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Global Best Practices: An Internationally Benchmarked Self-Assessment Tool for 
Secondary Learning Second Edition is a practical, action-oriented tool for teachers, 
school administrators, superintendents, school board members, parents, and other 
stakeholders in a school community. The tool grew out of a recognition that national 
borders no longer define the knowledge, skills, and habits of mind that students 
need for success, and that secondary schools may need assistance reviewing 
learning standards, organizational structures, leadership models, teaching strategies, 
professional development, and student outcomes in relation to research on high-
performing educational systems and practices. The first edition of Global Best 
Practices was an initial step toward defining, in detail, the characteristics of effective 
21st-century education and applying them to the creation of new models of teaching, 
learning, and leading in today’s secondary schools. Now, Global Best Practices Second 
Edition enhances that definition with findings from the newest research and latest 
lessons learned from practitioners working in the school-improvement field.
 This tool distills some common characteristics of high-performing schools 
in the United States and abroad, and presents them in a concise, user-friendly 
format. Rather than give school and district leaders and teachers a simple list of 
recommendations, the tool offers a practical, step-by-step process that schools 
can use to assess their relative performance in key areas and shape their school-
improvement plans. Global Best Practices is intended to make this important research 
more accessible and useful to the schools and educators across the country.
 We will continue to revise and update Global Best Practices as new research 
and strategies emerge, and as we receive feedback from practitioners who are 
using the tool in their schools. If you have recommendations for strengthening this 
resource, we strongly encourage you to submit suggestions to gbpfeedback@
greatschoolspartnership.org

STRANDS + DIMENSIONS 
Global Best Practices is organized into four main strands, each with its own 
subsections, or dimensions. The strands identify broad areas of focus that every school 
community should address in its improvement work, while the numbered dimensions 
are intended to guide in-depth investigations into specific issues or strategies.

ABOUT THIS TOOL

TEACHING + LEARNING
1.1  Equity
1.2  Personalization + Relevance
1.3  Academic Expectations
1.4  Proficiency-Based Education
1.5  Assessment Practices
1.6  International + Multicultural Learning
1.7  Technology Integration
1.8  Learning Communities 

ORGANIZATIONAL DESIGN
2.1 Vision, Mission + Action Plan
2.2  School Culture
2.3  Multiple Pathways
2.4  Transitions
2.5  Supports + Extensions
2.6  Time + Space
2.7  Data Systems + Applications
2.8  Continual Improvement 

SCHOOL LEADERSHIP
3.1  Teacher Recruitment + Retention
3.2  Administrative Leadership
3.3  Shared Leadership
3.4  Moral Courage 

SCHOOL DISTRICT
4.1  School Board
4.2  District Administrators

Each dimension includes comprehensive descriptions that define the 
concept being explored, as well as a selection of sample strategies and 
evidence to provide relevant examples of specific policies, practices, and 
outcomes that schools can consider and reflect on.

Strands 
& 

Dimensions



Foundational

Deep commitment to equity

Elements

Continuous Improvement habits
Shared leadership
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STEP 1 >> READ THE PERFORMANCE DESCRIPTIONS

STEP 4 >> SCORE YOUR SCHOOL
Place an X on the scale below to indicate your school’s performance in this dimension.

1 2 3 4 5

NOT ADDRESSED INITIATING DEVELOPING PERFORMING42
1 INITIATING 3 DEVELOPING 5 PERFORMING
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The school’s governance structure and decision-
making process have not been clearly articulated or 
publicly shared, and participation in major school 
decisions remains closed to most stakeholders. 
Most decisions are top-down and made with 
little input from the staff despite some attempts to 
broaden participation in governance. The school 
has not institutionalized processes that encourage 
and support aspiring teacher-leaders, and school- 
supported professional development does not 
explicitly address leadership-building skills. School 
priorities have not been clearly articulated or 
communicated, which has created confusion about 
staff responsibilities and led to a general reticence 
about taking risks or trying new approaches.

The school has developed a shared governance 
structure, but roles, operational specifics, and 
accountability procedures remain somewhat 
vague and undefined. Teachers and other 
staff members have a greater understanding 
of the rationale for and intention of decisions 
made by the principal, and efforts to improve 
communication and transparency are fostering 
greater trust and confidence in the administrative 
team. Leadership roles are routinely offered to 
the staff, but decision-making authority is limited 
and leadership responsibilities fall within narrowly 
defined parameters. Teachers do not feel entirely 
comfortable questioning administrative decisions, 
suggesting alternative approaches, or incorporating 
new strategies into their classroom practice. The 
principal operates under the belief that he or she 
needs to be involved in every school decision, which 
results in delays when it comes to implementing and 
advancing new initiatives.

