessment tool based on the Australian Curriculum learning progressions”. The Commonwealth Government has 
adopted this recommendation and developed new online reporting resources such as Spindle, which gives teachers 
more accurate formative assessment data to inform their practice and provides a tool enabling continuous reporting 
to parents.

The recommendations of Gonski 2.0 were subsequently supported by the NSW Curriculum Review (the Masters 
Review) of 2020. The Masters Review recommended broad changes to the NSW Curriculum so that assessment and 
reporting practices “are aligned with the principles and intentions of the new curriculum”. To this end, it recommended 
the development, implementation, and promotion of assessment and reporting practices “to establish the points 
individuals have reached in their learning, to provide diagnostic feedback to support further learning, and to monitor 
students’ long-term learning progress”.19 This approach is now being progressively implemented by NESA, commencing 
with English and Maths K-2, where syllabus content is tagged to the relevant National Learning Progression.20
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In this context, the most recent significant contribution to the research and evidence base on school 
reports is a 2019 ACER report by Hollingsworth, Heard, and Weldon, which identifies that contemporary 
school reports lack ‘clear insight into a student’s learning growth’. The authors observe that reports are 
often seen as “redundant”, communicating information that is outdated and un-actionable, particularly 
in light of the introduction of online communication tools and platforms that continuously report 
student achievement.21 The report identifies that there is scope to improve the clarity of information 
communicated about student learning, and that continuous school reporting systems would better 
meet parents’ need to understand their children’s learning progress.

Hollingsworth, Heard, and Weldon comment that: 

With few exceptions, analysis of the various forms and content in 
student reports reveals that currently schools tend to report student 
achievement in terms of performance only, such as through the use 
of grades, scores, marks, and rankings. Teacher comments similarly 
tend to describe what a student has achieved or how well a student 
has performed, but provide little clear insight into that student’s 
learning growth.



Research Findings
Noting the developments in assessment and reporting policy discussed above, this qualitative research 
into school reports aims to explore parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of current approaches to school 
reports, though with a particular emphasis on parents. It seeks to identify desired changes and possible 
improvements that would enable teachers to give accurate and timely information that gives parents the 
necessary understanding of how their children achieve and progress. This research seeks to explore this 
from the parent perspective, and to present those discussions, rather than to critique them. In doing so, 
this research also coincidentally explores the broader picture of parent-teacher engagement and the 
means of communication parents value most in seeking to better support their child.

To conduct this research, CSNSW engaged Ipsos to conduct focus groups with Catholic school parents 
and teachers from across NSW. These focus groups incorporated the views and experiences of parents 
and teachers from Kindergarten to Year 12, from both rural/regional and metropolitan areas, and from 
different socio-economic contexts.

The findings from these focus groups support some existing evidence for reporting practices, while 
providing clearer insights into how reporting could improve. They confirm that parents value school 
reports and want to keep them as part of the broader spectrum of parent-teacher engagement. They 
also support existing evidence that parent-teacher meetings complement school reports, that parents 
would like more frequent and better-timed reports, that commentary can lack constructive critique 
of students, and that parents often want to see their child’s academic performance set against a 
benchmark. Notably, while the age and grade of their child clearly influence the content parents see as 
important for school reports, their location or socio-economic status did not determine the information 
they want to see.

One clear conclusion is that on the matter of reporting, little is universally agreed upon between and 
among teachers and parents, and consequently, few insights can be universally applied to all schools 
in all contexts. The implication is that each school or school system must identify the reporting settings 
that best meet the needs of its own parents and students. This paper responds to this challenge by 
identifying possible improvements in reporting processes to better reflect parent expectations.

The findings confirm that 
parents value school reports 
and want to keep them as part 
of the broader spectrum of 
parent-teacher engagement. 



Parent-Teacher Meetings
Parents consider parent-teacher meetings to be their most valuable communication channel with teachers, 
as they provide an opportunity for interaction and allow parents to understand how to better support their child’s 
development. Parents commented that parent-teacher meetings were beneficial as they allowed “more direct feedback”. 
One told how they “got more out of the face-to-face” than reporting, while another said “the parent-teacher interview 
is so much more pointed”.

