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EDITORIAL

The Australian College of Educators has always fostered and 
facilitated the development and evolution of a strong, robust, 
professional learning community for all educators. Providing a 
platform from which all educators are able to express their concerns, 

share their thoughts and experiences relating to professional 
practice, teaching and learning and connect across sectors, systems 

and positions is a foundational tenet on which ACE has been built.

In this, the ISSUES Edition of Professional Educator, 
we explore a range of topics relating to the many 
challenges and opportunities of being a professional 
educator in 2020. The articles are a collection of 
thoughtful and considered observations regarding 
education supported by reference to the current 
research and literature.

The ISSUES Edition is focussed on sharing ideas, 
experiences and lessons learnt on a variety of issues 
and where possible, the authors have also included 
links to resources and reference material.

A number of the articles in this edition are, naturally, related to the arguably 
unprecedented situation the global community is facing. However, the authors, by and 
large, simply use this as a starting point to explore many complex and challenging 
issues facing the education profession more broadly.

We commence the ISSUES Edition with a series of articles focussed on THE teacher, as a 
leader, a change agent, an educator and a professional.

Whilst educators have been receiving generally positive accolades from politicians, 
journalist and the broader community as we navigate this new ‘teaching and learning’ 
environment, Lucie McCrory’s somewhat cryptically titled article, Are teachers 
really crocodiles? Snap. Perception is reality, by default or by design, is a fascinating 
exploration into Year 12 students’ perceptions of teaching as a career. Lucie’s research 
explores how these perceptions are formed and what influences them. Elephants, 
whales, bears, owls or rhinos, sloths, lions and crocodiles, what does this all mean and 
what can we as educators learn from it?

The ISSUES 
Edition

“We explore a range of 
topics relating to the many 
challenges and opportunities 
of being a professional 
educator in 2020”

Dr Julie Rimes FACE , FACEL, FAICD Editor
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Timothy O’Leary article Self-determination theory, social capital, collective teacher 
efficacy and teacher agency: cultural considerations for school change questions what 
is needed to effect positive and effective change at a school level. He explores a range of 
theories focussed on ensuring positive, long lasting and effective change, driven by those 
with the knowledge and expertise, namely teachers, within a school environment.

Talking about teachers: reflecting on World Teachers Day 2019 by Sonja Kuzich and 
Paul Gardner provides further insight into the ‘world view’ of teachers and teaching as 
a profession. The authors raise serious questions about poor retention rates, the public 
perception of teachers and the important role professional associations have in shaping 
a new discourse. The article advocates for a fundamental shift away from ‘talking 
about teachers’ and establishing a dominant discourse of ‘talking with teachers’ so as to 
elevate and firmly entrench the standing of the profession.

Writing from isolation, Elizabeth Robinson explores the idea of relational pedagogy in her 
article The incarcerated Self: using the power of listening in creating space for freedom 
and healing. Elizabeth champions the role of educators as agents for healing and 
discusses how the skills and expertise of accomplished educators, whilst not replacing 
intensive therapeutic interventions, are able to be utilised to support students with 
backgrounds of complex and developmental trauma.

Over the course of the few months, educators have been bombarded (more so than 
usual) with offers of education ‘solutions’ that will deliver the ‘best possible learning 
outcomes’ for our students from an eclectic array of ‘service providers’. Peter Milnes 
contribution ‘Neurological approaches’ to education: myths or reality? and Ralph 
Saubern’s piece Putting teaching into teaching with technology provide cautionary tales 
of these ‘too good to be true’ offers and how educators need to be at the forefront of 
research to ensure students and positive learning outcomes remain THE key objective. 

Nira Rahman and Elizabeth Lakey’s discussion on Why Arts graduates are needed 
now more than ever cleverly articulates the importance of ensuring students are well 
prepared to navigate the volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) world 
in which we live. The authors put forward a strong argument on why devaluing arts 
degrees has the potential to deny future access to truly ‘job ready’ thinkers and doers 
with the ability to creatively, critically and empathetically approach the challenges we 
are facing, and will continue to face in our VUCA future.

Whilst standardised national testing has been cancelled for 2020 our profession remains 
somewhat divided on its value and importance. Paul Brown’s A briefing on the NAPLAN 
seeks to provide some background and context to assist teachers in ensuring students 
and parents receive the necessary support.

It is always heartening to see the passion and commitment educators have to their 
profession. The collection of Opinion Papers contained in this edition is yet another fine 
example of the diversity of opinion that can generate the positive, respectful and open 
discussion that is at the heart of driving professional improvement and learning.

Andrew Smith, Chief Executive Officer of Education Services Australia raises a number 
of interesting, and perhaps challenging concepts in Supporting teachers and learners 
– what can education learn from retail? Perhaps, as educators, our immediate 
response to that question might be ‘very little’, however Andrew highlights the possible 
interconnectedness of the retail industry’s use of technology and personalised consumer 
experiences to the potential of education ‘personalisation’ to support teachers, drive 
engagement and improve learning outcomes.

Distance learning, remote education, home learning. These and many other terms 
have come to the fore in recent months. How we, as a profession, have navigated the 
complexities of the current situation has put a spotlight on how teachers, from all 
sectors, are managing to drive positive learning outcomes in such challenging times.
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Catherine Brandon, Educational Psychologist and Director at the Genazzano Institute 
of Learning & Brain Sciences provides insight into how her School (Genazzano FC) 
has supported their teachers and students in ‘Learning at a distance’: strategies for 
psychological safety. Through the implementation of the school wide ‘Science of 
Learning’ program for all teachers, Genazzano has been able to utilise their knowledge of 
‘how learning happens in the brain’ and the principles of neuroscience to create a shared, 
supportive and secure environment for their students, staff and parents.

With the rapid changes experienced by all educators over the past months, access to 
timely, relevant and easily accessible data, information and research has become even 
more critical. In her article, Caroline Hartley explains why now, more than ever, Libraries 
[are] the heart of the school. Caroline provides insight into the important collaborations 
between technology directors, teacher librarians and classroom teachers that has 
enabled schools to shift from learning in a classroom setting to an online one.

The challenges experienced by the education profession throughout the course of 2020 
has brought into focus many long running and often hotly debated issues. Access and 
equity, the Australian curriculum, the use and effectiveness of various learning models 
and platforms including technology.

Learning how to learn should be at the heart of our Curriculum by ACE National 
Advisory Board member and Deputy Director of Catholic Education South Australia, 
John Mula FACE, explores an interesting, yet often asked, perennial question… “where 
do you begin when you want to change the status quo?” Based on his 35 years in 
education, John highlights the importance of learning valuable lessons from the past 
and striving to have a clear and well-articulated vision for learning.

The early years sector beyond the pandemic by Ros Cornish explores the wide reaching 
impacts the COVID-19 pandemic has had on this sector. Ros highlights that this is 
actually just the tip of the iceberg and that opportunities missed, and decisions made 
now, have the real potential to threaten the very survival of the sector.

As educators we all recognise the importance of learning lessons. Educators in many 
Australian states have been navigating their way through many challenges over the 
course of the last twelve months. Recently retired Deputy Secretary of Education Futures 
& Governance with the New South Wales Department of Education, Leslie Loble in 
Lessons to be learned from innovative COVID-19 responses discusses the importance 
of critical and creative thinking skills in times of crisis. She draws parallels between 
the current global pandemic and the fundamental importance of human ingenuity, 
disciplinary expertise, collaboration and complex thinking skills and how we, as 
educators, need to empower and equip future generations.

ACE National Vice-President, Lila Mularczyk has provided insightful observations in her 
opinion piece On-line learning, on site learning: new normal, transition and snapback 
hmmm…The agility and adaptability of the education profession in Australia, she notes, 
is not only impressive but not unprecedented. The article draws on Lila’s discussions 
with colleagues and peers, and provides a different perspective on how our education 
profession continues to draw on our past experiences to achieve incredible outcomes for 
students around the country.

The importance of professional learning for educators has never been questioned, at 
least not by our profession. However, what this professional learning ‘looks like’ and 
what form it takes is constantly evolving. Steven Kolber puts forward some interesting 
thoughts on different types of professional learning, their effectiveness and the evolution 
of technology-supported personalised learning environments in his piece A new entrant 
into online professional learning offerings for teachers.

This is certainly a multi-faceted and fascinating edition of ISSUES. It highlights the 
incredibly complex and challenging environment in which we, as educators, operate on 
a daily basis; with the authors providing experienced based insight and opportunities 
for all educators to consider and learn from. I hope you enjoy this edition of Professional 
Educator.
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I have long been an advocate of drawing expertise and knowledge from as broad 
a cross section of theories, philosophies, professions and research as possible. 
Like the majority of educators, I am a lifelong learner and I continue to draw on 

lessons learned by myself and others to inform my professional practice. I have 
often used the term VUCA in my work with governments, schools and individuals 

to highlight the unabating need to facilitate the development and recognise the 
importance of a complex set of skills (sometimes referred to as soft skills) not only now 

but into the future. I believe we can all agree that given the current situation we find ourselves 
in globally the term VUCA is well applied.

Volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) clearly sums up 2020 and we are only halfway 
through the year. The term was derived from the theories of Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus in their 
publication Leaders: Strategies for Taking Charge (1985) based on encounters and interviews with 
some of the top leaders of our time.

And taking charge in times of uncertainty is something that we, as educators, are very good at doing!

Over recent months educators across all sectors, systems and levels have proven time and time again 
what an incredible profession we are. I have been truly heartened to see the general support and 
positive accolades teachers are rightly receiving. It leads me to ponder, why it always seems to take 
a series of crises such as bushfires, floods and now a global pandemic for governments, media and 
the broader community to publicly recognise and acknowledge just how challenging teaching is as a 
profession and the important role educators play in our society.

As we continue to navigate our way through these challenging times, I believe it is essential for us, as 
educators, to take time to critically assess the lesson we can and should learn. That means recognising 
our successes and of course our not so successful endeavours and developing a suite of resources that 
will assist our profession to grow and develop in the most positive way possible. Taking the time, right 
now, to reflect on and collate these learned lessons may not be possible for many of us. The pressures 
of continuing to rise to the daily challenges that this global pandemic keeps throwing up means 
many teachers are working tirelessly to ensure their students have the best possible opportunities and 
structures to facilitate positive learning outcomes. That said, at some point our profession will return to 
‘normal’. What that normal actually looks like is, at present, still evolving, minute by minute, hour by 
hour, day by day. We as a profession will need to ensure we, at some point, take the time to seriously, 
methodically and collaboratively assess what our ‘take aways’ will be. I think we can all agree that 
after this, education and especially the delivery of education will be altered.

I have read with interest the well-considered, thoughtful contributions that make up this edition 
of Professional Educator. I am encouraged that as a profession, in spite of the constantly changing 
environment in which we are now working, we are collectively sharing, supporting and enhancing 
our professional practice. These are certainly VUCA times in which we are all living and I am incredibly 
proud to be part of a profession that is doing so much to ensure learning – in early childhood, in 
schools, in Universities and vocational education and training – continues, develops and evolves not in 
spite of but because of these challenges.

Dr Phil Lambert PSM, FACE  National President and Chair Australian College of Educators
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Are teachers 
really 
crocodiles?  
Snap. 
Perception is reality,  
by default or by design  

Why is the teaching profession considered 
so favourably in some countries, and 
not so favourably in others? Why do 
education degrees in Australia have the 

lowest percentage of high-achieving school-leaver 
enrolments, when compared to all other fields of study? 
(Weldon, 2015). Is there a link between the perceptions 
of teaching as a career and the status of the profession 
in society? And if a link exists, can we understand what 
influences perceptions of teaching as a career, in order to 
orchestrate more favourable views? Will designing and 
engineering positive marketing campaigns and media 
on a career in teaching entice greater numbers of high-
achieving students into the profession? 

I was ruminating on these questions for some time. 
Those ruminations culminated in a PhD research project 
that examined Year 12 student perceptions of teaching 
as a career, and the influences on those perceptions. 

The research involved 470 Year 12 students, five careers 
counsellors and took place in five Catholic secondary 
schools in Western Australia. The study included an 
online survey with 470 students, five focus group 
interviews with a total of 110 Year 12 students and five 
semi-structured interviews with careers counsellors. 

Year 12 student perceptions of teaching as a career are 
many and varied. These perceptions are influenced 
in and through the students’ daily lives and are 
constructed consciously or sub-consciously by the 
students, based on experiences, beliefs, personality 
and expectations. The interactions that the students 
have in the various settings and contexts that they are 
placed, have an enormous impact on their perceptions. 
Interestingly, two students can experience the same 
situation, at the same time and in the same setting, but 
can interpret the meaning of this situation in entirely 
different ways. The main domains of influence on 

Lucie McCrory Deputy Principal Teaching and 
Learning Sacred Heart College Sorrento

THE  ISSUES EDITION
FEATURE

Student perceptions of teaching as a career lie largely with teachers, 
schools, home and public discourse. It is contended that various 
societal bodies need to design and create positive perceptions of the 
teaching profession, rather than leaving it to default. 



student perceptions of teaching as a career can be 
categorised as school, home, public and the nature 
of a teacher’s role. There are certain experiences that 
consistently appeared to render positive student 
perceptions of teaching as a career. The most notable of 
these experiences include being in a positive, supportive 
and encouraging school environment and having 
enthusiastic, passionate, helpful and happy teachers. By 
default, students with these experiences were more likely 
to view teaching as a favourable career. 

As part of the study, students were asked ‘if teachers 
were an animal what would they be and why?’ 
Students with positive views of teachers named animals 
such as elephants, whales, bears, dogs, butterflies and 
owls to symbolise rearing young, providing stability, 
friendliness, socialness, dependability and providing 
wisdom, advice, community and guidance. Salmon and 
tortoises were named to describe the teacher’s task of 
leading and journeying with groups of children, whether 
it be upstream to a given point or from land to water. 
Students with more negative views of teachers referred 
to animals such as rhinos, sloths, crocodiles, lions and 
ducks to symbolise teachers being power hungry, lazy, 
thick skinned, sticklers, bossy and shame inducers. It 
was even suggested that some teachers are crocodiles, 
“silently waiting to get you...when you get close to the 
water, they snap. As in, if you stuff up, you know the 

teacher will be waiting just below the surface to snap 
and shame you.”

It cannot be emphasised enough how much impact 
teachers, schools and a school’s culture have upon 
student perceptions of teaching as a career. School-
related experiences were clearly identified as the top 
influence upon student perceptions of teaching as 
a career. In the online survey, 83% of 470 students 
(n=392) acknowledged that school-related experiences 
directly impact their perception of teaching as a career. 
Students in all focus groups agreed that teachers 
and school experiences are the driving forces behind 
student perceptions of teaching as a career. They were 
particularly vocal about the negative impact of angry 
teachers.

“Unhappy teachers not only change your 
perception about teaching, they form 
them. Especially angry teachers, why so angry 
all the time? Must be the job. 
Why would you want to spend your time doing 
something that makes you angry?” 

