
BENCHMARKING 

 

Benchmarking is defined as the analysis of performance across organisations or parts 

of an organisation with a view to improvement. Kelly (2001) suggests that there are 

two types: one relying on a comparison of outcomes against an average statistical 

attainment; the other on a comparison of critical processes against those in another 

organisation acknowledged to be more effective. The latter is prevalent in the world 

of business; the former in not-for-profit sectors like education.  

 

Comparative process benchmarking began in 1959 in the Xerox Corporation, when 

analysis revealed a large disparity in terms of performance between the corporation’s 

different subsidiaries. Thus a comparative process was born that focuses on how 

‘critical processes’ (defined as ones which if done badly, result in the organisation 

failing to achieve its primary purpose) as opposed to ‘functional processes’ (ones 

undertaken merely to fulfil legal or statutory obligations) can best be performed.  

 

In the United Kingdom, the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) defines 

benchmarking in schools as a process of measuring performance against that achieved 

by others with broadly similar characteristics (DfES, 2006a), and it requires education 

managers to use benchmarking data (contained in the annual ‘Autumn Package’) to 

assist them in planning school improvement. Some schools are more successful than 

others in helping pupils to achieve their potential; schools with different intakes 

achieve different results, but so too do schools with similar intakes. The ‘Autumn 

Package’ presents benchmarking data in such a way as to highlight the differences in 

performance of similar schools, taking into account factors such as prior attainment 



and the proportion of pupils eligible for free school meals, which research suggests 

are both strongly correlated with examination performance. Headteachers are 

expected to use the tables to ‘probe for the reasons that lie behind the numbers’ 

(DfES, 2006a), and to identify priorities for school improvement and set challenging 

targets for pupils.  

 

Schools also use benchmarking in their financial management. In the United 

Kingdom, all maintained schools are required to submit Consistent Financial 

Reporting returns, using a framework of income and expenditure developed by the 

DfES, the Audit Commission and the schools inspectorate (Ofsted). Financial 

benchmarking data allows managers to identify significant differences in the way 

schools manage their resources. Through comparison with the income and 

expenditure profile for other similar (in terms of size, type, percentage of pupils with 

special needs, and so on) schools, managers can determine whether or not there is 

scope for improving efficiency (DfES, 2006b).  

 

Statistical benchmarking in education is based on a comparison of schools with 

similar socio-economic characteristics. Upper quartile figures represent the standards 

that the best performing schools are achieving and the median marks the benchmark 

for underperformance. While the process of benchmarking is helpful in many ways, 

not least because it adds structure and uniformity to how and when school managers 

think about improvement, statistical benchmarking as an approach is deficient in some 

major respects:  



(i) It focuses on what is achieved (output) and not how it is achieved (process). 

Processes can be planned but outcomes can only be hoped for, so statistical 

benchmarking devalues strategic planning as a management tool.  

(ii) It encourages schools towards a median performance rather than excellence per se 

and in a normative way guarantees that there will always be ‘failing’ schools no 

matter how good they are. 

(iii) It ignores individual critical processes and focuses instead on whole-school 

attainment. In doing so, it supposes that schools are single organic entities rather than 

networks of sometimes conflicting and sometimes cooperating professionals.  

(iv) It discourages cooperation between schools, which are only judged successful if 

others are judged failures. An effective school helping a less effective school 

guarantees only to threaten its own position by being pulled back towards the average.  

(v) It encourages schools to benchmark only against others operating in similar socio-

economic circumstances, which is self-contradictory as it supposes that socio-

economic circumstance is the major determinant of pupil achievement while at the 

same time acknowledging that there is a wide range of achievement within any 

catchment.  
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