School reports are seen as complementing parent-teacher meetings by providing insight into how children are 
progressing. This applies even where parents have access to continuous and detailed information about their child’s 
academic results through, for example, online portals. In particular, parents value “action-planning” to support their 
child’s learning. The best opportunity for this comes through constructive parent-teacher meetings that have been well 
prepared for. Teachers also find parent-teacher meetings valuable as they can gain insights from parents about how to 
better understand and support their students.

Parent support for parent-teacher meetings is only qualified by observations from parents that they are less useful 
when disorganised or lacking focus, as also noted by Cuttance and Stokes. The value derived from these meetings 
therefore relies on proper planning and is a result of both parents and teachers seeking to make them worthwhile. When 
this effort is made, parents find these meetings the most worthwhile avenue for understanding how they can better 
help their child’s learning.

While this is outside the scope of discussions of school reports, it highlights that reports, whatever form they take and 
however detailed they may be, are not a substitute for parent-teacher meetings.

Summary: Parent-teacher meetings are invaluable for parents, and will deliver value when well prepared for and 
given high priority.

 

The Value of Commentary in School Reports
Effective commentary is the most valuable element of school reports, as it can provide insight into how a student 
is progressing, recognise non-academic strengths, and identify areas for improvement. Parents identified effective 
commentary as the “gold standard” of school reporting when it is clear, constructive, and honest, and when it provides 
guidance on how parents can help their children achieve learning goals.

Parents’ observations on commentary in the focus groups included: 

“Comments are the most insightful piece around how they’re going.”

“It gives you a real feel for who he is and how he is performing.”

However, parents’ perceptions of the quality and detail of commentary in reports vary widely. Parents reported that 
comments are sometimes vague and lacking in critique, and that teachers may at times be overly cautious in their 
commentary on students, which can diminish its value. This view is shared by Cuttance and Stokes, and Hollingsworth, 
Heard and Weldon, who also identified that commentary is not helpful for parents when it is not honest, specific, or 
constructive.

Where commentary is clear, constructive, and honest, parents place a higher value on this feedback than any other 
aspect of reporting. The emphasis on effective commentary is, however, qualified by parents’ view that in years 11 and 
12, a greater focus on academic performance is preferable.

Teachers agree that comments are the most useful part of school reports, but say that they are sometimes restricted by 
their school’s protocols for commentary, such as being required to use specific words or prescriptive formats. Teachers 
also observe that some guidance for parents might be lost in educational jargon. Parent-teacher meetings complement 
this commentary by allowing a clearer and more detailed conversation about action that needs to be taken.
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This highlights that one of the more important recommendations of the Masters Review – perhaps the most important – 
is that reporting needs to “provide diagnostic feedback to support further learning”,22 as this feedback can better help 
parents to guide and support their children in their education.

Summary: Parents place a high value on clear, constructive, and honest commentary, and reporting processes 
that include such commentary where possible are more worthwhile.

The Timing and Frequency of Reports
The timing and frequency of reports is often inadequate to guide parents in supporting their children. Parents 
typically receive reports twice a year – at the end of terms 2 and 4 – meaning that half the year has passed before 
parents become aware of areas where their child is struggling. Similarly, reports at the end of Term 4 come too late to 
give parents guidance in supporting their children that year, though they do deliver a summary of achievement for the 
year and give some guidance for the next:

“I would prefer an update if a teacher is concerned about anything, if there 
is something we need to be working, I would rather a bit of prior warning or 
some feedback during the term instead of getting a report at the end of the term.”

Diverging from the findings of Hollingsworth, Heard and Weldon, parents in the focus groups did not convey the view 
that information in school reports is out of date. Parents would like school reports earlier in the year to gauge progress 
and allow them to better help their children at school. Teachers engaged in the focus groups agreed that a report in 
Term 1 would help to communicate on progress, though they did not think the number of reports each year should be 
increased, due to concerns about the associated workload.

Some parents have access to continuous reporting through tools such as Compass and Schoolbox, and support their 
use. However, many parents consider these tools as being distinct from school reports, which give other specific and 
holistic feedback about their child’s progress. Parents also recognise that increased reporting in existing formats could 
be burdensome for teachers and that continuous reporting tools can achieve an appropriate balance between the 
frequency with which information is given to parents and the workload imposed on teachers.