Positive perceptions of teaching occur when there are 
strong and supportive relationships between students 
and teachers and when teachers are visibly seen to 
enjoy teaching their subject, helping students and 

THE  ISSUES EDITION
FEATURE
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relating with other teachers. School leaders who show 
visible support, appreciation and respect for their 
teachers and the profession, by default (or by design) 
create positive student perceptions of teaching as a 
career. The opposite is also true. Student perceptions of 
teaching are more negative when relationships are poor, 
teachers are visibly seen to be unhappy and to not enjoy 
teaching their subject, helping students or relating with 
other teachers. Additionally, when school leaders do not 
vocally revere teachers and the profession, by default 
it generally leads to more negative perceptions of 
teaching as a career. Interestingly, in a minority of cases, 
negative experiences at school provided some students 
with a strong motivational force to go into teaching so 
as to rectify the situation. These students understood 
that returning to school as teachers would provide them 
with a rewarding opportunity to design and deliver 
more positive and life-giving experiences for students 
and school communities. 

The career expectations emanating from home and the 
immediate community influence students to align and 
meet those expectations. Students looked negatively 
upon choosing teaching as a career if they deemed it 
to be a less prestigious career choice than what was 
expected of them by family members or their school. 
Many students in this category thought positively 
about the profession, but admitted it was not a career 
consideration for them. These students frequently 
indicated that the capped remuneration, limited 
promotional opportunities and lower status associated 
with the profession were barriers that prohibited them 
from considering teaching. 

The perception of the status of teaching in society, the 
associated remuneration, the ATAR requirement for 
entry into university, the media and societal discourse 
on teachers and education are public, external forces 
that all impact student perceptions of teaching as a 
career. These points were clear in the study. However, 
students who had positive perceptions of teaching 
and were considering becoming a teacher tended to 
name altruistic and intrinsic reasons for entering the 
profession. Therefore, bolstering the public image of 
teaching, raising the required ATAR and remuneration 
may or may not have an influence upon their 
perceptions of the profession; it may, however, change 
the perceptions of the students who place greater value 
on extrinsic rewards associated with particular careers. It 
remains to be seen whether positive movement in any of 
the external forces would influence those students who 
have disregarded teaching as a career, to reconsider their 
perceptions on the matter. 

It was apparent from the study that some students will 
never view teaching as a viable career choice. These 
students appeared to have a strong vision of a future 

self that included other occupations and specialised 
interests such as a diplomat, doctor, psychologist, 
lawyer, tradesperson, farmer and engineer. Some 
students mentioned that they would not be able to 
afford the lifestyle they desired if they chose teaching. 
They mentioned their desire to earn enough money 
to have large homes and be the breadwinners for the 
family, most of these students were male. Interestingly, 
when the students did not have a clear picture of their 
future self-identity, they appeared more willing to 
consider teaching as a career.

If student perceptions of teaching largely come from 
their experiences with teachers and schools, do they 
really understand what a teaching career is like? 
Teachers have traditionally held complex roles in the 
classroom, broader school environment and local 
community. There are various layers within the role 
of the teacher. On one layer, teachers must select and 
organise content to deliver. On another layer, teachers 
must plan to use the pedagogical strategies most 
appropriate to student learning. Teachers also tend to 
the emotional, motivational and relational needs of 
their students, whilst creating a safe learning space 
within the classroom environment (Mocanu & Sterian, 
2013). They are expected to model how to successfully 
function within the bounds of school and in the broader 
community. This role modelling includes such tasks as 
responding to life circumstances in an effective pro-
social and emotional manner (Mocanu & Sterian, 2013). 
Within the classroom, teachers are at the forefront of 
engaging students in discipline-specific knowledge. This 
knowledge system requires an understanding of content, 
pedagogical skills, group dynamics, psychology and 
individual student needs. A teacher’s personality is 
intimately entangled with that of the content. The 
student does not separate or distinguish the subject 
from the teacher (Palmer n.d.). Good teaching cannot 
be simply equated with good pedagogy. Good teaching 
emanates from the authenticity of the teacher, from his 
or her interaction with the subject and the students and 
from the ever-evolving chemistry of it all. Teachers must 
be genuine relationship builders, capable of emotional 
mastery and experts in reading body language. Are 
students aware of these difficult tasks associated with 
teaching? Is the mystique that pulls students towards 
certain careers lost in teaching, because of assumptions 
students have made whilst attending classes and 
school? Do students really consider the role of schools 
and therefore the role of teachers when they discount 
teaching as a career?

Schooling is considered one of the most important 
tools for human potential development. Rogach, 
Frolova and Ryabova (2018) asserted that this human 
potential helps to determine the national wealth of 
a country and is the “most significant reserve for the 
economy efficiency improvement” (p.805). They argued, 
therefore, that “education is rightfully viewed as the 
investment in human capital.” If this point is true, then 
we all have a reciprocal obligation to ensure that our 
children have top quality teachers and schools, which 
provide community, a sense of belonging and processes 
and structures that enable all children to develop 

“silently waiting to get 
you...when you get close to 
the water, they snap.”
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their potential. Therefore, surely government bodies, 
education systems, universities and schools have a 
moral imperative to intervene and promote the teaching 
profession more rigorously? How do these groups help 
raise the perceptions of teaching as a career?

Could the federal and state ministers for education, 
university leaders and education system leaders 
create public and extensive marketing campaigns 
and initiatives to draw attention to the benefits of 
entering the teaching profession? Could they use their 
influence and available media channels to promote 
positive public discourse on teachers and the teaching 
profession? Could university leaders examine entry 
requirements for education courses and consider raising 
the minimum ATAR? Could they consider applying 
psychometric testing to ensure future entrants have the 
necessary skills for building and maintaining positive 
relationships with students, parents and colleagues? 
Could they examine their courses for pre-service 
teachers to ensure there are adequate experiences and 
learning opportunities to allow pre-service teachers to 
develop and nurture passion, helpfulness, happiness 
with career choice and a sense of enthusiasm towards 
a teaching career? Could university leaders devise 
esteemed alternate entry pathways and course structure 
changes to increase the perception of a teaching degree? 
Examples could include paid internships and greater 
emphasis on behavioural psychology, innovation, the 
use of data and technology in teaching and learning.
Could the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 
Leadership (AITSL) further incorporate personality 
attributes and dispositions into their professional 
standards for teachers. Could they illuminate the need 
for school leaders to publicly promote the importance 
of collegial and teacher student relationships? Could 
university leaders and education sector leaders create 
initiatives that include identifying prospective teachers 
whilst they are still in school and offer awards, 
mentoring, acceleration programs and scholarships to 
entice particular students to teaching?

Education needs top quality teachers. Best practice 
teaching and learning is at the forefront of educational 
reform. Teachers are being called upon to respond with 
agility to new and complex classroom situations, which 
can create a sense of ambiguity and uncertainty for 
even the most experienced educators. This phenomenon 
has been made very apparent of late, as countries 
shut-down due to the COVID-19 pandemic’s isolation 
restrictions. Schools were forced to move to remote 
teaching overnight, to cater for students’ educational 
and pastoral needs. Technology and student access to 
technology, has changed the way students learn and 
communicate (All Schools Education, 2018; AITSL, 2019; 
2020; Australian Learning Lecture, 2019). Therefore, 
schools, policies and the educational environment must 
adapt in order to meet the needs of the next generation 

of students. The capacity to respond to these changed 
imperatives is largely reliant upon the quality and 
performance of teachers (AITSL 2019; 2020). Attracting 
talented and committed students to the teaching 
profession is crucial if schools are to continue to be at the 
forefront in teaching and preparing future generations 
for effective participation in a changing society. It 
follows, therefore, that both the profession itself and the 
status of the profession must be appealing to passionate, 
committed and high calibre students (Parliament of 
Australia, 2019). 

Raising the societal perception of the teaching profession 
is a complex and multi-faceted task, requiring a 
collaborative, strategic and multi-pronged approach. 
We need to strategically design initiatives to bolster 
the perception of teaching, especially when default 
perceptions are negative. Like it or not, perception is real, 
even when it is not the reality. 
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Self-determination theory, 
social capital,  
collective teacher efficacy 
& teacher agency:  
Cultural considerations  
for school change

Over the past few months, we have heard the same narrative over 
and over. Schools need to change. Our systems need to change. 
Yes, schools do need to change, but not in the way you may 
think. Importantly, this is not a criticism of schools, leaders, and 
teachers, but a consideration of what works, and what doesn’t, in 
terms of school change and improvement. 

Dr Timothy O’Leary Director Educational Data Talks

As our collective knowledge of what works and 
what does not work in education increases 
(particularly as a result of Hattie’s seminal 
Visible Learning research), there is a remit to 

reflect on what we do, in service of student learning, and 
to ensure we provide the most impactful educational 
experiences for our students. The Japanese call this 
process kaizen: the process of continual improvement 
that uses evidence to inform, identify opportunities for 
improvement through change, and evaluate practice. 
Yet despite the need for change, all too often important 
change initiatives within schools start with the best 
intentions, but ultimately fail to achieve their potential. 
This was true long before Covid-19, and will likely 
continue, unless something shifts.

So why exactly do change programs and improvement 
initiatives struggle to have an impact upon and within 
schools? 

INITIATIVE OVERLOAD
A key problem for many schools is an over-enthusiasm to 
change, leading to too many initiatives. The unintended 
consequence is that those responsible for implementing 
change (teachers) are overwhelmed, under-prepared 
and under-resourced. A key element in the problem 

of initiative overload is that many people (leaders) 
measure the effectiveness of teachers by the volume of 
work (quantity) being undertaken, rather than whether 
there is real tangible value (quality) or impact. In these 
instances, it is the administration of initiatives that is the 
focus, as opposed to the impact of these interventions. 
Related to this notion of initiativitis, many change 
agendas within schools fail to take into the account that 
sustainable change takes considerable time – it does 
not happen overnight. Yet many school leaders plan 
school improvement efforts with time frames that do not 
allocate adequate time for the initiative to be successful, 
or to sufficiently respect the hard work that teachers 
want, and need, to dedicate to ensure success.

LACK OF CONTEXTUAL KNOWLEDGE
Often the need for change within a school is not driven 
by evidence of need, but by an idea that was heard at 
a conference or read in a journal article. This does not 
mean that the initiative is not good, but it can mean 
that it is not the right idea for a school to focus on at 
that moment in time. I once worked with a school that 
spent considerable time focused on improving student 
spelling. After three years of execution, I was engaged 
to evaluate the program. While we found it to be a solid, 
evidence informed program, it did not shift student 
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achievement significantly. Further, it was also discovered 
through looking at historical data that the initiative 
was not actually necessary. Student achievement and 
growth in spelling had been better than fine all along; 
reading comprehension, though, was an area requiring 
considerable attention (but had been missed).  This is a 
classic example of a good idea with little impact due to 
bad timing because of poor contextual knowledge.

(DIS)EMPOWERMENT
Within schools there can often be a perception that big, 
important, decisions are made without the authentic 
input of those who will ultimately be responsible for 
enacting the work – teachers. In larger schools, this can 
be exacerbated due to increased administrative structures. 
For teachers, the consequence of such structures can be 
a sense of disempowerment, combined with a perceived 
loss of both agency and autonomy. This can negatively 
impact upon teacher motivation, with teachers 
completing work because of extrinsic motivation, as 
opposed to drawing upon intrinsic motivation. Ultimately, 
the wrong type of motivation reduces the capacity of 
teachers, reduces the quality of teaching, and leads to 
teacher burnout. 

So, what can we do to address these barriers to school 
change? Fortunately, there are several theoretical 
enablers that can help us to understand (and ameliorate) 
the impacts of the things that get in the way.

SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY
Richard Ryan and Edward Deci’s work on Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) provides an important 
foundational lens through which school leaders can 
consider the implementation of change initiatives. SDT 
provides a broad framework of human motivation 
that has evolved out of work focused on intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation and has grown to include research 
centered on organisations which may be of considerable 
relevance, and interest, to schools and educational 
leadership. A key claim of SDT is that employees’ (i.e. 
teachers’) performance and wellbeing are affected by 
the type of motivation that drives them. Alongside this 
is a differentiated continuum of motivations progressing 
from Amotivation (or a lack of motivation), through 
extrinsic motivation (broken into the discrete, and 
incremental, categories related to the source of the 
motivation including external, introjected, identified and 
integrated), and, finally, ending with intrinsic motivation, 
by which motivation lies within completing the task itself. 
Maximizing the presence of the integrated and intrinsic 
forms of motivation is the most beneficial when it comes 
to the cultivation of change. Also fundamental to SDT 
is the importance of a small set of basic psychological 
needs including competence, relatedness and autonomy.  
Research has found that social settings including 
workplaces that support satisfaction of these basic 
psychological needs facilitate autonomous motivation, 
psychological and physical wellness, and ultimately, 
enhanced performance (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

SOCIAL CAPITAL
Social Capital involves social relations and networks, 
norms of reciprocity, and trust, all of which have been 

shown to facilitate coordination and cooperation for 
mutual benefit. In short, the creation of social capital 
within an organisation pertains to the extent that 
people feel that they are respected, recognised, valued, 
and treated as equals at work (rather than being a 
step on the ladder). Leaders benefit from social capital 
through their ability to influence and communicate 
across organizational barriers. Social capital can also be 
cultivated in schools in the relationships between people 
who interact across authority levels. Strong social capital 
benefits schools by facilitating the flow of information 
and resources, especially across potential “silos”. This 
can result in schools being more readily able to identify 
and react to opportunities and threats, facilitate change, 
and create a more cohesive team that can work through 
adversity. In contrast, low social capital leads to higher 
levels of job dissatisfaction, fatigue, stress, burnout, and 
attrition. In short, social capital is about both recognition 
(individual) and relationships (community). Building on 
the work of Bourdieu and Putnam, Anna Dabrowski’s 
recent research on social capital and its connection 
to teacher wellbeing (2018; 2019) encourages us to 
reconsider the importance of social capital in supporting 
the mental health of teachers while also building 
communities of practice, particularly in the outcomes 
focused spaces teachers work within. Social capital 
can support a reimaging partnership process between 
teachers and school leaders, where vision and purpose 
are shared between institution and community. Thus, 
while educational institutions and their communities can 
benefit from building social capital, educational leaders 
who are committed to lifelong learning and view the 
community as a resource for the institution also have a 
key role to play in unlocking social capital. 

COLLECTIVE TEACHER EFFICACY
Like Social Capital, the concept of Collective Teacher 
Efficacy (CTE) is readily applicable to schools. Building 
upon Bandura’s work on self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977) 
and collective efficacy (Bandura, 1998), CTE focuses on 
the collective belief of staff within a school to positively 
impact student learning. According to educational 
research, CTE has a demonstrable impact on student 
learning (again, see Hattie’s Visible Learning research). 
What this means, is that in schools with higher levels 
of CTE students tend to learn more, and do better, than 
students in schools with lower levels of CTE. Yet like 
Social Capital, CTE is a complex thing that cannot simply 
be “bought” or “implemented”. Rather, for CTE to flourish, 
school leadership must cultivate a climate which nurtures 
teachers and empowers them to rise together to meet 
the challenge of all students. In order to consider ways in 
which this empowerment may be nurtured, Donohoo has 
synthesized the literature relating to CTE and highlighted 
five key enabling conditions for CTE upon which leaders 
should focus their energies; these include Empowered 
Teachers, Embedded Reflective Practice, Cohesive Teacher 
Knowledge, Goal Consensus and Supportive Leadership 
(Donohoo, 2017; Donohoo, O’Leary & Hattie 2020).

