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	SUMMARY OF GOOD PRACTICE
	LINKS

	Why Benchmarking is Important

Benchmarking is a systematic process for comparing performance or processes in different organisations, or between different parts of the same organisation, in order to learn whether, and how, things can be done better. 

The purpose of benchmarking is to improve performance or services by identifying where changes can be made in either what is done or how things are done.  The best public service organisations have long been making comparisons between themselves and others without necessarily labelling the exercise as benchmarking. However, true benchmarking is more than just ranking yourself against others or creating league tables as explained by the DCSF guide to benchmarking (2003).  It explains that benchmarking differs from other improvement techniques because it:

· focuses on excellence;

· involves detailed comparisons;

· shares information openly between comparators to look at how performance is achieved; and

· involves front line managers and staff in seeking out and implementing change.

Key Benefits of Benchmarking for your School

Financial benchmarking can provide schools with the evidence they need to identify significant differences in resource management, which may suggest there is scope to do things better, to improve efficiency, reduce costs or identify potential savings.

Typically, schools will share information about their own financial performance with others that are similar in terms of their location or educational provision. There is, however, sometimes merit in a school comparing itself with a different type of organisation that faces similar challenges. For example, a school that struggles to get parents to participate in its activities may learn some useful tips by comparing its approaches with say, those of a local volunteer organisation or a community sports club.

Care is needed, however, in interpreting benchmarking data. Such data may not necessarily furnish schools with the answers to their problems but usually helps them to identify questions that need to be asked, or highlights issues or processes that need to be investigated. Data can give an accurate indication of one school’s performance compared with another, but does not necessarily account for it. There may be very good reasons for high or low performance figures, such as the composition of the staff, the abilities of the pupils, or the age or the quality of the premises. 
What is important is that school management staff and Governors review the differences between the school and other institutions, and find out the reasons for them. Questions might include:
· Are there special circumstances about the way resources are allocated in other schools?

· Did the comparison run counter to expectations? If so, why?

Where can you find benchmarking data?

There are a number of sources of benchmarking data:

· Often schools will rely on contacts within their own LA for data. Such data is usually valid and easy to interpret. Through personal contact with the LA, it is often possible to focus on data relating to particular areas of concern. Groups of organisations wishing to share data are often referred to as ‘benchmarking clubs’.
· The Audit Commission Schools web site has a benchmarking tool called “Comparing School finances” that has been available for some years. Currently, nearly 6,000 schools have registered with the site and the latest data available is for 2001/2 (some data is also available for the previous two years). The site has helpful menus of comparable schools and can provide informative bar charts. Not all of this data, however, has been gathered using Consistent Financial Reporting (CFR) methods, so there are risks that the data may contain inconsistencies and should, therefore, be interpreted with care. This site is being superseded by the one referred to below, but it is expected that there will be links from one site to the other for some time.
· DCSF has developed a benchmarking web site jointly with the Audit Commission and Ofsted. This makes use of the CFR data since 2002/3 now available from most schools nationally. This web site provides data that has been assembled in a more consistent manner, thereby making comparisons more reliable. The site is available on line through the DCSF web site or the link opposite.

	For more help in understanding how benchmarking works and can help your school Click Here (R16). This will take you to the DCSF CFR Framework website which has links to guidance that includes an explanation of:

· what benchmarking is

· how benchmarking can benefit schools

· how to benchmark school finances. 

For more help in understanding how benchmarking links to the “compare” element of Best Value, including a range of suggested applications for benchmarking, Click Here (R34). This will take you to a DCSF guide on Best Value in Schools (May 2002). It includes:

· Further guidance on benchmarking, including the key components for success in section 4.

· Case studies of best practice examples of benchmarking.
For up to date guidance on the application of benchmarking in schools Click Here for (R35), which takes you to the DCSF Benchmarking website. 
For more help on the way Consistent Financial Reporting (CFR) can help benchmarking Click Here (R16).  This will take you to the DCSF CFR Framework site and:

· explains the CFR Framework, its purpose and status

· gives detailed definitions of what to include in each part of the CFR Framework

· gives guidance on how CFR data can be used for benchmarking

· shows how to use the DCSF CFR data collection website.
The joint DCSF, Ofsted and Audit Commission benchmarking website is available for use at the following address https://sfb.teachernet.gov.uk/login.aspx 

In addition to the Best Value approach, DCSF provides a range of analytical advice on efficiency and performance issues. Click Here (R112) to access the relevant part of their website.
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