Teachers and parents also both recognised the benefit of scheduling school reports and parent-teacher meetings 
at different times of year, as this allows for greater continuity of communication, particularly if only two reports are 
prepared each year.

Summary: Parents would like more information earlier in the year so they can use it in supporting their child’s 
learning. School reports can be effectively complemented by both continuous reporting tools and parent-teacher 
interviews.

Parents identified effective commentary as the “gold standard” of school 
reporting when it is clear, constructive, and honest, and when it provides 
guidance on how parents can help their children achieve learning goals.
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Presenting Academic Performance
In the later years of primary school, many parents would like to see academic performance presented numerically, 
as descriptive scales can, in their experience, be ambiguous, subjective, and insufficiently nuanced. This may also help 
primary school students to transition to the reporting methods used in high school. Teachers noted that it is often 
difficult to develop a scale that meets parental expectations, in the context of NSW schools which use outcomes-
based standards-referenced assessment.23

Parents would also like to see more numeric scales in high-school reporting, particularly for students in the senior 
years. They find that descriptive scales are often inexact and hard to interpret, while numbers are seen as being more 
specific and “easier to understand and interpret than a word”.

Other parents commented that: 

“There needs to be a really clear objective way for what the grades mean … 
they use such soft language. It’s so positively reinforced, but what does it 
actually mean?” 

“There are four or five categories, and between two or three there is a vast 
difference … What makes you mark her as good? Why is she not very good? 
How many points did she miss to be very good?”

Parents also reported that numeric scales give them more insight into a student’s progress. While students’ academic 
performance may improve or regress in a year, this may not, in a descriptive-scales methodology, be communicated if 
the outcome did not move to a new band within a scale.

While five-point scales can usefully indicate performance, when they take the form of descriptive scales, parents can 
find them difficult to understand, and at times perceive them as vague, ambiguous, and lacking in objectivity. Where 
descriptions of scales are included, parents reported that it is helpful to include an element of “measurability” that lets 
them see what each category conveys about student performance.

This finding continues the trend, noted earlier in this paper, of providing more specific information on academic 
outcomes. The introduction of the five-point scale itself represented a move towards a more consistent, easier-to-
understand grading system. While the use of such scales should continue across upper primary and high school, 
consideration should also be given to the delivery of more specific numerical data on academic performance.

In light of this finding, the current policy preference for outcomes-based reporting may be problematic if it is implemented 
without considering parental needs and preferences. Parents expressly seek clear information that avoids using language 
that is subjective or hard to understand. Numerical or grade-based reporting, while psychometrically imperfect, gives 
parents a degree of clarity in reporting on syllabus outcomes. Policymakers should ensure that progress towards 
outcomes-based reporting, expressed as “learning progressions”, is specific and clear enough for parents to identify 
progress, achievements, and ways they can better support their child’s learning.

Summary: Parents see the numerical reporting of academic outcomes as one way to provide increased clarity in 
reporting, while recognising the challenges this may involve in the context of a standards-referenced outcomes-
based assessment model.
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Assessment of Effort
Parents generally place value on an assessment of effort in school reports, which presents a 
picture of their child’s achievement in relation to their ability, and identifies whether students are applying 
themselves. Parents valued seeing an assessment of effort for each subject as this could help them tell 
whether a child was struggling academically or was not putting in sufficient effort into a subject. Where 
a student has performed well in a subject, parents appear to find the assessment of effort less relevant: 

“My go to … is I look at effort. I just want to know – are you at least trying? – 
and then work backwards from there.” 

“To me, if they have achieved, I don’t think I want the key to effort. 
Achievement is more important I think.”

But parents surveyed were divided on whether effort can be reported with a single metric, or if a broader spectrum of 
measures is preferable. Teachers think a broader spectrum of measures is better for identifying where a student may 
struggle in their learning.

Summary: Assessments of effort give parents helpful insights into their child’s progress and therefore retain 
value, even if not all parents consider them useful.

Reporting on Progress
Illustrations of a child’s progress over time are useful, though not all parents seek to have explicit progress reporting 
in individual reports. Some parents compare metrics between reports to understand progress, identifying variations in 
grades and comparing them against course outcomes. Some parents sought further information to identify progress, 
such as rankings to compare their child’s outcomes against those of their peers, and tables that compare past results 
to current ones. But although measures of progress over time were seen as useful, they were considered less important 
than other content, such as effective teacher commentary, which itself can give insight into a student’s progress.