TEACHER AGENCY
Another important consideration for school leaders is the 
presence, or lack thereof, of a sense of teacher agency 
within their schools. There are various definitions of 
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teacher agency but perhaps one of the most eloquent, 
thanks to Schon (2018), is that it relates to a teacher’s 
ability or perceived sense of ability, to shape their work 
in order to successfully progress through the challenges 
they encounter. Focusing on teacher agency is important 
because it is almost the anti-thesis of often ineffectual 
top-down reform initiatives as it seeks to approach 
the question of education from the bottom up by 
empowering teachers to take greater responsibility for 
the important work and decisions related to teaching 
and learning. Teacher agency does not simply exist or 
manifest though. It is cultivated through a teacher’s 
disposition, self-efficacy and the interplay of school-
based conditions that support. For example, the types of 
conditions associated with supporting teacher agency are 
structures that facilitate a greater degree of autonomy, a 
culture of psychological safety, teacher engagement in 
decision making, teacher empowerment and supportive 
leadership.

POSSIBILITIES FOR SCHOOL LEADERS
 As Simon Sinek has said “the role of a leader is not to 
come up with all the great ideas. The role of a leader 
is to create an environment in which great ideas can 
happen”. We know that the impact of school leadership 
upon student outcomes is important. We also know that 
the impact of school leadership is often indirect and 
largely achieved through focusing strategic efforts on 
nurturing cultural factors that impact on student learning 
(Leithwood et al., 2004). We also know that there are 
many reasons why change initiatives often fail. So, what 
is a leader to do? 

In this piece, I have offered four enablers that might just 
be worth paying attention to. Whilst they are distinctly 
different, there are some underlying commonalties 
amongst Self-Determination Theory, Social Capital, 
Collective Teacher Efficacy, and Teacher Agency that 
can help school leaders to think about their work, and 
to create cultural conditions for school change and 
improvement. Perhaps the key lesson to take away 
from considering these concepts is this: to maximize 
the likelihood of school improvement, it is necessary to 
nurture empowered, motivated teachers with a sense of 
agency, autonomy, and belonging. 

Understanding and respecting the challenges facing 
teachers is a very good place to start. Ensuring schools 
have organisational structures that are less top 
down, and more bottom up, is also key. Embedding 
collaborative reflective practice as a norm and creating 
authentic opportunities for staff involvement in 
identifying potential issues and areas for improvement, 
goal setting, planning interventions and evaluating their 
impact, also works. Finally, it is necessary to evaluate 
policies and practices to ensure teachers are supported to 
develop confidence and self-efficacy, and the freedom to 
experiment and initiate their own behaviors, as opposed 

to feeling pressured to behave as directed. Only when we 
have the right structures in place will teachers develop 
a true sense of belonging to their school and its culture. 
And that’s when the right kind of change can happen, 
and when we will see a system that is for, not against, 
teachers and the work they do.

The author would like to thank Dr Jenni Donohoo and 
Dr Anna Dabrowski for their contributions on this piece 
in the areas of Collective Teacher Efficacy, Social Capital, 
and Teacher Wellbeing, and their ongoing conversations 
regarding the integration of collectivist theories into 
educational practice. 
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Talking about 
teachers: 
Reflecting on World 
Teachers Day 2019.

Teachers the world over are recognised as 
inspirational, powerful individuals, capable 
of igniting minds, raising spirits and the moral 
fabric of our world, or are they?  The sub-

text of UNESCO’s World Teachers’ Day ‘concept note’, 
(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation [UNESCO], 2019) which accompanied last 
year’s World Teachers Day theme of ‘Young Teachers: 
The future of the Profession’, carried a deliberately 
cautionary tone about how some societies, especially 
Western ones, are treating teachers. UNESCO notes that 
a profession that was once respected, valued and trusted 
is now used frequently as the scapegoat for failures in 
both the education system and wider society. Significant 
politicians, the media and the business world have 
played their part in causing the demise in the public 
perception of teachers. The corollary is a profession that, 
in some nations, now has poor retention rates. In the 
USA, it is estimated 41% of teachers leave the profession 
within five years after graduation (UNESCO, 2019). In the 
UK, the Government has missed its recruitment targets 
for Initial Teacher Education (ITE) five years in a row, and 
the number of teachers reaching retirement has more 
than halved in six years (Worth, 2018).

In the absence of comprehensive data, attrition rates 
amongst Australian teachers is unclear, but a 2007 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Committee report 
suggested up to 25% of beginning teachers leave the 
profession within the first five years (Australian Institute 
for Teaching and School Leadership [AITSL], 2016). There 
is much that teachers do that is not seen by the general 
public; much that they do that goes unrecognised by 
government and public bodies, yet without incredibly 

talented teachers working individually and collectively 
in their professional associations, teachers, teaching and 
students would be impoverished.             

Across the country, teachers support one another 
as members of professional associations. These 
associations, often run on a shoestring, held together by 
teams of dedicated volunteers coming together after a 
long school day or at weekends, working across kitchen 
tables, provide support for their members. They mentor 
colleagues; provide professional development; run 
conferences, seminars and workshops; publish research 
findings and advocate for teachers and students. By 
means of continual collective reflection teachers in their 
associations and in their schools share their knowledge 
and expertise to improve their teaching and provide 
effective and engaging learning experiences for their 
students. There can be no student learning without 
teacher learning.

World Teachers’ Day celebrates educators who create 
opportunities for students, empowering the minds of 
young people to be future leaders and innovators who 
are critical, creative, ethical, just and kind. It is just one 
day; a day that for many may have gone unnoticed, 
but how we ‘talk about’, engage with and think about 
our teachers on every other day of the year is of vital 
significance to society. 

We need to examine two aspects of the public discourse: 
‘talking about teachers’ and ‘talking with teachers’. 
How we ‘talk about’ our teachers, as a society, impacts 
both their social status as a profession, and their morale 
as individuals. ‘Talking about teachers’ involves the 

Dr Sonja Kuzich Lecturer School of Education Curtin University
Dr Paul Gardner Senior Lecturer School of Education Curtin University

“One child, one world, one book, one pen can change the world.”
(Malala Yousafazai)
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way teachers and the 
education profession are 

discussed by the media, by 
politicians and policy makers, 

by employers and by the community. 

Dr Kathryn Shine’s (2015), research into the media 
representation of teachers shows that news media 
coverage of education plays a uniquely important 
role in shaping public opinion to the extent that it can 
influence educational policy, as well as create negative 
feeling amongst teachers. Her findings show the media 
has a tendency towards negative reporting of education, 
teaching and teachers. This in turn affects the public 
perception of educational standards, schools and 
teaching. 

It seems the media is oblivious to ‘good news’ stories 
about education and it is unfortunate that some people 
(not necessarily experts in education) are given more 
opportunity to talk about education than teachers. 
So, whilst education and teachers feature prominently 
in news coverage, teachers themselves are typically 
excluded.

This voicelessness in educational discourse has 
resulted in Australia’s teachers reporting that news 
coverage regarding schools and teaching can affect 
their relationships with friends, family and the wider 
community. Furthermore, the negative reporting of 
education has been identified as a factor for some 
teachers leaving the profession. The upshot is that 
teachers’ identities are shaped by “those talking about 
teachers rather than teachers themselves”.

The challenge for professional associations is to find 
ways to redress this imbalance through active self-

promotion of the profession and thus, to reshape the talk 
about teachers. The goal is to create, not an alternative 
discourse, but a more accurate, supportive discourse that 
becomes the dominant view of the teaching profession. 
How we do this, and how we navigate the maze of 
social media and news outlets in order to get positive 
affirming messages through has become an important 
collective need for the health and wellbeing of the 
profession. 

A significant issue for educators then is the slow, 
but pervasive, exclusion from the conversations and 
decisions that have affected our day to day work in 
schools. When decisions are made there is often little 
opportunity to engage with any impact in the end result, 
except for perhaps, rushed and conveniently timed 
consultation periods (such as when these commence 
on the last day of the school year or term). What this 
communicates to teachers is that our voice does not 
really matter. We have become accustomed to being 
‘talked at”, rather than being ‘talked with’. 

The time has come to begin talking ‘with’ teachers. 
Teachers at the coalface know their students best and 
can be trusted to determine their educational needs. 
If this is now considered a controversial statement it 
is testament to how well accepted the exclusion of 
teachers’ voices has become. Within their associations 
teachers have a voice, based on collective knowledge 
but often these associations are by-passed in favour of 
appointed ‘experts’ who have never taught. The question 
that teachers need to ask of society is: how can we 
reframe the talk ‘about’ teachers so that we recognise 
and celebrate the incredibly challenging and important 
work they do every day in classrooms across Australia?  
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The  
incarcerated  

self:  

Dr Elizabeth Robinson  
Principal Kingston High School

When children have 
backgrounds of complex and 
developmental trauma their 
sense of self is incarcerated, 
but we do have the keys in 
our pockets. 

There has been much written about trauma, 
and rightly so, as we engage in the work of 
understanding the neurobiology of trauma 
(van der Kolk, 2014), and its impact on 

learning (Australian Childhood Foundation, 2010). 
Subsequently the need for jurisdictions to create funding 
models that recognise the resource-intensive nature of 
supporting students with backgrounds of complex and 
developmental trauma (Tucci, 2010) has commenced, 
though this resource is emergent and not yet meeting 
the needs. The following narrative presents a case 
whereby our understandings of trauma and the inherent 
humanity within our roles as educators, come together 
as something of a bridge between the child’s damaged 
sense of self and their innate ability to heal their “self” 
where a culture of relational pedagogy exists or is being 
built. The idea of a relational pedagogy picks up on the 
powerful work of relationship-based therapeutic models 
of care (Jordan, 2018). 

Using the power of 
listening in creating 

space for freedom 
and healing



20 Professional Educator • 2020 Edition 1 • Volume 23

THE ISSUES EDITION
FEATURE

In this story, one that might be applied to any number of 
our students and their circumstances, I hope to illustrate 
that despite our need to await resources that can provide 
intensive therapeutic interventions and supports, we 
are not without our own power as agents for healing. I 
do not propose we attempt a dangerous impersonation 
of mental health experts and trained counsellors, but 
I do know that each of us is capable of being with our 
students in a healing way, thus enabling learning to 
occur (Robinson, 2017).

John is in Year 7 and is 12 years old. He very quickly 
forms a habit of calling into my office before school and 
occasionally during breaks. He is personable and easy to 
chat to. One morning I am called to his classroom. 

The boy whom I know as chatty and friendly, is 
behaving in an agitated manner. Refusing to sit down 
and storming around the classroom with a teacher aide 
in tow. When he sees me, he stops what he is doing but 
only so that he can push past me into the locker bay 
area. He starts to sob in fury, and when I ask what is 
wrong, he punches a nearby fire-hose cover with such 
force that he injures his hand. As he storms across the 
open courtyard, I call out to him, “You know where 
to find me, John. I’ll be there.” Intentionality and tact 
are everything in the pedagogical relationship, most 
especially when we use this relationship to reach into 
the healing capacity of positive connection (van Manen, 
2007). Demonstrating unwavering positive regard is 
therapeutic (Joseph, 2012), recalling that the true self is 
the untraumatized version of our self we are striving to 
relocate (Robinson, 2017). As I call to John, I hope that he 
hears me, hears there is a safe space for him to go, one 
that exists despite his over-whelm of feelings. 

John’s teacher reports that in the years she has known 
him, she observes that he “implodes” during times of 
deep distress, so what I am witnessing is a different 
manifestation of his trauma. Educators who practice 
trauma informed approaches make these observations 
with a curiosity, one that suspends judgement but 
remains vigilant and analytical (Hughes, 2020). Seeking 
to understand the patterns of triggers and de-escalation 
but also the opportunities for connection and deeper 
understanding underpins my curiosity as I notice John’s 
patterns of implosion and now explosion. 

John returns to my office with his very bruised and 
sore hand. As is so often the case, the invitation to 
seek the safe space for connection, is taken up, albeit 
always with the fear my invitation will be rejected. A 
genuine invitation holds this risk. I decide to change my 
questioning tactic because of John’s strong negative 

reaction to my question about how he was feeling. I 
ask him instead what it is I might help him with. He 
immediately tells me that he is having trouble with the 
combination lock on his locker. At this point I see the 
decoy, the apparently minor concern that he might use 
to open-up a different story. We so often look for the 
explicable in the present time to explain the strength of 
our distress bubbling up from a different source. Even as 
adults we lurch for a rationale for our strong feelings, 
whilst lurking is the tale of exposed vulnerability from 
an earlier time in our lives, one that is often imbued with 
powerlessness or shame or both (de Botton, 2016).

I hand John a new combination lock, understanding that 
the bigger conversation will unfold in time, and I walk 
with him to a colleague’s classroom where my colleague 
is sitting alone preparing work. This colleague is much 
trusted in terms of our shared approach to students 
 she allows compassion to be at the forefront of her 
responses to students’ behaviours and needs, which is 
to say, her pedagogy is robust and therefore trauma 
sensitive (TraumaSensitiveSchools, 2017). I explain to 
my colleague that John needs a space to practise using 
his combination lock. Building a culture of relational 
pedagogy can begin in a school with even small 
amounts of modelling, forming a coalition of teachers 
whose capacity to be present for students may already 
be noticed, even if not fully understood or perhaps even 
mis-understood as “soft”. As we know, changing school 
culture is a profoundly human endeavour (Dufour and 
Marzano, 2011). I am also aware that the kinetic activity 
of practising using his new combination lock is a de-
escalation strategy, an exercise in mindfulness, where 
stillness for students with trauma can be triggering, this 
activity is “safe” (Schwartz, 2019). 

When I return some 15 minutes later, my colleague and 
John are in conversation. John has shared that his father 
was incarcerated some 5 weeks earlier and that the visit 
he had been promised has not occurred. I pull up a chair 
to John’s desk along with my colleague and together we 
listen very carefully. John seizes the opportunity and tells 
us that he is sick of people asking how he is when all he 
wants is for someone to help him visit his father. “Student 
voice” has become such a buzz phrase, a pseudo item in 
a school improvement plan, but Professor Donna Cross 
is very clear about the role of authentic student voice in 
promoting active engagement in developing agency for 
students (Cross, 2020).

I return with the school chaplain who spends two days 
a week with John in class. The three of us sit and I ask 
John to repeat his story so that we could figure out what 
to do. He comments that he feels important because we 
were sitting with him listening. Developing teams around 
individual students has become a strategy for mobilising 
individual supports. The team members become highly 
responsive and attuned to a problem-solving frame of 
mind, mindful that the end goal of social/emotional and 
academic learning go hand-in-hand. 

Ninety minutes after our initial meeting with John, we 
reconvene and give John a progress report on what each 
of us had found out. We identified the complexities of 

“I pull up a chair to John’s 
desk along with my 
colleague and together we 
listen very carefully. ”
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transport permissions and visitor permissions. We found 
out about documentation needed to confirm his identity 
for the visit to his father. We identified approximately 
10 individual people who need to participate in the 
permissions, identity and authorisations, and about six 
different documents need to be generated. It takes about 
two more weeks to produce the documentation and 
permissions but finally we send John on his visit. 