The school has established a leadership 
committee consisting of representatives from 
multiple stakeholder groups (administrators, 
teachers, students, and parents). Additionally, a 
consistent leadership team—made up of skilled, 
knowledgeable, and motivated faculty—plays a 
major role shaping the school’s strategic plan and 
academic goals, advocating for the concerns of 
staff and students, and improving communication 
and understanding between the administration and 
faculty. All teachers are held to high expectations 
and have the decision-making autonomy 
they collectively need to address and remain 
responsive to student needs. The school culture 
is collaborative, respectful, and collegial, and the 
staff members take pride in conducting themselves 
in a professional and respectful manner during 
interactions with students, parents, colleagues, 
and the public. The faculty is involved in critical 
instructional decisions, including the selection of 
instructional resources, the design of professional 
development, and the creation of the school’s action 
plan. Administrators and other school leaders listen 
to and honor all voices in the school community, 
especially voices that have traditionally been 
marginalized or underrepresented.
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and have the decision-making autonomy 
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The faculty is involved in critical instructional decisions, 
including the selection of instructional resources, the design 
of professional development and the creation of the school’s 

action plan.

Administrators and other school leaders listen to and honor 
all voices in the school community, especially voices that have 

traditionally been marginalized or underrepresented.
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Teaching practice is largely individualistic and 
uninformed by current research, collegial feedback, 
formative assessments, or student data. Classroom 
doors are generally closed and faculty members 
rarely observe one another teaching or have 
focused discussions about specific instructional 
strategies or student needs. The administrative 
team is largely focused on managerial 
responsibilities, and only limited time is devoted 
to investigating proven best practices, analyzing 
student-performance trends, and participating 
in professional learning. School policies do not 
explicitly support ongoing professional learning, and 
teacher schedules and workloads do not provide 
time for collaborative work and study. Some 
tensions among the faculty may go unresolved for 
long periods of time.

Teacher interactions indicate that there is a growing 
sense of trust, appreciation, and mutual respect 
for one another’s contributions to the school 
community. Several teachers have been trained 
to facilitate professional sharing among teachers, 
and a significant percentage of the teaching 
faculty meets every month to discuss student work 
and instructional strategies. The leadership team 
has taken steps to stay informed about current 
research, analyze student data, distribute best-
practice literature to the faculty, and support the 
ongoing professional learning of every teacher. 
Time for collaborative preparation and planning 
is provided to teachers during the school day, but 
this time is often unstructured, loosely facilitated, 
or unproductive in terms of improving classroom 
instruction across the school. It is not always 
clear to teachers how the various initiatives and 
professional development opportunities connect 
to each other or how the school’s professional 
learning groups support these efforts.

School leaders work to foster an environment in 
which faculty interactions are characterized by 
the kind of collegiality, trust, and respect that result 
from strong personal relationships, professionalism, 
and mutual appreciation. Teachers regularly share 
their own work and observe one another’s practice, 
providing constructive feedback that is based on a 
shared understanding of effective teaching, learn-
ing goals, and student needs. The faculty has devel-
oped a “shared language” for discussing instruction, 
assessment, and other critical elements of teaching 
and learning. All teachers are involved in consis-
tent, group-based professional conversations that 
are well established, organized, skillfully facilitated, 
and goal-driven. These conversations and all other 
professional development opportunities are clearly 
aligned with the school’s coherent and comprehen-
sive action plan. Group agendas and conversations 
focus on addressing the specific tasks and strategies 
of student-centered, inquiry- based teaching and 
assessment. Faculty meetings are characterized 
by enthusiasm, intellectual curiosity, and a sense of 
collective responsibility for improving student learn-
ing and outcomes for all students. Throughout the 
school, teacher expertise is recognized and teachers 
have the autonomy to create original learning ex-
periences for their students within a set of common 
learning expectations. Professional learning groups 
are used to foster an environment where teachers 
are encouraged to try new approaches and errors 
are regarded as learning opportunities.
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instruction across the school. It is not always 
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professional development opportunities connect 
to each other or how the school’s professional 
learning groups support these efforts.

School leaders work to foster an environment in 
which faculty interactions are characterized by 
the kind of collegiality, trust, and respect that result 
from strong personal relationships, professionalism, 
and mutual appreciation. Teachers regularly share 
their own work and observe one another’s practice, 
providing constructive feedback that is based on a 
shared understanding of effective teaching, learn-
ing goals, and student needs. The faculty has devel-
oped a “shared language” for discussing instruction, 
assessment, and other critical elements of teaching 
and learning. All teachers are involved in consis-
tent, group-based professional conversations that 
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and goal-driven. These conversations and all other 
professional development opportunities are clearly 
aligned with the school’s coherent and comprehen-
sive action plan. Group agendas and conversations 
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of student-centered, inquiry- based teaching and 
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school, teacher expertise is recognized and teachers 
have the autonomy to create original learning ex-
periences for their students within a set of common 
learning expectations. Professional learning groups 
are used to foster an environment where teachers 
are encouraged to try new approaches and errors 
are regarded as learning opportunities.