Parents’ commentary included the sentiment that:

“I’m not concerned about what other students are doing and where my son sits 
compared to them. I would prefer the benchmarking, the comparison, of my 
son’s [own] results.”

Teachers identified that monitoring progress between terms within a school year is achievable, and online platforms are 
making comparisons within and across calendar years more readily available.

At a first glance, there is some contention between our finding, that not all parents seek explicit progress reporting, and 
the findings of other research on the reporting of student progress. Some parents interviewed indicated they were less 
interested in seeing illustrations of their child’s progress over time than in seeing other information such as numeric 
reporting of academic performance. This stands in contrast to the findings of Cuttance and Stokes, which showed 
parents putting the highest priority on information about their children’s progress. Similarly, ACER has reported finding 
that a focus on performance indicators can distract from whether or not a student has demonstrated growth in their 
learning.

However, parents who participated in these focus groups still valued understanding their children’s progress. Indeed, 
as already noted, some parents identified progress by comparing reports over time. Improvements in mathematics, for 
example, were identified by comparing current results to earlier results from the year or even past years. Our finding 
does not, therefore, show that parents do not want to see their child’s progress, but that some parents were satisfied 
with existing methods of reporting progress and would prefer changes in school reports to focus on other areas. Where more 
valid and effective means of communicating progress are available, it is expected that all parents would support their use.
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Summary: Metrics of progress are helpful for parents, as parents often look to understand how their child’s 
performance has changed over time. But time invested in reporting on progress should not come at the expense 
of other features, such as effective commentary or reporting on academic achievement.

Comparative Data
Many parents value comparative data on academic performance, which contextualises a child’s performance in 
relation to their classmates or their peers within the state where possible. This context allows parents to better direct 
their support for their children’s education. This observation is qualified by evidence that parents do not consider 
comparative data as essential in primary school or earlier secondary school, but saw it as more important in years 11 
and 12 as they looked to inform decisions about post-school pathways and further education.

Parent commentary included:

“It’s a way for you to better understand if they need extra help.”

“It also helps the parents to put some effort in where needed, not just the 
children.”

Parents saw a visual scale illustrating the breadth of all students’ achievements as the best way of presenting comparative 
performance, rather than specific ranks or identifying the number of students who received a specific grade, which 
could be demotivating for students. 

The ability to compare outcomes with other students gave results important context:

“It summarises very easily where they’re sitting in the class … and are they 
compact, or are the marks spread out? Doesn’t it tell you something if the 
whole class does badly?”

However, some parents are reluctant to support the inclusion of comparative data in reporting, suggesting it detracts 
from a focus on a student’s personal achievements and progress. These parents thought they should continue to 
be given the opportunity to decide whether to disclose comparative data to their child. Teachers think comparative 
data and benchmarking can create more issues than it solves, demotivating students and potentially painting an 
inaccurate picture of outcomes for outlying students in a class performing comparatively poorly or well compared to state-
wide outcomes. 

Parent commentary included:

“We don’t measure his success from where he sits in the class, [but through] his 
own achievement and what he’s done himself.” 

Summary: Comparative data gives parents helpful context in understanding and supporting the progress of 
their child’s learning. In primary schools, parents would like comparative data to be at least optional, while in 
secondary schools it should be progressively aligned with NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) reporting 
for the RoSA and the HSC.
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Social Skills and Interactions
Primary school parents value insights into the social skills and interactions of their children, as personal 
development is a significant concern. This is qualified by the fact that parents are more concerned with character traits 
that affect their child’s learning than they are with broader character assessments. Information about social skills and 
interactions also helps parents to build a more complete picture of their child.

Teachers agreed that primary school parents showed significant interest in this section of the report, commenting that 
“they go straight to the learning-behaviours section; they want to know that [the child has] the right learning behaviours.”

This information is valued because, as one parent explained, “Being in primary school, yes, their academic education 
is important, but in primary I think it’s more learning those behavioural things around making friends, navigating life 
around disagreements, and conflict management.”

In high school, these character assessments focus on other considerations such as work ethic and learning profiles, 
which can be helpful for young people looking to go into the workforce. Once more, the helpfulness of this information is 
limited by the clarity of its expression and its ability to communicate without relying on jargon or subjective terminology. 
Teachers think these aspects of reports are important, as character and behaviours can affect future learning. But 
overall, limited attention is given to this aspect of school reports.