Of course, this was the first step and it becomes 
incredibly important to work to maintain and build the 
connection between John and his incarcerated father. The 
crucial thing is always going to be about building and 
maintaining familial relationships and breaking cycles of 
low educational outcomes and incarceration. We partner 
with the prison Family Engagement Worker to develop 
a longer-term plan, through weekly Skype sessions 
between John and his father, with John’s school-work 
being a central theme. 

I continue to coordinate at the school end by liaising with 
the school chaplain to be present in the Skype session 
as well as arranging for Information Communication 
Technology (ICT) hardware, a quiet and private room, 
request to the classroom teacher for work, scanning of 
the school work to be sent to the prison two days prior 
to the appointed Skype session and of course chatting 
with John about the arrangements. At all times I wanted 
John to be aware of the process so that he had a sense 
of agency and for his future understanding about how 
large government agencies work. 

These sessions which came to be held weekly were 
hugely successful but there were challenges. The 
difficulty is that John is often not listened to and his 
requests can be too easily dismissed as annoying 
behaviour. I tried to alleviate this by having a permission 
slip lanyard made for him. I was also surprised that 
on occasions, John’s Skype and visiting sessions were 
sometimes linked to behaviour, that is, at times adults 
told him that these things were privileges and he needed 
to behave well to have them. These moments of tension 
and confusion for staff around behaviour management, 
created opportunities for inquiry into our trauma 
sensitive practices as a school. 

I felt that John’s behaviour, as an indicator of his sense 
of wellbeing, improved a great deal over the course 
of the four months since we implemented the liaison 
program with the prison, extending it to other students 
with incarcerated parents.  Socially he showed a great 
deal more tolerance towards others and tended to be 
involved in far fewer social issues. What was significantly 
important was the development of strategies using a 
pedagogy of being present for students and the role of 
listening in a relational framework. 

The little spark created by listening can only become 
transformative if a whole lot of other work is done 
to respond to the spark, including dutiful, respectful 
listening required by various people across agencies. 
This is the most vulnerable point, because the “project” 
can trip over as soon as one individual takes a less 
listening stance. We must take responsibility for the 
listening if these kinds of positive human experiences 
are to be fulfilled. When children have backgrounds of 
complex and developmental trauma their sense of self is 
incarcerated, but we do have the keys in our pockets. 
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Care should be exercised when 
considering educational systems 
making extravagant claims of 
research without appropriately 
referenced and focussed 
neurological studies.

Busy school staff who want to use teaching 
techniques supported by sound research may 
find themselves convinced by programs and 
products supported by assertions such as 

“neuroscience proves that our program grows your brain” 
or “this program makes your child’s brain light up”. Allen 
and van der Zwan (2019) warn parents and teachers to 
be wary of educational programs that lack independent 
empirical evidence or rely on the use of personal stories 
and testimonials (Bowen & Snow, 2017). Questions about 
the validity of scientific claims can get lost in a sea of 
irrelevant claims of technical and scientific expertise and 
neuro-jargon. Despite good intentions, school staff may 
mistake scientific sounding programs for evidence-based 
innovations. 

I will outline two neuromyths that have been applied 
to education – “left-brain/right-brain” teaching methods 
that are extrapolated from research into the obvious 
physiological split brain; and “whole-brain” teaching 
methods that extrapolate the usage of all parts of the 
brain. Both neuromyths lack a solid empirical basis. In 
other words, care should be exercised when considering 
educational systems making extravagant claims of 
research without appropriately referenced and focussed 
neurological studies.

LEFT BRAIN/RIGHT BRAIN EDUCATION 
“The idea of right- or left-brain learning is possibly one 
of the oldest and most pervasive neuromyths circulating 
today” (Allen & van der Zwan, 2019). This commonly 
held neuromyth is sometimes substituted for evidence. 
For example, educational programs such as Using Both 
Sides of Your Brain (Buzan, 1991) is based on observation 
of the physical split brain and some evidence that each 
side of the brain may vary in function. This common 
neuromyth proposes that people are hardwired from birth 
to be either right-brain dominant or left-brain dominant 
and this is supposed to determine their personality, 
thoughts and behaviour. Right brain dominance is said to 
be more creative, free-thinking, able to see the big picture, 
intuitive and likely to visualise. Left-brain dominance 
is said to be more analytical, logical, detail and fact-
oriented, numerical, likely to think in words. There is no 
neurological evidence that these commonly observed 
characteristics are hard-wired into the brain on one side or 
the other.

So, where did the left-brain/right-brain theory come from? 
The genesis is often attributed to the French physician, 
anatomist and anthropologist, Pierre Paul Broca. In the 
1860s, two of his patients lost the ability to speak after 
injury to the posterior inferior frontal gyrus on the left 
side of their brains (Dronkers et al., 2007). A decade later, 
German neurologist Carl Wernicke found that people 
suffering from aphasia had lesions at a junction of the 
parietal, temporal, and occipital lobes - all located on 
the left side of the brain (Kennison, 2013). These left sided 
brain areas have since been named “Broca’s area” and 
“Wernicke’s area”. A century later, Nobel Prize-winning 
neuroscientist Roger Wolcott Sperry found that surgery to 
sever the corpus callosum connecting the right and left 
hemispheres resulted in decreased seizure activity.  Sperry 
also confirmed that there were differences in the abilities 
of each hemisphere and suggested that the left side of the 
brain dominated during analytical and verbal tasks while 
the right hemisphere dominated in creative ones. 

Sperry’s findings did not necessarily support the popular 
extrapolation of “left-brained” and “right-brained” 
personality traits and cognitive strategies. Even with 
sophisticated brain-imaging technology, there is still no 
substantial empirical evidence to suggest that people 
use their left or right brain more for thinking (Lindell & 
Kidd, 2011). In 2013 Nielsen et al. (n=1011) used functional 
magnetic resonance imaging and confirmed that there 
were small local areas of left or right brain dominance 
(such as Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas). However, Nielson 
et al. (2013) also concluded that “there was no evidence 
for greater ‘left-brained’ or ‘right-brained’ network 
strength across individuals”. In other words, the evidence 
base does not support the educational modelling that is 
inappropriately extrapolated from left-brain/right-brain 
neuroscience – as such, it is based on a neuromyth.

WHOLE BRAIN OR BRAIN-BASED EDUCATION
In 1999, a former college instructor Chris Biffle claimed 
scientific neurological support for Whole Brain Teaching. 
Possibly reacting against the split-brain’ approach and 
extrapolating from neuroscience findings of whole of 
brain activity in learning, Biffle claimed that in Whole 
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Brain Teaching, certain physical movements trigger parts 
of the brain to improve engagement. For example: “As you 
mirror those gestures, you’re activating your motor cortex. 
And as you repeat my words, you’re activating Wernicke’s 
area and Broca’s area. And as you’re having a good time, 
that’s the limbic system”(quoted in Johnson, 2018). 
The Whole Brain Teaching organisation in the US has at 
least 28 “certified” instructors according to its website 
(wholebrainteaching.com); has delivered free seminars 
to 50,000 educators; and has a large internet-based 
presence. Once again, there is an absence of rigorous 
scientific research to back claims but there are many 
testimonials. Neuroscience education experts have yet to 
take the model very seriously.

The reason that I, and every other neuroscientist, 
will scoff at that label is that your whole brain is 
learning every single second of every single day 
… Shifting your attention all over the place is 
going to be, most likely, drawing your attention 
away from the learning goals themselves.

So says Melina Uncapher, an assistant professor in 
neurology at University of California, San Francisco 
(quoted in Johnson, 2018)
The absence of sufficient research to support Whole Brain 
Teaching could mean that it is a learning fad based on 
neuromyths. Neuroscience holds the possibility that 
this approach could be effective but reserves the right 
to demand independent neuroscientific support before 
asserting that Whole Brain Teaching is evidence-based. 
Neuroscientific investigation can provide insight to the 
learning process, but it must be undertaken in a careful 
and appropriate manner.

NEUROSCIENCE AND TEACHING AND LEARNING
In place of neuromyths, let us examine how the brain 
communicates. In most tasks, students engage in 
complexities that require multiple brain networks to 
‘talk’ to each other. There are three evidence-based ways 
that can assist educators to understand how the brain 
communicates:

1.  using “action potentials” – this occurs when nerve cells 
‘fire’ and pass chemical messages across a synapse 
to other brain cells. This can be likened to electrical 
signals being passed along a wire.

2.  via “gap junctions” – these are channels that physically 
connect adjacent cells, allowing for speedy exchange 
of small molecules. 

3.  through “ephaptic coupling” – this as-yet poorly 
understood mechanism seems to allow large areas 
of the brain to communicate with other large areas, 
without requiring any direct cell connections – possibly 
by electrical or magnetic fields. This can be likened 
to the “Mexican wave” at a sporting event, where 
the global activity of one region causes another to 
synchronise and act accordingly.

Each of these processes require activation of areas 
from both hemispheres of the brain, in contrast to the 
neuromyth-based teaching programs. Educational 
programs “based on neurology” need to be rigorously 
tested. In a discussion on left versus right brain learning, 

Allen, K. and van der Zwan, R. (2019, page 194) quote:

Brain imaging or functioning needs to be linked, 
unambiguously, to observable and teachable 
behaviours and skills. Those behaviours and 
skills need to be linked to valuable learning 
outcomes, and then those learning outcomes 
need to be implemented into the curriculum. 
Each step requires professional expertise, and 
without someone explicitly and systematically 
undertaking each of those steps, and supporting 
each transition with scientifically meaningful 
evidence, myths arise and mistakes can occur 
(Donoghue & Horvath, 2016; Horvath & 
Donoghue, 2016). 

So, what is the place of neuroscience in teaching and 
learning? 

Recent research on neuroplasticity (the brain’s ability to 
change and “rewire” itself) has shown that brain areas 
can swap tasks. For example, people blind from birth can 
learn to use the brain area that processes visual input to 
“see” Braille by touch. Other more conventional programs 
have been shown to increase the brain’s capacity. For 
example, there is excellent evidence that regular reading 
dramatically improves a student’s chances of learning 
success. However, if a student believes they are simply 
not “wired” to read because they have “visual right brain 
dominance”, they will be deprived of those literacy-
building benefits. This is where the myths get in the 
way.  While it is true that our brains usually localise 
some tasks, labelling them as “logical” or “creative” is an 
oversimplification. Reading, for example, requires postural 
control to sit upright, working memory to store what has 
been read, skills in symbol decoding and comprehension, 
and motor skills to grasp a book and move the eyes in a 
coordinated fashion. Clearly, this requires synchronised 
use of multiple networks across the brain.

WHY BUSTING NEUROLOGICAL MYTHS MATTERS 
TO STUDENTS
This neat division between analytical and creative 
thinkers can have disastrous results. On one hand, so-
called left-brained people may go through life believing 
that they are devoid of creativity, despite being gifted at 
solving complex mathematical equations. Right-brained 
may believe that they are not intelligent because they 
struggled with science at school, even though they 
successfully write music. Despite earlier scientific evidence 
that seemed to support this theory, it is not supported by 
contemporary neuroscience. Moreover, whole-brained 
teaching could be just a fad with no evidence-based 
research. 

Believing neuromyths - even subconsciously - has 
wide-ranging and potentially devastating implications 
for students’ learning journeys. For example, persistent 
belief in the false dichotomy of left-brain/right-brain 
functioning can lead to students limiting their subject 
choices, becoming disengaged from learning, and losing 
self-esteem. It can become a self-fulfilling prophecy when 
students believe they are not creative or logical and so 
abandon efforts to improve or master these skills. In the 

http://wholebrainteaching.com
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longer term, it could limit a student’s desire to undertake 
tertiary study and their choice of career - depriving them 
and the world of a potentially talented and diligent 
worker.

All students can be shown that so-called rational tasks 
often require creativity, and this opens possibilities 
for greater learning engagement and improved 
student outcomes. Simply understanding that proper 
neuroscience investigation can be extrapolated to create 
educational split-brain myths will free teachers and 
students from false beliefs that label them “not creative” 
or “not rational”. Also, educators should be wary of 
claims of neuroscientific support for extrapolated “whole-
brain” teaching techniques. It is possible that without due 
diligence into these novel techniques, educators may be 
deviated from the sometimes-harder work demanded by 
classic evidence-based literacy and numeracy techniques. 
Neuromyths at both ends of the spectrum between split-
brain and whole-brain can be used to develop techniques 
that may rob students of optimal learning opportunities.

Parents should be aware that early childhood is a time 
of rapid cognitive development and growth. Brains are 
born with a full complement of undifferentiated neurons 
and require normal experiences to drive the development 
of processes and pathways. In place of basing learning 
activities on extrapolated neuromyths, teachers and 
parents can help by assigning tasks that require different 
sub-skills that drive brain development by simply 
providing rich and stimulating learning environments 
and experiences that provide a solid foundation for future 
learning. 

Children can be helped by positive and supportive 
relationships with teachers who provide opportunities 
for play, socialisation, book reading, and storytelling; 
exposure to languages and music; developing social 
and emotional competencies; and encouraging healthy 
diets and physical activities (Allen et al., 2018). Most 
importantly, evidence-based teaching should lead to 
graduates with a lifelong love of learning with the 
confidence to tackle new challenges.
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Putting the 
teaching into 
teaching with 
technology

The answers to questions in education, lie largely 
in the domain of teachers and teaching. 

Ralph Saubern MACE Deputy CEO Australian 
Council for Educational Research

The physical closure of schools as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic put the use of technology in 
education firmly into the spotlight. In a matter 
of days, schools and teachers around the world 

adopted whole new ways of developing and delivering 
learning to students largely locked down at home. While 
this seismic shift in the day to day operation of schools 
has highlighted many aspects of the nature of schooling, 
not least of which is the role of schooling in supervising 
children while parents are at work, the way in which 
technology is being used for teaching and learning is 
gaining a great deal of attention.

Cue the technology entrepreneurs, websites groaning 
with engaged, smiling children and breathless promises 
of “272% improvement” in mathematics learning, whose 
products and marketing seem largely based on the 
idea that teachers are the problem and technology the 
solution. Those of us with children at home through 
this period are getting a very real lesson on why 
“personalised”, “computer adaptive”, “data driven”, 
“artificial intelligence” software products available for 
a very reasonable subscription price of $59.95, are no 
substitute for a well-constructed lesson conducted by a 
highly skilled teacher, with or without technology. 
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But now that technology has moved from the sidelines 
to centre stage, questions about the use and efficacy of 
technology in education have come to the fore. What is 
technology’s role in teaching and learning? What are the 
best technologies to use? How can we use technology 
most effectively? Does using technology disadvantage 
some students? Are there lessons to be learned about the 
use of technology that can inform our practice “on the 
other side”?

The answers to those questions, as with most questions 
in education, lie largely in the domain of teachers and 
teaching. 

