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The problem we have in education is not the theory. The problem is that what happens in schools often fails to 
deliver a reality that matches our ideals, our research findings and our policies. The task then is to turn theory into 
delivery. Often this means challenging accepted and even cherished practices in the interests of real student-
focused improvement. The research reported in this study is based on interviews with 22 of WA’s highest achieving 
school leavers. They were asked how they thought about academic excellence, what worked for them in their 
schooling and what challenges they faced. This unusual research approach generated valuable insights into how 
to improve schooling. Unfortunately for policymakers most of the factors identified are incredibly difficult to 
replicate across the system, as great teachers are what make great schools and the difference between a good 
teacher and a great teacher is rarely something that can be changed by a policy document. There are three 
concrete actions we believe can be taken that will encourage school communities to think critically about existing 
practices and make real change. 
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