Parent commentary on this kind of reporting included:

“The learning profile, what I take out of that is … they’re doing everything a 
normal teenaged person should be doing, or more than what the average does.”

“A significant portion of people go into the paid workforce and you want to 
know whoever you’re hiring is going to be able to tick some of these boxes.”

Summary: Reporting on social skills or other aspects of character and behaviour is helpful in primary school, 
but should be approached with care because it can be subjective. In high school, reporting on a student’s work 
ethic or learning profile can be helpful for future employment.
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Conclusion
This paper confirms that in the broader context of parent-teacher communications, parents see school 
reports as highly valuable. Parents treat school reports as a complement to other modes of school-to-
parent communication, such as parent-teacher meetings and online tools providing continuous reporting.

School reports should therefore continue to be a way for schools to support parents in their role as 
the “primary and principal” educators of their children. Innovations in the content of and approach to 
school reports should be made while keeping this important principle in mind.

These findings confirm those of other available research, that parents value clear, constructive input 
and information on their children’s achievement and progress. Both school practices and public policy 
narratives in recent decades have moved to favour giving parents more detailed, clearer, and current 
information, and parents and students have benefited from these developments.

This paper contributes to the growing evidence base on best practice in school reports at a time when 
policy discourse in NSW is further developing standards-referenced assessment based on the reporting 
against syllabus outcomes in the form of “learning progressions”. However, the implementation of this 
approach must be mindful that parents are the primary audience for school reports, and progress and 
achievement must be conveyed in a clear and, where possible, quantifiable manner.

Finally, it is evident that consensus is difficult to find between and among parents and teachers on every 
aspect of school reports. As a result, the findings of this paper can be used as a reference for schools 
wanting to further investigate how, in their own context, they can improve reports and thereby their 
communication with parents.

The implementation of this approach must be mindful that parents are 
the primary audience for school reports, and progress and achievement 
must be conveyed in a clear and, where possible, quantifiable manner.
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Appendices
Appendix 2 - Secondary School Report from 1962
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Appendix 3 - Primary School reports from 1970s
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Appendices
Appendix 5 - Secondary School Reports from 1970s
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Appendices
Appendix 6 - Primary School Report from 1981
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Appendix 7 - Primary School Report from 1983
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Appendix 8 - Primary School Report from 1985
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Appendices
Appendix 9 - Primary School Report from 1986
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Appendix 10 - Primary School Report from 1987
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Appendix 11 - Secondary School Report from 1986
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Appendix 13 - Primary School Report from 1991
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Appendices
Appendix 14 - Contemporary School Report

SEMESTER 1, 2021

YEAR 6

A - EMATHEMATICS

Content Statement

In Mathematics this semester, students have applied various strategies to solve addition, subtraction, multiplication and division problems. 

Students have been converting fractions, decimals and percentages and created rules involving patterns, shapes, numbers and algebra. 

Students have investigated and converted length and mass and problems using perimeter and area. They have interpreted timetables and 

compared a range of data displays.

Number and Algebra

Measurement and Geometry

Statistics and Probability

Effort:  

Overall Achievement:  

A - EHUMAN SOCIETY AND ITS ENVIRONMENT

Content Statement

In History this semester, students described and explained the events that led to Australia’s Federation, including British and American 

influences on Australia’s system of law and government. Students also described and explained the struggles for rights and freedoms in 

Australia, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

Australian Bushfires/ Bushfire Mitigation. N/A

Global Diversity/ Cultural Diversity. N/A

Effort:  

Overall Achievement:  

A - ESCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

Content Statement

In Science this semester, students investigated the difference between contact and non-contact forces, how energy is transformed and 

had the opportunity to investigate how electrical energy can control movement in products and systems. Students investigated ways in 

which the state of materials can be changed and manipulated, as well as the result of combining and separating different materials. 

Students learnt to pose testable questions and to plan, design and conduct their own investigations.