WHAT DO TEACHERS KNOW?
There is a long-standing argument within education 
about the nature of teaching as a professional activity. 
On one side of the debate, some argue that teaching is not 
really a profession as such. Rather, teachers have a level 
of expertise in an area (say, mathematics or English) and 
their job is to transmit this knowledge to those who are 
less expert, that is, their students. In this view of things, 
teachers are just subject matter experts who also know 
something about pedagogy and classroom management. 
Programs like the high profile Teach for Australia go even 
further, taking the view that really smart and passionate 
young graduates in fields like Law and Engineering can 
learn enough pedagogy and classroom management in 
a 6-week program that they can productively contribute 
to the education of the most marginalised and needy 
students in poor and underfunded communities.

The alternate view is that teachers know something that 
is related to, but different to, what subject matter experts 
understand. This more professional view of teaching 
was memorably described by Stanford University 
Professor Lee Shulman (1986; 1987) in a series of talks 
and papers published in the 1980s. Shulman argued 
that teachers were not simply subject matter experts 
who had been trained in pedagogy and classroom 
management. He argued that teachers had specialised 
types of knowledge that formed the basis of effective 
teaching. Amongst them, he highlighted what he called 
“pedagogical content knowledge” as a kind of knowledge 
that distinguishes teachers from other subject matter 
experts. Pedagogical content knowledge (or PCK) is 
the knowledge of a particular subject for the purpose 
of teaching, that is, teachers know not just about 
mathematics, but what mathematics should be taught to 
which students, at what point, in order for those students 
to best develop their knowledge of mathematics.
 
WHAT DO TEACHERS KNOW ABOUT 
TECHNOLOGY?
In a pre-COVID-19 discussion about the use of technology 
with a group of high school teachers, one teacher asked 
me, “Is this another thing we have to learn?” The answer 
to that is yes, but perhaps not quite what he was thinking.
 
Just as Shulman argued that teachers have a special 
form of knowledge that combines knowledge of 
pedagogy and content, researchers working in teacher 
education and technology have argued that in order 
to use technology effectively, teachers need to know 

more than just how particular technology works. The 
term “TPACK”, short for technological pedagogical 
content knowledge, was coined to contrast with simple 
technological knowledge and draws attention to the need 
of teachers to develop understandings of technology that 
are different to those of, say, software engineers or office 
workers (Mishra & Koehler, 2006). 

To use technology effectively for teaching and learning, 
teachers need to integrate their understanding of the 
uses, pros and cons of technology into their knowledge 
of pedagogy and content to create effective learning 
experiences for their students. So, teachers need to 
know more than just how to work Zoom. They need to 
know how and when to use Zoom (and when not to) to 
transform the subject matter into the content that their 
students need in order to learn.

Research tells us that this knowledge that teachers need, 
does not appear out of nowhere. It also tells us that 
the so-called “digital natives”, that is, younger teachers 
who have grown up in a world where technology is 
ubiquitous, are not naturally better at this than older 
teachers. Rather, just like other aspects of the profession 
of teaching, TPACK is something that needs to be learned 
and developed.
 
My own research has focused on what it looks like when 
teachers know more about how to use technology 
effectively for teaching and learning, that is, what 
increasing proficiency in TPACK really means. In a recent 
paper, my co-authors and I analysed teachers’ self-reports 
of their confidence to use technology in teaching and 
learning (Saubern et al., 2020). We were able to show 
that one thing that distinguishes teachers who are more 
or less confident in their understanding of the effective 
use of technology is the extent to which they understand 
how to use the technology to facilitate deeper thinking 
and learning within the subject area and links across 
curriculum areas. So, teachers with the lowest levels 
were confident in getting students to use technology 
for researching and presenting content. Teachers with 
moderate levels were more confident in using technology 
to sustain engagement and encourage students to 
collaborate. Only teachers with the highest levels were 
confident in using technology to help students develop 
deeper understandings within their subject area and 
across the curriculum.
 
PUTTING THE TEACHING INTO TEACHING WITH 
TECHNOLOGY
The current COVID-19 crisis has made us all think a lot 
more about things that we usually don’t think a great 
deal about. Some have observed that many of the 
problems that COVID-19 is highlighting were problems 
long before the virus appeared; and many of the solutions 
and new approaches being suggested have the potential 
to improve the way we do things long after COVID-19 is 
consigned to a bad memory.

The problems with teaching with technology are not new 
- and neither are the solutions. And despite the breathless 
promises of the tech entrepreneurs or the well-meaning 
interventions of business leaders with no educational 
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background or understanding, those solutions will not 
appear from left field. At the heart of efforts to improve 
our use of technology in teaching and learning is the 
essential understanding that effective teaching with 
technology is effective teaching. Understanding what 
teachers need to know in order for students to learn more 
deeply, providing them with the opportunities to develop 
that knowledge and the skills to put that knowledge into 
action, is vital to ensuring that all students get the best 
opportunities to learn now and in the future.
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Why Arts 
graduates are 
needed now 

more than ever

An Arts degree prepares students to think, critique and persuade, 
especially within the grey areas where there is no single right 
answer. Through the Arts degree, students learn to assess views and 
concepts from all sides, before formulating their own conclusion. 
An Arts education does not simply impart knowledge for future 
regurgitation, rather it helps students in learning to learn.

Dr Nira Rahman Teaching Associate (International),  
Faculty of Arts, University of Melbourne
Dr Elizabeth Lakey Academic Work Integrated Coordinator,  
Faculty of Arts, University of Melbourne
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In recent months due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
world has been plunged into a volatile, uncertain, 
complex and ambiguous (VUCA) situation. Introduced 
by the US Army War College following the end 

of the Cold War in 1990, the term “VUCA” seems more 
appropriate than ever. While the coronavirus crisis has 
dramatically amplified our VUCA world, it has forced us 
to think, act and navigate life differently. The issue is not 
that past knowledge is defunct, but that we must adapt 
and respond quickly, as new information arises. However, 
the unprecedented nature of the situation makes devising 
responses or necessary solutions challenging as there are 
no established guidelines to follow. Now more than ever, 
our university graduates, particularly from liberal arts 
and humanities, must navigate the wave of fast-changing 
conditions beyond university and in the labour market. 
These new graduates have to think beyond the usual 
parameters and develop new ways of thinking in order to 
navigate this VUCA labour market. 

In this VUCA world, all professional careers will require 
judgment and decision-making and the ability to manage 
people and resources in a “new normal” way. To do so, 
employees must “think outside the box”, work creatively 
and innovate when necessary. While technical skills are 
still extremely important, what matters most now is 
not the skills an employee has, but how they think and 
whether they can ask the right questions to solve fast-
changing problems. Highly transferrable skills, such as 
creativity, communication, observation, empathy and 
logical thinking, will be essential. And research shows 
that liberal arts and humanities graduates develop higher 
levels of positive personal qualities such as empathy, 
tolerance for ambiguity, wisdom, emotional intelligence, 
self-efficacy and visual-spatial skills. 

In Australia, students with higher ATAR scores are 
more inclined and encouraged to study STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) subjects 
at university as these are considered to have more 
tangible, predictable career options. Often the concept of 
a “successful future” is associated with greater income 
potential and job opportunities. And in many instances, 
an Arts degree does not score highly in this regard. This 
attitude towards the value of an arts education is deeply 
ingrained and embedded in our social psyche. From 
primary to secondary school, discussion about the future 
revolves around practical and pragmatic education in 
which literature, civic studies, history, philosophy and 
ethics are not perceived as functional or applicable to the 
real world. Students often report that those who excel 
in mathematics and science subjects are admired and 
celebrated, whereas this acclaim rarely extends to those 
who achieve outstanding scores in English or global 
studies. In social discourse, persistent rhetoric around the 
applicability and viability of an arts education devalues 
Arts degrees, making them less desirable to incoming 
undergraduate students. 

We see this attitude spelled out clearly in the recent policy 
decisions made by the current coalition government, 
where humanities degrees will increase in cost by 113% 
in an effort to direct students towards “job ready” degrees 
(Tehan, D. 2020). The government may be hoping to 

incentivise more students to study STEM degrees on its 
current (though flawed) understanding that these are 
the degrees that lead to better employment prospects. In 
some ways, it makes sense for the government to move to 
address skills shortages. However, the skills that graduate 
employers have looked for consistently over the last 
decade are all soft skills. These are the transferrable skills 
mentioned above. And these are the very skills that are 
integral to a humanities degree. 

The World Economic Forum Report ([WEF], 2016) mentions 
ten essential skills necessary for any business success even 
in technology-led workplaces around the globe. These 
are: complex problem solving, critical thinking, creativity, 
people management, coordinating with others, emotional 
intelligence, judgement and decision making, service 
orientation, negotiation skills, and cognitive flexibility. 
These essential and transferrable skills are embedded and 
incorporated in teaching and learning pedagogies in the 
Liberal Arts and Humanities curricula offered in higher 
education. The fact that these skills and the public values 
they provide have immense utilitarian benefits, is often 
overlooked and understated. 

The socially constructed stigma around an Arts education 
is problematic. With our common assumptions around the 
market value of certain degrees and the worthlessness of 
others, we are failing to understand the potential to bridge 
our worlds, harness the wisdom of our different views, 
engage our imagination to explore new ways of thinking, 
and to create experiences that can be shared by all people 
in our community. 

Is Arts and Humanities in the midst of an identity crisis? 
Our recent work with students suggests that it is. Those 
of us who teach and research in the arts and humanities 
are left asking ourselves why there is such a disconnect 
between the value we (and graduate employers) place 
on humanities skills and knowledge, and the public and 
political perception of what a humanities degree will 
equip students with. We asked students from across the 
humanities disciplines, at varying stages of their degrees, 
to tell us what they thought of this conundrum. Students 
tell us they are often forced to justify their decision to study 
arts. They are questioned about where an Arts degree will 
lead, and the attitude from family and friends towards 
the humanities is often dismissive. In the modern labour 
market, a university degree is a crucial qualification 
for many, and is considered to be a concrete means of 
ensuring financial security and social standing. This “plug 
and play approach” seems to be contributing to the roots 
of the negative and dispirited stereotypes surrounding the 
so-called “non-vocational”, “non-pragmatic” and “non-
applicable” Arts degree, (Raham & Lakey, 2019). 

We in the humanities have watched our colleagues 
in medicine and science in awe as they work around 
the clock, producing world-class results under these 
extraordinarily trying circumstances. They are gifted and 
talented researchers and their gift to society should never 
be taken for granted. However, while we await a vaccine, 
we should remember that the best weapons against 
this pandemic so far have been physical distancing and 
increased hygiene habits. And we need equally gifted 
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researchers in the arts and humanities to tell us how to 
best convey and communicate important public health 
messages so that they are understood by all, and have 
the best chance of success. Now, more than ever, it makes 
no sense to prioritise one discipline over another. In the 
coming years, we will need social workers, psychologists, 
historians, gifted communicators, and philosophers 
like never before as we work to learn lessons from this 
pandemic, and reimagine our society to be the best it can 
be. We need to work out ways of expanding our economy 
ethically while learning tough lessons from the past.

We also know that technical tasks are increasingly being 
performed by technology, which makes it highly likely 
that the employment market in the near future will 
demand fewer hard skills. Instead, the focus is on people 
who can put information into a human context. This is 
especially important in the present VUCA context when 
rapidly changing economic, social, and public health and 
wellbeing situations require various innovative solutions 
which have to be ethical, empathetic, compassionate 
and adaptable. These solutions have to be contextually 
relevant, applicable and meaningful to particular settings. 
And this requires thinkers with superior critical thinking 
along with a sense of empathy and emotional sensitivity. 

A university degree in Arts and Humanities prepares 
students to understand a world that is changing 
rapidly, and unpredictably. Through different discipline 
areas, students gain valuable skills that have current 
applications. History students who can analyse complex 
texts and identify the most trustworthy sources are more 
useful than ever in the era of “fake news”. Philosophy 
students grappling with complex ethical questions that 
have increasing application in the commercial world 
will be much sought after. Language students who are 
proficient not only in their chosen languages, but also who 
gain skills in cross cultural communication, will be highly 
sought-after in a world of multinational organisations. 
Companies like Uber are looking for psychology majors to 
deal with unhappy riders and drivers while OpenTable is 
hiring English majors to educate restauranteurs around the 
benefits of using data to improve their business models. 
Steve Jobs summed this up beautifully in saying “…. 
technology alone is not enough — it’s technology married 
with liberal arts, married with the humanities, that yields 
us the results that make our heart sing” (Lehrer, 2011). 

In his speech at the Australian Press Club in late June, 
2020, Federal Education Minister Dan Tehan said “a job 
is more than a vehicle to earn money. It provides a sense 
of self and a means to contribute to your family, your 
community and your nation.” He also rightly stated that 
“universities must teach Australians the skills needed to 
succeed in the jobs of the future” (Tehan, 2020). However, 
the recent controversial policy decisions made by the 

government contradict and bypass the trends shown in 
the Australian labour market which clearly demonstrate 
that the skills most in demand by Australian employers 
are precisely those that Humanities and Social Sciences 
graduates are well-trained in. Universities are central to 
the Australian economy and future economic and societal 
progress. This irrational increase in the cost of arts and 
humanities degrees will have a direct and long-lasting 
impact on the very foundation of higher education. The 
idea and philosophy shared by Sir Robert Menzies in 1939 
is still relevant today that arts and humanities degrees 
“represents a sanity badly needed in an insane world… the 
mere mechanics of life can never be the sole vocation of 
the human spirit”.

An Arts degree prepares students to think, critique and 
persuade, especially within the grey areas where there is 
no single right answer. Through the Arts degree, students 
learn to assess views and concepts from all sides, before 
formulating their own conclusion. An Arts education does 
not simply impart knowledge for future regurgitation, 
rather it helps students in learning to learn. That means 
having the skills to find resources to analyse and solve 
questions or problems. It means understanding that our 
viewpoint is one of many, equally legitimate viewpoints. 
It is a platform for the expansion of one’s experiences, and 
therefore, the expansion of one’s knowledge. While it may 
be possible to gain this alone, it is far more effective and 
enduring to gain this knowledge through the experiences 
one shares with the passionate and learned minds of 
others within their knowledge community. 
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A briefing on 
the NAPLAN

For an objective evaluation of a child’s academic 
ability, family members and caregivers of the 
students involved, referred to here as “parents”, 
can refer to their child’s NAPLAN score. Every 

two years, this nationally-administered series of 
tests delivers what seems to be definitive scores in 
Mathematics and English. In some states, but not all, 
there is even a comparison with other children in the 
same school. A simple report on every child is sent to 
the parents. The report shows a “benchmark”, indicating 
some sort of official expected minimum achievement 
and some “achievement bands” which do not seem to 
relate to school years nor the Australian Curriculum. 
The results of the whole school are compared with other 
schools nationally and joined with such detail as school 
funding and staffing made publicly-available on the 
MySchool website.

Dr Paul Brown Teaching Academic Curtin University    

This article seeks to provide a 
backgrounder on the NAPLAN 
tests, the National Assessment 
Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy. What do teachers 
need to know about the NAPLAN 
and how can they provide 
effective support for their 
students – and the parents of 
those students? 
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The NAPLAN provides a focus for parent intervention 
in the learning of their child. Even if the school 
provides little NAPLAN preparation, there are private 
tutoring organisations and “Help your child” NAPLAN 
preparation books which parents can purchase. 
Passing the NAPLAN is important, as it is a step 
towards a secondary school graduation certificate. As 
a part of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics), mathematics achievement correlates 
with future earnings.