All teachers are involved in consistent, group-based 
professional conversations that are well established, 

organized, skillfully facilitated, and goal-driven.

Faculty meetings are characterized by enthusiasm, 
intellectual curiosity, and a sense of collective responsibility 

for improving student learning and outcomes for all 
students.
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Proficiency-Based Learning Simplified

For proficiency-based learning to be effective, school leaders and teachers need to prioritize. They have to determine 
what critical skills students absolutely need to acquire before they graduate from high school, what content knowledge 
students need to know in each subject area, and what important benchmarks students need to meet as they progress 
through their education.

Proficiency-Based Learning Simplified provides a foundational structure that will help schools prioritize learning goals and 
build a more coherent academic program.

The following diagram illustrates how the Proficiency-Based Learning Simplified model works in practice:
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Graded summative assessments are used to evaluate 
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Formative Assessment
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evaluate student learning progress
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Proficiency-Based Learning Simplified
A Great Schools Partnership Learning Model

Cross-Curricular Graduation Standards are aligned with cross-curricular state standards, and they should describe the 
most essential skills and habits of work that students will need to succeed in adult life. Students demonstrate achievement 
of cross-curricular graduation standards through a body of evidence, such as portfolios, exhibitions, or capstone projects 
that are evaluated using common rubrics.

Content-Area Graduation Standards are aligned with state standards and learning progressions, and they describe the 
most essential content knowledge that students will need to succeed in adult life. Students demonstrate achievement of 
content-area graduation standards through their aggregate achievement of performance indicators over time.

In general, the measurement of progress on graduation standards is determined at the end of elementary school 
(grade 5) and middle school (grade 8), and the final achievement of graduation standards is determined at the end 
of high school (grade 12). School districts may choose to structure their standards progressions differently or use 
different grade levels for measurement of progress.

Performance Indicators are aligned with content-area and cross-curricular state standards, and they provide more 
detailed descriptions of what it means to meet a graduation standard. Achievement of performance indicators may be 
determined using summative assessments—either common school-wide assessments for a content area and grade level, 
or course assessments developed by individual teachers. Over time, a student’s aggregate performance on summative 
assessments determines whether performance indicators have been met.

Learning Objectives are aligned with state standards and guide the design of curriculum units intended to move students 
toward proficiency and the achievement of performance indicators. Achievement of unit-based learning objectives is 
determined using formative assessments, and teacher feedback prepares students for summative assessments. Teachers 
provide students with multiple opportunities to demonstrate their emerging proficiency.

This work by Great Schools Partnership and is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.



Assessment Pathways Simplified
A Great Schools Partnership Learning Model

© 2015 This work by Great Schools Partnership is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.
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We believe that reliability results from the careful alignment of demonstrations tasks and instruction with intended learning outcomes. Comparability is 
possible when teachers assess student work with task-neutral common scoring guides and have time to calibrate their understanding and use. The graphic 
below represents five general learning pathways and how they can be assessed. While each of these has instructional value, only the first four will lead to 
greater comparability over time because they are assessed using common scoring criteria. We believe that these pathways are valuable and represent the 
many ways educators are personalizing learning for students in a proficiency-based learning system.
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possible when teachers assess student work with task-neutral common scoring guides and have time to calibrate their understanding and use. The graphic 
below represents five general learning pathways and how they can be assessed. While each of these has instructional value, only the first four will lead to 
greater comparability over time because they are assessed using common scoring criteria. We believe that these pathways are valuable and represent the 
many ways educators are personalizing learning for students in a proficiency-based learning system.
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Assessment Pathways Simplified
A Great Schools Partnership Learning Model



From Standards to Practice

Design  
Summative Task

Design Unit

Design Instruction

Phase II 
Design for 
LearningProvide Supports  

+ Interventions

Instruct

Assess Formatively

Assess Summatively 
Phase III 
Instruction, 
Feedback, 
Evaluation

Reflect + Refine

Report Learning

Score with Criteria

Phase IV 
Reporting, 
Reflection, 
Refinement

Provide Supports + 
Interventions

Develop Scoring Criteria

Map Curriculum

Write Performance Standards

Identify Graduation Standards

Phase I 
District-Wide  
Planning



Leading the Work
Policy 

Practice 
Community Engagement



Self-Assessment
Read through the document on your own

Score - from your perspective: I, D, P

Share + discuss your scores

What do you notice? 
What are the implications for your work?



Supported Team + Planning Time

What are your next steps? 

What will you take back? 

What questions do you still have? 

What can you do now?



greatschoolspartnership.org/ILCBE

http://greatschoolspartnership.org/vpa2017


Reflection

One thing I learned… 

One question I still have…



Questions?
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