Extreme Weather N/A

Light up the world N/A

Effort:  

Overall Achievement:  

Appendix 14 - Contemporary school report
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SEMESTER 1, 2021

YEAR 6

PERSONAL AND SOCIAL SKILLS Needs ImprovementUsuallyConsistently

Shows respect and concern for others

Participates effectively in group activities

Follows school and classroom rules

Wears uniform with pride

Participates in Prayer and Liturgies

Needs ImprovementUsuallyConsistentlyWORK HABITS

Takes pride in presentation of work

Is able to work independently

Completes homework

Demonstrates organisational skills

CLASS TEACHER COMMENT

Mr P C Vidot and Mrs S Stuntz
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SEMESTER 1, 2021

YEAR 6

CO-CURRICULAR

SPORTS

Basketball Cricket Touch Football

Tennis Waterpolo AFL

Football Rugby Colour House Captain

SRC Representative Student Services Committee Environment Committee

Social Justice Committee Liturgy Committee Digital Media Committee

Library Monitor Lego Robotics Club Photography Club

Trains, Planes & Automobiles Club Art Monitor Altar Servers Society

Gardening Club Chess Debating

Athletics Team Swimming Team Cross Country Team

Theatre Sports Da Vinci Decathlon Tournament of the Minds

Math Olympiad Kids Advisory Team Concert Band 1

Concert Band 2 Rock Band Junior School Choir

String Chamber Orchestra String Chamber Ensemble Junior School Stage Band

Guitar Ensemble Zipoli Choir Senior School Stage Band

Music Monitor Jazz Ensemble Ukulele

Recorders

ENSEMBLES

Junior Choir

Zipoli Choir

HEAD OF TEACHING AND LEARNING

Mrs Jennifer Walker
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2020
SEMESTER 2 
REPORT

Student Test
Year 8
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Appendices

PASTORAL
REPORT GUIDE

Reflects student engagement with the College pastoral care program and activities.

Faith and Justice initiatives

Awards and recognition within the College

Participation in College sport and other Co-curricular activities

Summer sport (Term IV and Term I) is reported in the Semester 1 Report. 

Winter sport (Term II and Term III) is reported in the Semester 2 Report.

Extensive

OUTCOME Syllabus knowledge and skill outcomes covered during the reporting period.

OUTCOME INDICATORS

The student has demonstrated an extensive knowledge, skill level or understanding related to the 

content or processes at this level of the subject. The student has demonstrated a high level of 

independence as a learner.

Competent

Satisfactory

Elementary

Not Yet Demonstrated

Not Applicable

ACADEMIC
REPORT GUIDE

LEVEL OF ACHIEVEMENT

CURA PERSONALIS

CONTRIBUTION TO

COLLEGE LIFE INCLUDES

.

.

.

.

The student has not been able to demonstrate achievement of this outcome due to illness

or misadventure.

The student has not yet demonstrated any achievement of this outcome.

The student has demonstrated elementary knowledge, skills or understanding related to the 

content or processes at this level of the subject. The student has required considerable assistance 

to demonstrate achievement.

The student has demonstrated a satisfactory level of knowledge, skills or understanding related

to the content or processes at this level of the subject. The student has demonstrated some 

independence as a learner.

The student has demonstrated a competent level of knowledge, skills or understanding related

to the content or processes at this level of the subject. The student has demonstrated a 

consistent level of independence as a learner.
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LEARNER PROFILE An indication of the student's learning habits and practices during the reporting period. 

Possible levels of achievement include: Consistently, Mostly, Sometimes and Rarely.

COURSE GRADE

The student has an extensive knowledge and understanding of the content and can 

readily apply this knowledge. In addition, the student has achieved a very high level of 

competence in the processes and skills and can apply these skills to new situations.

The student has a thorough knowledge and understanding of the content and a high 

level of competence in the processes and skills. In addition, the student is able to apply 

this knowledge and these skills to most situations.

The student has a sound knowledge and understanding of the main areas of content and 

has achieved an adequate level of competence in the processes and skills.

The student has a basic knowledge and understanding of the content and has achieved

a limited level of competence in the processes and skills.

The student has an elementary knowledge and understanding in few areas of the 

content and has achieved very limited competence in some of the processes and skills.