To parents, the NAPLAN resembles a hidden-information 
game. To what extent is the school preparing the child 
for the week of standardised testing? How do parents 
judge whether tutoring is a worthwhile investment? 
What are the consequences of children doing well – or 
badly? ACARA officers and education unions will not see 
the exercise as a game, but the NAPLAN does meet all 
the criteria to be one; there are rules: winners and losers; 
an aspect of chance associated with risk; and reward. 
For example, some selective schools require NAPLAN 
results as part of the admission requirements.

But parental involvement can be based on 
misunderstanding. For a start, the NAPLAN is only 
loosely based on the Australian Curriculum, styled 
as testing “literacy” and “numeracy” rather than 
Curriculum English and Mathematics. This is an issue 
because, for example, New South Wales has adopted a 
mathematics curriculum which contains little statistical 
content, so the NAPLAN has had to downplay statistics 
in the question mix. Also, the NAPLAN contains little 
coverage of the year level of the class in which the child 

is situated. Finally, failing Year 9 NAPLAN does not rule 
out secondary graduation – a second chance is provided 
in the form of OLNA tests in subsequent school years. 
The extent to which parents understand and respond to 
NAPLAN results is largely unresearched.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR SCHOOLS
It is impossible to pretend that the NAPLAN is of 
no consequence, when the scores provide personal 
implications for the children, their teachers and school 
principals. The results may inform long-term planning 
for staff professional development or changes in how 
the school addresses overall learning deficits. But 
the rationale for the NAPLAN cannot be that it is a 
diagnostic test which identifies extremes of performance 
in individual students, because teachers can do little 
with results released in August from a test sat in May. 
Neither does the NAPLAN identify under-performing 
teachers, as up to three teachers work with the children 
between consecutive NAPLAN tests. 

The latest publicly-released figure for the cost of 
the NAPLAN was $24.35 million in 2013/14 plus the 
operating cost of the MySchool website (Department 
of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 
2014). The Education Council comprises of federal and 
state ministers of education. It currently contracts the 
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 
Authority [ACARA] to prepare the NAPLAN. ACARA 
has a staff of 90 and an annual budget of thirty-seven 
million dollars (Department of Education, Skills and 
Employment, 2019). Whatever is claimed by the many 
parties involved, the enormous cost suggests there is 
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some real purpose for the NAPLAN testing regime – and 
perhaps the rationale is that the NAPLAN provides a 
mechanism for the government to ensure schools focus 
on narrowly-defined educational ‘basics’.

The Australian Early Development Census has been in 
operation for a decade, assessing almost all Australian 
children in the first year of formal full-time school. It 
reveals what seems to be a very low developmental 
baseline for Australian children and one trend which 
is a significant obstacle: “Children across all areas of 
Australia are developing well, however where children 
live can have an impact on their development. Almost 
21 per cent of children living in major cities were 
considered developmentally vulnerable on one or more 
domain(s) compared to 45.5 per cent of children in 
very remote areas.” (Commonwealth of Australia, n.d.). 
Perhaps school performance should be assessed on an 
“added value” basis, not on just a single set of student 
scores.

Hysterical newspaper headlines do not assist a good 
community understanding of the NAPLAN results. 
Donnelly (2019) reported that “PISA, TIMSS and 
NAPLAN results show student performance is either 
flatlining or going backwards”. The term ‘flatlining’ 
relates to what an ECG monitor shows when a heart 
patient dies. In fact, NAPLAN results have been broadly 
stable, a testament to ACARA’s sound authorship of the 
test items. Schools are not the share market and results 
should not be expected to persistently increase as each 
cohort of the same age undertakes similar tests. 

Australian school students have recently been 
allocated unique identification numbers. This will 
enable the Education Council to release future NAPLAN 
results with a focus on the gains made over time by 
individual students. The result should be very positive 
statistics which may prove more easily understood by 
commentators, as the skills of individual schoolchildren 
almost inevitably will increase with age and 
maturation. 

HOW TO IMPROVE RESULTS
So, how can parents and teachers win at the NAPLAN 
game? For Year 3 children doing their first NAPLAN, 
exposure to the format has to be valuable. Past papers 
are available on the internet and the computer-based 
format can be seen on demonstration sites. It is a little 
more difficult for members of the public to obtain the 
solutions to the questions, but ACARA coyly alludes to 
the Queensland Education site, where the annual reports 
include State reports. 

Some practical steps to prepare for the NAPLAN are 
given by Swan (2017). His recommendations include 
practise at keeping track of time; using ‘number sense’ 
to eliminate some distractors; extending concentration; 
studying the full extent of the curriculum rather than 
just Number; and development of interpretation skills in 
mathematical words, graphics and symbols.

According to Tom Bentley, the creator of the NAPLAN, 
it is possible to run a test without causing stress and 

anxiety (Bolton, 2019). He believes primary age children 
should not be fearful of the NAPLAN as they partake in 
this “snapshot” of achievement, as ACARA likes to call it.

For older children, motivation may be important. As 
they have no choice in the matter, children in secondary 
school may see only the downside of the four hours 
of test-taking which can be humiliating and may 
eventually result in negative consequences provided by 
parents, teachers and potential employers. The trend 
is that as children become older and less biddable, the 
results trajectory does not usually sustain consistent 
improvement in Years 7 and 9. To improve motivation, 
parents and teachers can clear up any confusion about 
what the risks and rewards actually are, and make it 
plain that the children are subject to scrutiny, just as 
teachers and the school are indirectly judged by the 
NAPLAN.

The most important assistance for children sitting 
the NAPLAN, especially in Years 7 and 9, is to help set 
realistic and achievable goals. Rather than hoping 
to improve on the grade they obtained in the long-
forgotten previous round, students can complete a past 
test paper as preparation and, during the test, apply 
themselves for the entire time available. Some schools 
formally address “goal setting” as part of Individual 
Educational Plans for all students, although parents 
may be more influential and able to monitor motivation 
on an on-going basis. Jerrim (2015) found that 
Australian children with East Asian parents came second 
only to the Shanghai results in the international PISA 
test. This suggests that factors other than curriculum 
or teacher preparation can be decisive. Jerrim (p. 329) 
identifies “school selection, a high value placed upon 
education, substantial out-of-school tuition, hard work 
ethics, a belief that anyone can succeed with effort and 
high aspirations for the future” – all of which are factors 
that parents can influence.

For mathematics at least, good preparation for the 
NAPLAN means revising work covered in previous years, 
because little of the current year’s work will be tested. 
Research conducted with co-author Kok-Sing Tang 
(Brown & Tang, 2019) reveals that 55% of the Year 5 
Numeracy test was curriculum content from Year 3 or 
earlier. In recent NAPLAN tests, 75% of Year 9 Numeracy 
questions were Year 7 or earlier. The best preparation 
strategy may be to imbue the children with confidence 
in the ‘easy’ content covered in previous school years, 
not to work hard at age-appropriate content. 

In the wider community, mathematics is often taken 
as a proxy for general intelligence. Is it worthwhile 
for children to prepare for the NAPLAN numeracy test 
by building general thinking skills such as reasoning 
and problem-solving? Although reasoning and 
problem-solving both appear in the Mathematics 
Curriculum, they exist as “proficiency strands” and 
are not as prominent as the “content strands” which 
become textbook and teaching topics. However, our 
independent research (Brown & Tang, 2019) found that 
the incidence of reasoning and problem-solving was 
greatly outweighed by the other proficiency strands of 



 Professional Educator • 2020 Edition 1 • Volume 23  37 

THE ISSUES EDITION
FEATURE

understanding and fluency, in other words by questions 
which mainly rely on recall. 

The NAPLAN numeracy format is heavily multichoice, 
time-constrained, short questions which militate 
against considered answers and extended thinking. It 
is not worth working on deep questions as NAPLAN 
preparation. As children may be familiar with 
quick-response computer games, the online version 
conceivably may be subject to even less self-reflection 
than the paper format, a consideration deserving of 
close research. Although some commentators lump 
the NAPLAN and the Programme for International 
Student Achievement [PISA] tests together as if they are 
equivalent, only the PISA adopts an extended-answer 
format with emphasis on problem-solving for the 
15-year-old cohort which it tests. 

THE FUTURE OF THE NAPLAN
What of the NAPLAN migrating to an online format? 
That does hold the promise of providing diagnostic 
results within a useful timeframe. For mathematics, the 
online format provides colour, onscreen tools such as a 
ruler and protractor and the questions are read aloud 
so that poor reading ability is not a hindrance. ACARA 
claims the online format is mark-equivalent to the 
paper-based tests despite its adaptive character which 
gives easier questions to struggling students. None of 
this has proven compelling for the Victorian Curriculum 
and Assessment Authority which has banned any 
additional schools from implementing online testing 
(Carey, 2019). Admittedly, this might be viewed as a 
politically-driven decision: a Labor state government 
obstructing the agenda of the Coalition federal 
government. New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland 
have initiated an independent review of standardised 
testing which is underway at the moment and may 
reveal the extent to which concerns are well-founded.

When parental pushback became evident as online 
testing was initially introduced, ACARA commissioned 
a survey about the new format (Colmar-Brunton, 
2019). Parents reported on the response of their children 
to the online format, resulting in the conclusion that 
it is well-accepted and supporting a continuation of 
the online roll-out. The survey methodology involved 
asking one potentially uninformed group to quiz another 
uninformed group, possibly basing results on casual 
monosyllabic responses. Remarkably, one Colmar-
Brunton finding is that “NAPLAN is part of the school 
experience and continues in the background, with 
parents often having little involvement or active interest 
in the details.” Politicians seem to be less influenced 
by this survey than by voluble parent groups voicing 
concern about “robot marking” (machine assessment 
of essays, which is commonplace in the United States) 
and lack of facility for students to do written working for 
calculations.   

Teachers have no role in the construction of the 
NAPLAN, yet they find themselves in the frontline of 
dealing with parental concern. Also, in August every 
year they receive the blame for results which allegedly 
are declining in a precipitous manner. As in any game, 
the best play is to be as informed as possible – and to 
share information with parents and students.
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The Genazzano Institute of Learning & Brain Sciences is an 
initiative to promote an understanding of brain function 
and health for improved learning and living. Established 
in 2017 by Genazzano FCJ College, the Institute utilises 
neuroscientific research in school education to improve 
learning and teaching. The aim is to provide exceptional 
student and staff learning experiences by working with 
key partners to leverage advancements in the fields of 
neuroscience, education, psychology, environmental 
design, health and information technology. 

Key areas of the institute’s focus include:
•  An emphasis on promoting independent and 

innovative learning.  
The Institute has a focus on developing thinking skills, 
harnessing strengths, and promoting diversity. Student 
activities include lessons and competitions with focus 
on understanding the brain and developing skills in 
learning and research. 

Genazzano Institute of 
Learning & Brain Sciences
Catherine Brandon, Director Genazzano Institute



•  Enhanced evidence-based practice through 
engagement with research.  
We are delighted to offer a ground-breaking 
professional learning program: The Science of Learning. 
Teachers gain increased knowledge and expertise as 
they work collaboratively to understand and apply 
key principles from neuroscience, psychology and 
education in the classroom. The comprehensive multi-
year program was developed in 2017 by Dr Jared 
Cooney Horvath, an international expert in education 
and neuroscience, with the Genazzano Institute of 
Learning & Brain Sciences.

•  Developing partnerships with world class 
educational and industry bodies to develop and grow 
this work.  
We are proud to work with partners such as the 
Australian College of Educators, Deakin University, LME 
Global, The University of Melbourne and Education 
Perfect. 

Highlights of 2019 included winning the Educator’s 
Innovative Schools Award for 2019 and partnering with 
the Australian College of Educators to host an educator’s 

conference: ‘Science of Learning: Education with the Brain 
in Mind’. The event was sponsored by the University of 
Melbourne and ACER. Over 180 delegates heard from 
prominent national and international experts and shared 
knowledge and experiences of evidence-based practice. 
The Institute is about to embark on an exciting phase 
with the development of a centre for Learning and Brain 
Sciences that will employ advanced technology and be a 
hub for research excellence and program development. 

ADVERTORIAL
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Giant travel search engines such as TripAdvisor, 
Expedia and Google Flights have all but replaced 
travel agents as most consumers’ travel advisors. 
In other areas of retail, increasingly sophisticated 
“suggestion engines” employ a combination of 
user reviews and learning algorithms to develop 
personalised recommendations for appliances, 
whitegoods and clothing.

As retailers unlock the potential of technology to 
personalise the consumer experience, it is worth 
considering the ways in which education can adapt 
these technologies to achieve a level of personalisation 
that supports teachers and learners to deliver greater 
engagement and improved outcomes for all students.  

The first stage of the digital shopping revolution saved 
consumers time and money by letting them buy 
things they already wanted without having to go to 
a traditional retail store. The second stage, already 
underway, is the dramatic refinement of technologies that 
tailor recommendations and then scour the internet for 
the best deal.

In education, the combination of teacher feedback and 
independent curating engines like those used by retail 
could trigger a new wave of disruption in education. Since 
the early 2000s, resource repositories and search engines 
have been saving teachers’ time by allowing them easy 
access to quality assured, curriculum linked digital 
resources. 

Australian education was a pioneer in the development 
of digital resource repositories. When the federation came 
together in 2001 to establish The Learning Federation, 

a freely available repository of some 20,000 digital 
resources that is still widely used by teachers across the 
country, the newly released Australian Curriculum came 
to life for teachers and students in classrooms across the 
country.  

Building on this legacy, the next stage of education 
technology development is focused on personalising 
and tailoring the resource discovery process to match a 
teacher’s specific context. Not only will a teacher be able 
to access resources that are linked to specific curriculum 
objectives, but adaptive technology will ensure that 
recommended resources are aligned to the immediate 
learning needs of their students. 

An adaptive system will use inputs from the teacher 
such as the students’ learning progress, whether they 
are learning in a co-education or single sex environment, 
whether they are learning in a rural, regional or remote 
location, or whether they will be working on the task as a 
group or as individuals, and curate resource suggestions 
based on teacher feedback and impact on student 
learning. 

Ultimately, teachers will use their professional judgement 
to select the resources that best meet the needs of their 
students and it is this professional judgement that 
will refine the “suggestion engine” in the same way 
that our online retailers are constantly refining their 
recommendations based on our interests. 

With the capacity to connect teachers to resources from a 
wide range of sources, we expect that resource developers 
will be able to gain first-hand feedback from teachers on 
effective digital learning design and better match resource 

Supporting teachers  
and learners –  
what can education  
learn from retail?
“As retailers unlock the potential of technology to personalise the 
consumer experience, it is worth considering the ways in which 
education can adapt these technologies to achieve a level of 
personalisation that supports teachers and learners to deliver greater 
engagement and improved outcomes for all students.”  

Andrew Smith Chief Executive Officer Education Services Australia
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development to teacher’s needs. As a result, the pool of 
quality assured resources that provide effective support 
for the learning process will be expanded over time. 

Similar opportunities lie in the area of professional 
learning. Teachers are either bombarded with a plethora 
of opportunities for professional learning with little or 
no information to help them choose the best option for 
them, or their options are severely limited by distance, 
cost or lack of back-up in the case of regional and remote 
schools. 