A

B

C

D

E

LEVEL OF ACHIEVEMENTS
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PASTORAL REPORT
SEMESTER 2, 2020

HEAD OF SENIOR SCHOOL 
MR TEACHER TEST1

HEAD OF YEAR

MR TEACHER TEST

STUDENT TEST

Number of days late: 0Number of days absent: 3

ATTENDANCE

CONTRIBUTION TO COLLEGE LIFE

List of Co-curricular programs undertaken

- Aloysian Faith In Service - 15 Hours

- Cadets

- Concert Band

- Senior Clarinet Ensemble

- Rugby 14B

Cura Personalis

Consistently Mostly Sometimes Rarely

üIs discerning and reflective about the choices he makes

üActively engages in positive relationships with others

üTakes pride in his uniform and personal grooming

üIs punctual and participative within Pastoral Meetings

PASTORAL MENTOR COMMENTS

Student is a steady influence on the Pastoral Group with his mature outlook and positivity as well as demonstrating great care for others by 

completing his 15 hours of Service this year. Academically Student is an engaged, motivated and interested learner who has achieved sound 

results across his subjects. Student has enjoyed playing Rugby with the 14Bs, and has been actively involved in both the Concert Band, Senior 

Orchestra and SAC Cadet program. Wishing Student all the best for the upcoming summer holiday period and look forward to seeing his 

continuing positive presence in our Pastoral Group during 2021.

Mrs M A Teacher
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YEAR 8 ENGLISH
SEMESTER 2, 2020

STUDENT TEST

ExtensiveAchievement Outcomes Competent Satisfactory Elementary Not yet 

Demonstrated

Not 

Applicable

üComposes a sonnet applying his understanding of the 

language features and structure of the form.

üReflects on his purpose as a writer and the creative 

choices made to achieve this purpose.

üUses the conventions of the documentary genre and 

documentary film-making techniques to communicate 

an idea or issue to a wider audience.

üReads and analyses print media texts.

üComposes an analytical response to a literary text using 

appropriate language and structure.

Achievement Grade Distribution by number of students in Course

A B C D E Number of students

 42  86  31  0  0  159

Achievement Grade B

Learner Profile Consistently Mostly Sometimes Rarely

üCompletes class learning activities

üCompletes homework

üCollaborates effectively

üLearns independently

üUses feedback and self-reflection effectively

TEACHER'S COMMENT

Student has achieved consistently strong results throughout the course. He has also been impressive in the way he collaborated 

with his team on their documentary, showing that he is a kind team member who is always willing to support his friends and to 

help them discover new and original ways of approaching the topic. Their documentary was so well researched and presented that 

it was chosen as one of the best to be considered for the Eagle Fest awards. In the recent examination, Student displayed a strong 

understanding of the novel's themes, but needed to address more directly the terms of the question which also involved 

identifying key literary techniques and their impact on the meaning. Additionally, the question required greater focus on how the 

earthquake revealed aspects of what it means to be human.

Mrs C M Teacher
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YEAR 8 HISTORY
SEMESTER 2, 2020

STUDENT TEST

ExtensiveAchievement Outcomes Competent Satisfactory Elementary Not yet 

Demonstrated

Not 

Applicable

üDescribes major periods of historical time and 

sequences events, people and societies from the past.

üDescribes and assesses the motives and actions of past 

individuals and groups.

üDescribes and explains the causes and effects of events 

and developments of past societies.

üIdentifies the meaning, purpose and context of historical 

sources.

üSelects and uses appropriate oral, written, visual and 

digital forms to communicate about the past.

Achievement Grade Distribution by number of students in Course

A B C D E Number of students

 46  72  41  0  0  159

Achievement Grade C

Learner Profile Consistently Mostly Sometimes Rarely

üCompletes class learning activities

üCompletes homework

üCollaborates effectively

üLearns independently

üUses feedback and self-reflection effectively

TEACHER'S COMMENT

Student has worked very well this semester. He is an interested student, who effectively contributes to discussions and activities. 

Student has adopted a consistent approach to his learning in class, and his work has been of a pleasing standard. His Heroes and 

Villains documentary on Abraham Lincoln provided a detailed account of Lincoln’s life, and his in-class essay on the Crusades was 

well-structured and supported with the given sources as well as outside knowledge. His podcast on Shogunate Japan was 

engaging and creative. As he moves into Year 9, Student is encouraged to focus in particular on ensuring that he fully develops his 

written arguments, supporting them with breadth and depth of specific evidence.

Dr G Teacher
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