Technology can help transform professional learning 
for teachers in the same way that it can help transform 
the classroom environment for students. Online 
professional learning is a big part of the landscape 
already. An adaptive system that makes personalised 
recommendations for professional learning based on the 
teacher’s individual circumstances and the experiences 
of others will support more effective use of limited 
professional learning budgets. For regional and remote 
teachers, access to quality professional learning will be 
enhanced by a system that connects teachers with similar 
interests and challenges, and presents good quality 
professional learning opportunities.  

To be fair, technology advances and differences between 
travel, retail and education resource curators make direct 
comparisons difficult but the principles of providing 
personalised recommendations that meet the needs of 
consumers are similar. The approach will significantly 
reduce the amount of time that teachers spend searching 
for digital resources to support their students’ learning. 

The key technology is learning algorithms, which 
acquire knowledge about a teacher’s preferences and 
past behaviour in order to predict what they will want, 
and then develops tailored recommendations. Pioneered 
by Netflix, among others, these types of algorithms get 
better at their predictions as the teacher uses or ignores 
successive recommendations.   

Of course, developing these engines for education will 
probably be harder than it has been for travel. Flights 
are already displayed in a standardised way on airline 
websites, making it relatively straightforward to trawl 
offers, make comparisons, and assemble packages.  
Resource repositories like Scootle provide similar 
standardisation, however, in the world of professional 
learning, prices and specifications will vary from provider 
to provider. Retailers are already beginning to pioneer 
shopping models that show these types of curating 
engines are attractive to shoppers. As momentum gathers 
in education, the model could scale well nationally.

Once that happens, resource developers and professional 
learning providers will supply a ready catalogue of 
differentiated programs, described against a similar 
standard to allow digital comparison. Digital platforms 
could suggest resources and professional learning to 
support teachers and learners in achieving their education 
goals. Ultimately, our teachers will have more time to 
spend on the core business of inspiring and educating 
young Australians and we will all benefit as a result.  
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The neuroscience behind learning has been the 
focus of Genazzano FCJ College’s professional 
learning program since 2018. Designed by renowned 
international educator and neuroscientist, Dr Jared 
Cooney Hovarth, The Science of Learning course 
undertaken by all Genazzano teachers not only 
provides the fundamentals of “how learning happens 
in the brain”, but presents the challenge of exploring 
the complexities of what this means for teaching 
learners as individuals within the classroom context. 
Don’t worry, our teachers are not expected to become 
brain scientists rather we provide the environment, 
resources and learning settings in which they can 
harness their skills and expertise as researchers and 
translators. 

What do we mean by this? 

Horvath maintains that teaching is the domain of the 
teachers and that the knowledge and skills to apply 
learning principles creatively and skilfully within the 
classroom lies with these professionals. Their expertise is 
in the “translation” of the research findings into practical 
and effective classroom strategies. 

With the recent transition to Learning at a Distance 
(Genazzano’s program for the period of online learning 
during the COVID-19 lockdown), all teachers have been 
thrust into unchartered waters. They have been required 
to continue to deliver teaching and learning programs 
online in an effort to maintain student learning and 
outcomes. With a background knowledge in educational 
neuroscience, Genazzano teachers understood the key 
principles that are relevant to all learning. However, as 
with all teachers, schools and parents across the globe, 
there have been serious questions and concerns about 
how this would work. Not to mention concerns regarding 
the wider issues of the global pandemic, including health, 
livelihoods, families and futures.

Here, we explore the concept of “psychological safety” in 
the classroom and the workplace. There are a number 
of key approaches, underpinned by neuroscience and 

psychology that we employ in an effort to create a 
shared, supportive and secure environment for our 
students, staff and parents who, more than ever at this 
time, are our partners in learning. 

In any classroom, when nurturing young brains to grow 
and learn, the ideal environment is one of psychological 
safety. Generally, psychological safety in a classroom 
refers to a situation where students are not under a 
perceived threat of humiliation, failure, exclusion or 
bullying. They feel included, valued and comfortable to 
make contributions, take risks, embrace errors and ask 
questions in their learning.  

But what does psychological safety mean while learning 
at a distance? Certainly the “classroom” is different. There 
may be vulnerability with speaking or appearing from 
home on video. Asking a question or asking for help is 
different online. Students may slip under the radar or feel 
isolated or disconnected. It also begs the question as to 
what psychological safety means for learners beyond 
the classroom, amidst a changing world with fear and 
uncertainty surrounding health, learning, family and 
freedom. 

The impact of stress on learning and memory is not 
straightforward. It can be far reaching with critical 
implications in an educational context. In some instances, 
stress can serve to heighten memory formation, however, 
chronic or high levels of stress can impede learning, 
memory and higher order cognitive processes, such as 
planning, organisation, decision making, emotional 
regulation and abstract thinking. 

In addition, the psychological safety of teachers, support 
staff and school leaders in the workplace must be 
considered. They perform their roles, make decisions, need 
to adapt quickly and maintain professional standards 
while facing stress, criticism, increased workloads, 
working from home and new technology, as well as 
having the same concerns as everyone else regarding 
health, safety, livelihoods, family and futures.

Learning at a distance: 
strategies for  
psychological safety 
Teaching is the domain of the teachers and the knowledge and skills to 
apply learning principles creatively and skilfully within the classroom 
lies with these professionals. Dr Jared Cooney Hovarth  

Catherine Brandon Educational Psychologist Director Genazzano Institute of Learning & Brain Sciences
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It is important to note that the extent to which a 
person experiences the negative effects of stressful 
situations is greatly influenced by their perception of the 
circumstances, their skills and strategies to cope, and their 
external supports. 

A psychologically safe environment fosters higher 
order cognitive functioning skills and promotes optimal 
learning. Like all schools, Genazzano needed to 
consider appropriate approaches to implement in the 
circumstances of unprecedented stress and disruption to 
enable teachers to feel confident to work and teach, and 
for students to engage and learn. 

We wanted to offer a shared approach, open listening, 
positive experiences, and helpful responses. We 
employed a number of key strategies underpinned by 
neuroscientific, educational and psychological principles 
to support our community.

1  A sense of predictability and routine. In an effort to 
reduce stress and cognitive load we aim to provide 
stability and structure by keeping the student program 
and events as similar as possible to what was planned 
(albeit online). Class and break times were consistent 
and many teachers shared resources or organised 
lessons similarly, so that students could often 
anticipate the flow.

2  Timely and clear communication. Like the explicit, 
”learning Intention” to guide learning, it is critical for 
leaders to provide regular and clear information, and 
to map out plans for teachers, parents and students 
to reduce confusion and stress. This can be incredibly 
challenging as our school leaders are dependent 
on government and other directives, but delays are 
explained and communication provided frequently 
through emails, the LMS and through video messages. 

3  Embracing error and feedback. Whilst we aim to keep 
the program largely stable and predictable, we seek 
constant feedback through surveys and consultation 
with stakeholders across the school community. 
This ensures that we are able to adapt and adjust as 
needed to improve the program in the new context. 
With a new delivery method and altered approaches 
to learning and teaching, mistakes are inevitable, and 
some ideas just don’t work. The College’s willingness 
to address issues and promote flexibility, engenders 
the support and confidence of the entire College 
community.

4  Brain breaks. With a largely online load for students 
and teachers working at home, it soon became 
apparent that breaks were needed between lessons. 
This was implemented quickly to allow time to rest, 
move or get a drink before the next class. In order to 
optimise student attention and lesson time, teachers 
factored breaks within classes. Online tasks are broken 
down into manageable amounts to be completed in 
approximately 10 minutes. 

5  Supporting student resilience through caring adults. 
The College set up an effective and efficient pastoral 
“traffic light” system where students connect with the 
school and reported on their mood/wellbeing each 
morning. The system is supported by Team Leaders, 
Homeroom Teachers and wellbeing staff. A team of 
learning support officers and school psychologists 
offer high levels of support to vulnerable students and 
to parents on a daily basis. 

6  Supporting student and community resilience 
through school connectedness. The creative ideas 
of many school staff and students mean that we 
continue to deliver most of our planned calendar 
events, but “differently”. These include: parent forums, 
information evenings, a community symposium, 
school sports day, “Genazzano Day”, library Lit Fest, 
and music events. We offer student competitions and 
a range of “special’ new co-curricular activities and 
meetings to engage students, such as making blanket 
squares for the homeless, and yoga online.

7  Brain boosters. With exercise being vital for optimal 
brain function, we are fortunate to have our sports 
department lead an incredible push for exercise 
challenges and online classes, with huge numbers of 
students participating.

Along with colleagues across the education sector, 
approaching the transition with minimal preparation 
required professionalism, skill, knowledge, strategy, 
much feedback and trial and error. In due course we 
shall share and learn from each other and hopefully take 
away valuable learning from this experience. The positive 
return to school, surveys and feedback suggests that our 
school approach has been well received, and that overall 
students, teachers and parents felt, and continue to feel, 
supported to learn and remain connected to the school.
Ultimately, there is no doubt that caring relationships, 
respect, collaboration and connectedness are vital 
elements to the psychological safety and readiness to 
learn in our schools. What we saw at Genazzano was 
consistent with the images and stories from many 
schools. Teachers, parents and students demonstrating 
adaptability, resilience and a willingness to collaborate 
to optimise student learning in challenging circumstances. 
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School libraries are reinventing themselves as 
contemporary places of connection, collaboration and 
content creation. The trend towards flexible learning 
spaces that are modular and meet the needs of 
individuals, groups and classes with multiple creative 
uses such as maker spaces, coding clubs, and student-
led groups, is increasing.  Welcoming spaces that 
support both the curriculum and social development 
goals of their schools can benefit students in their 
literacy attainment and reinforce the development of 
digital citizenship skills. 

When students are asked what their school library 
means to them and what value they place on them, their 
answers are really compelling. Feedback from Dr Hillary 
Hughes’ research shows that the library is important to 
students because in the library they can “learn and have 
fun at the same time”; they can be themselves, they feel 
safe and that they have the opportunity to think and 
learn (Hughes, Franz, Willis, Bland & Rolfe, 2019).

Future-focused school libraries led by teacher 
librarians support the educational vision and 
philosophy of their schools and contribute to 
student learning in unique and specialised 
ways. Teacher librarians are more than 
managers of information, they are 
uniquely placed to provide professional 
expertise as both managers and users 
of information services and leaders of 
curriculum planning.

Digital learning technology plays 
a vital role in schools and has been 
indispensable as a means of remote 
learning in the COVID-19 pandemic 
response. We saw the incredibly 
agile and collaborative response of 
technology directors, teacher librarians 
and classroom teachers, in leading the 
shift of delivering learning from the physical 
classroom to the online environment.    

We’ve heard many stories from wonderful teacher 
librarians about their adaptability, resilience and 
creativity in developing strategies for engaging students 
and maintaining connections while in isolation. Digital 
storytelling, developing research guides and how-to 
videos, curating content lists, embedding scaffolded 
support into learning management systems and learning 
spaces, and introducing click and collect book options 
are some of the many strategies employed by teacher 
librarians to continue providing essential services to 
the school community while the physical space was 
unavailable. Their efforts are truly remarkable.

The phrase that “libraries are at the heart of the school” 
was developed by Caroline Roche, the Chair of the School 
Libraries Group at CILIP (Chartered Institute of Library 

Libraries, the heart  
of the school 
School libraries have been evolving over recent decades from 
traditional knowledge centres that house print collections and 
archives and where quiet reading, research and individual study were 
the norm into modern and interactive learning hubs based on the 
library learning commons model. 

Caroline Hartley  Manager Schools Catalogue Information Service Education Services Australia
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and Information Professionals) in the UK.  Caroline Roche 
founded the Heart of the School website, a wonderful 
resource that she developed ten years’ ago to share best 
practices and help other librarians. The Heart website 
took off across the globe and has kept the phrase that 
“libraries are at the heart of the school” at the forefront of 
our thinking and very much in our hearts (Roche, 2018).

Our heartfelt thanks to the extraordinarily talented 
and passionate school library community that we are 
honoured to work alongside.
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young lives

online
Just like in the classroom, it is their

teachers and the quality of teaching that
makes the most significant difference for

students who are trying to learn online.

The Australian Council for Educational
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that help teachers and school leaders

develop skills in online teaching,
understanding assessment and improving

learning in the face of adversity. 

Learn more or sign up for a course today 
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When faced with the question, Where to begin?, I 
would propose that to address issues relating to 
literacy and numeracy, we need to first address what 
we understand about learning. It is vital in preparing 
our children and young adults for the realities of 
living, learning and working that we start with a clear 
vision for learning. In Catholic education in South 
Australia our vision for learning is encompassed on 
our Living Learning Leading Framework (Catholic 
Education South Australia [CESA], 2020). At the heart 
of our Framework is our commitment to our students 
and our understanding of all people – we see them 
as “thriving people, capable learners, leaders for the 
world God desires”.

This vision for living, learning and leading challenges 
us to see our students flourish as highly literate and 
numerate critical thinkers, who discover their true 
calling and serve their communities, local and global, to 
create the society that in our Catholic context, is one that 
God desires. 

In a caring profession such as ours, the tendency is for 
educators to define the problem and employ remedial 
actions. It is my view, drawing on over 35 years in 
education, that there are no “silver bullets”, no magic 
solutions, however valuable lessons can be learnt from 
the past. 

In the late 1960s the American television show Sesame 
Street, created by the Children’s Television Workshop, 
was considered a radical experiment, reaching out to the 
most marginalised. Reflecting on its early beginnings, 
as educators we understand it was not an experiment 
at all. The show was founded on what we now know 
was the best theory and practice in early learning and 
applied it to the contemporary medium of the day: 
television.

Behind the Sesame Street 
characters was a carefully 
constructed learning 
experience designed to engage 
young children. At the heart 
of their learning experiences 
was the fundamental premise 
that every child, irrespective of 
their background, can learn. 
The show acknowledged that 
learning happens in a multitude of mediums, through 
play, song, conversation and imagination. 

The Sesame Street writers were in many ways’ decades 
ahead of their time and still appropriately relevant in 
our post COVID-19 world in setting the show as not a 
school-room but outside a house on Sesame Street. 
They were both practically and symbolically meeting 
learners where they were ‘at’.
 
Despite the learnings we can draw from Sesame Street 
and the myriad of educational research over the past 
50 years, our traditional model of “one-size-fits-all” 
approach to learning remains remarkedly resilient. 
Similarly, in recent years, our fascination with data 
driven, incremental school improvement has lock-
stepped students into achieving narrowly defined, easily 
measured predetermined goals. Unfortunately, our 
current processes and structures strangle rather than 
ignite the students’ imagination and creative spirit which 
is very much key to contemporary pedagogies.

We need to acknowledge that our current model of 
schooling undervalues students’ ability to learn – 
particularly those who sit toward the ends of the bell 
curve. All too often the bar is too low or unrealistically 
high. Those who fail to meet the narrow measures 
are considered non-academic and thus, not bright. Yet 

Learning how to 
learn should be  
at the heart  
of our Curriculum 
It is a daunting task for a teacher, principal or a system 
leader to decide to challenge the status quo and 
address student achievement, particularly as it applies 
to learning. The perennial question is, Where to begin? 

John Mula FACE FACEL Deputy Director Catholic Education South Australia
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outside in the real world, these students are highly 
creative and confident learners.

As a profession I propose that we need to collectively 
refocus our attention and our curriculum to enhance 
students’ capacity to learn how to learn rather than 
what to learn. If schools exist for the purpose of ensuring 
students learn things worth knowing, then is there 
anything more worthwhile knowing than knowing how 
to learn? It then follows if educators understand how 
to learn their task is to impart that understanding to 
students who in turn learn how to learn with a view to 
becoming their own expert in learning. 

Students will then have greater opportunities to see the 
connections between themselves and others, between 
theory and information, between reading words and 
comprehension and importantly, between curricula and 
their real-life experiences. Our challenge as educators 
is to support students to make connections between 

new learning and what they already know, and then 
organise it in relation to important concepts.

Our end goal is for students to deepen their learning and 
understanding through metacognition, the process of 
self-monitoring and reflection about what and how we 
learn. This type of thinking allows for new connections 
to be made within and across the learning area and 
the learner’s context and helps create and reinforce the 
learning skills required to flourish both in themselves 
and as a member of their local community, their 
country and their world.
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The impact of the pandemic has affected everyone in 
some way – no individual or organisation has been 
immune. The effect on the early childhood education 
and care sector has been wide reaching and continues 
to threaten the very survival of the sector. 

Unlike the school sector, education and care services rely 
on income for services provided to be a viable business 
model. With the dramatic reduction in attendances in 
late February and early March the viability was severely 
threatened. Government intervention through the 
provision of short-term support – Relief Package and Job 
Keeper – supported most services in Australia to remain 
open to provide essential services so as families can 
continue working. This government initiative included 
providing families with a “fee free” period of education 
and care. Without the Australian Government support 
many services would not have been able to remain 
operational during the early phase of the pandemic. 
Whilst this support is acknowledged - remaining open 
does not necessarily equate to ongoing sustainability 
and viability of the sector. 

Since the initial support, the Australian Government 
have announced further changes – the cessation of 
the “fee free” period, withdrawal of Job Keeper for 
approved education and care services and the provision 
of a Transition Grant until September. This grant 
is conditional upon no fee increase to families and 
employment guarantee for educators. 

The support mechanisms are directed to support 
workforce participation. Not disputing that during the 
pandemic crisis labour force participation is paramount 
for economic recovery, but where in all of this is there 
consideration of children. 

There has been a myriad of evidence to support the 
importance of the early years in a child’s life. What 
happens in the early years has lifelong consequences – it 
sets the trajectory for life. Hertzman (2004) puts the case 
for the importance of the early years thus: 

The early years last a lifetime. Although this statement 
can be dismissed as a truism, it is profoundly 
significant. There is now an impressive body of 
evidence from a wide range of sources, demonstrating 
that early child development affects, health, wellbeing, 
and competence across the balance of the life course. 

Advocacy has attempted to improve public awareness 
and understanding of the benefits of investing in 
early learning for our nation’s future prosperity. 
The paradigm needs to shift from a view that early 
education and care is child-minding, to a concept of 
learning through the provision of good quality early 
learning environments. This includes having a highly 
qualified and professional workforce. 

The National Quality Framework (NQF) took effect on 
1 January 2012 with key requirements being phased 
in over time. Requirements such as qualifications, 
educator to child ratios, and other key staffing 
arrangements to be phased in between 2012 and 
2020, was a positive step to address the need for a 
highly qualified early education workforce. These 
requirements included centre-based services that 
are educating and caring for children preschool age 
and younger having, or having access to, an early 
childhood teacher (based on the number and age of 
children at the service). From 2020 this requirement 
increases to include the employment of a second early 
childhood teacher – again based on the number of 
children at the service.
 
There is empirical evidence highlighting the 
relationship between teacher qualifications and the 
quality of early learning environments. According 
to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development ([OECD], 2012) publication, Starting 
Strong III: Early Childhood Education and Care, positive 
social interactions between a child and educator, and a 
safe and engaging environment, are crucial to learning 
outcomes. Educators with higher qualifications and 
standards of training are better able to engage children, 

The early years sector 
beyond the pandemic  
The COVID-19 pandemic has been one of the largest and most 
significant social and economic upheavals of our lifetime, and this 
crisis will continue to change our communities for years to come. It has 
been a timely reminder of what is most important in our lives – our 
families, our friends, and the sense of community.   

Ros Cornish Chief Executive Officer Lady Gowrie Tasmania  
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and use strategies to extend and support learning, 
which will provide improved learning environments and 
sensitive care. 

Despite the NQF requirements and evidence supporting 
teacher qualifications, in some jurisdictions depending 
upon different models of education and care and 
government funding, the sector has struggled to recruit 
and retain early childhood teachers. The main factor for 
this is that wages and conditions are not comparable 
to teacher colleagues working in the school sector. The 
other reason is status and standing of the sector when 
compared to the education sector. 

The sector needs to attract the brightest and the best 
professionals to work with children during the most 
formative years of a child’s development. Those working 
in the sector must be recognised and valued for the 
important role they play in supporting the development 
of young children. This includes improved remuneration 
and conditions. But who pays? If services provide the 
improvement required, it would be reliant on increasing 
fees to families. Already education and care services are 
considered as unaffordable by many families. To increase 
fees would be a barrier to workforce participation in 
terms of monetary value as the family could be worse 
off financially with a significant portion of their income 
allocated to fees. Another outcome could be the potential 
withdrawal of children to reduce cost to families, resulting 
in a patchwork of informal arrangements which could 
have a detrimental impact on children. 

During the pandemic educators faced the potential of 
their service closing and loss of jobs, the casual pool 
was decimated, educators’ hours of work were reduced, 
or where leave was available, educators took annual 
leave. One asks how does this reflect the value we place 
on those working in the education and care sector? What 
messages does this send to our educators? Does it instill 
confidence to continue to be part of the sector or indeed 
attract our brightest and best to the sector? Were our 
colleagues in the school sector placed in this situation? 
These questions have gone unanswered for far too long – 
it is time to address the inequity. 

It is often a challenge to speak of the investment in the 
early years in terms of economics and productivity, 
however positive early experiences and early intervention 
makes economic sense. Nobel Prize winning economist, 
James Heckman (2000) concluded that once children fall 
behind in their learning, they are likely to remain behind. 
He argues that the economic returns on initial investment 
are much higher in the early years than when children are 
older (Heckman 2004). Heckman, like many economists, 
view investment in the early years as a wise and smart 
approach with far reaching benefits to children, families, 
communities, and governments. 

Appreciating that the Australian Government has had 
to manage and respond to the diverse concerns within 
a range of sectors, for the education and care sector 
the pandemic provided an ideal opportunity for the 
government to review what is viewed as a complex and 
over engineered Child Care Subsidy system – a missed 
opportunity! 

It is not only about reviewing a funding model. It is 
about a cultural change and long-term commitment 
to increase access to quality programs delivered by 
a highly professional and well-qualified workforce 
that amplify children’s learning and development. It is 
reconceptualising early education and care, recognising 
that learning begins at birth and that the quality of 
the early learning environment has a major impact 
on success at school and beyond. It is about greater 
investment early in life to support the economic debate. 
It is about valuing those who work every day in the 
sector contributing to the child’s learning development. 

Major reform is needed so that our youngest and most 
vulnerable citizens are valued and supported to meet 
their full potential - they are after all our nation’s future! 
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Still reeling from the most catastrophic bushfire 
season ever recorded, schools in NSW were faced 
with the unprecedented disruption of COVID-19.  
Right across the state, teachers rose to the challenge 
of delivering world-class education in a time of 
uncertainty. In a matter of days, they developed 
innovative approaches for remote learning while 
ensuring that every child requiring access was 
welcome and learning at school. Never has it been 
clearer that schools are essential not only for 
learning, but for the dynamic and interconnected 
communities they form.  

This crisis has also highlighted just how complex some 
challenges can be, and that no single act of human 
genius will overcome them. Rather it takes sustained 
collaboration to address the serious 
challenges posed by a pandemic: 
from developing vaccines to 
keeping businesses viable.  
Indeed, it is in times like 
these that the true value 
of human ingenuity, 
disciplinary expertise, 
collaboration and 
complex thinking 
skills – like critical 
and creative 
thinking – becomes 
apparent. 

Countless 
examples have 
reminded us how 
important it is to 
educate for these 
skills, so that students 
can go on to use 
their deep content 
knowledge and technical 
mastery to generate new ideas and solve 
the complex problems they too will face. 
Consider just two such examples: 

1  Professor David Baker, of the University of 
Washington’s Institute of Protein Design, developed an 
online game to crowd-source the design of a protein 
that could block coronavirus receptors. According 
to Professor Baker, because the number of possible 
shapes for a protein are “more than atoms in the 
universe”, the human ability to create, adapt and 
draw connections is more efficient than algorithms. 

2  At MIT, Engineering Professor Markus Buehler 
developed a musical translation of the SARS-CoV-2 
virus spike protein to analyse structural details of the 
virus that may otherwise go unnoticed.  Our brains 
have a very sophisticated ability to process sound. 
By considering the virus in musical translation, the 
identification of a similar melody could help map 
a protein that could limit the ability of the virus to 

infect its host. 

These feats illustrate the 
importance of critical and 

creative thinking, but also 
of how deeply these skills 
are linked to subject 
matter knowledge.

Now, NSW students 
are back in the 

classroom - learning 
to solve their own 

big problems.

At Rosemeadow 
Public School in 
Sydney’s south-
west, Year 4 students 

track their own 
progress against 
colourful data walls. 

They set learning goals 
and identify the skills they’ll need in 

order to reach their next education 
milestone.  

Lessons to be learned  
from innovative  
COVID-19 responses  
As educators, we have rarely faced circumstances as difficult  
as those confronting us in 2020.    

Leslie Loble Deputy Secretary Education Futures & Governance (Retired) New South Wales Department of Education
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Students at Rooty Hill High School in western Sydney 
work to develop their creative thinking skills, mapping 
the intellectual and technical components of each new 
and challenging task. This is just one way in which 
students are actively empowered to make confident, 
informed choices about their own learning.

Many hours north, the Wee Waa High School Bush Bots 
robotics team is working with industry sponsors, honing 
their coding abilities and learning how their new skills 
can be harnessed to develop innovative new processes 
for the local cotton industry.

The thing that unites all these students? They are 
learning to think ahead. 

Three years ago, we introduced our Education for a 
Changing World initiative at the NSW Department of 
Education to prepare students to navigate the challenges 
and opportunities of rapid technological change.  At 
that time a computer program had just triumphed in the 
ancient strategy game of Go against a human player for 
the first time. Machine learning was improving medical 
diagnoses and beginning to impact employment in the 
kind of professional occupations previously considered 
impervious to mechanisation. In the years since, AI 
development has continued to accelerate, astounding 
us with its potential and unsettling us with the risks of 
malicious use and possible negative consequences. 

COVID-19 has brought our changing relationship with 
technology to the fore as we turn (on an unprecedented 
scale) to programs that can help us work, learn and 
connect virtually.  

It has become common for us to have conversations 
about online safety, privacy, data collection and the 
ethics of technology design and use. When news broke 
recently of a data breach at an AI facial recognition 
company – which had built a facial recognition 
database by mining images from social media 
accounts – a spokesperson dismissed concerns saying 
“data breaches are part of life in the 21st century.” 
Perhaps unfortunately true, but worthy of prevention. 
High-profile instances of “technology shock” like this 
rightly spark ethical debates, as we grapple with the 
consequences of our sensitive data being less than 
secure and privately compiled. Yet they also underline, 
once again, the importance of higher-order thinking 
skills like critical and creative thinking in helping us 
to interrogate the complex relationships between 
technologies, and anticipate how these developments 
will impact our society and culture. 

Our challenge as educators is not only to prepare 
students for a changing labour market. Nor is it just 
about teaching young people how to ethically apply 
powerful technological tools.  

Our challenge is to teach them to grapple with the very 
human consequences of technology that is able to think 
and act with inhuman scale and speed. 

The Education for a Changing World initiative started 
out as an exploration of how education systems can 
tackle the opportunities and challenges posed by AI and 
machine learning, but in the years since it has prompted 
us to return again and again to the most fundamental 
questions educators have always faced:How do we 
prepare students with the academic knowledge and 
skills they need to become independent lifelong learners 
and creative problem solvers, with access to good 
jobs and sustainable careers? How do we assure both 
essential learnings and enduring wellbeing so that 
young people become confident, engaged citizens? These 
are the goals of a good education, and we know how 
we can broadly ensure they are achieved. 

Evidence-based teaching practices should be used to 
help students develop vital subject matter knowledge, 
capacity for recall and logical reasoning skills which 
facilitate complex problem solving and creativity – 
alongside the uniquely human capacity for empathy 
which enables genuine collaboration.

These skills are not mysterious or innate. They are 
essential foundations which can be taught and learned 
– a common entitlement of every student, regardless of 
background, so they can shape and traverse the decades 
ahead. 

COVID-19 is an important reminder of why it is never the 
wrong time to educate students to deal with uncertainty 
and complexity – and to seize the boundless opportunity 
for new knowledge and innovation.
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Teaching colleagues have worked on multiple and 
simultaneous learning/teaching platforms since 
the pandemic consumed our way of life. This has 
required new learning for educators, administrative 
and support staff on virtual platforms and delivery 
modes as they mobilised to coordinate the generation 
and collation of learning packages for distribution 
to homes. This was delivered while responding to 
often frantic and emotive enquiries and endeavouring 
to contact the oft uncontactable families and 
students disconnecting from school. All of this has 
been achieved over and above their ‘normal’ duties, 
without reasonable lead time and against a backdrop 
of immense societal uncertainty. There was no 
transition period, this is adaption and agility of our 
profession at its finest.

The luxury of transitioning between different delivery 
models has not been the ‘reality’ that many narratives 
have implied. As this situation continued (and continues) 
to evolve, circumstances for schools and education 
sectors constantly and drastically shift, most often with 

very little or no notice. Where there was notice, this 
was often communicated for larger education systems 
during a press conference with little or no system 
guidance on what the new circumstances may look like. 
School staff have been required to alter, reimagine and 
reform delivery on a day by day basis and sometimes 
overnight.  Local factors also needed to be considered 
and schooling structures looked considerably different 
from one school community to another.  

At its peak it is approximated that there were 1.6 billion 
learners confined to home that is 90% of learners 
globally (Miks & McIlwaine, 2020). As citizens of the 
world we have historically experienced pandemics and 
wars that interrupted or halted system schooling —
during these times some countries and regions reacted 
by establishing underground or discreet local education 
provision without the need for traditional classrooms, 
stone and mortar. While the COVID impositions 
on schools has been unprecedented on an almost 
unimaginable scale, the current models of delivery are 
not. 

On-line learning, on site 
learning: new Normal, 
transition and snapback 
hmmm…Some observations 
from a different 
perspective.   
Good teaching is good teaching… great teaching is great teaching 
provision. Our profession has maintained great teaching provision 
through the unheralded and ever-changing filter of COVID-19. At a 
time when education communities have been required to navigate 
extraordinary circumstances, our extraordinary school and system 
colleagues have achieved beyond expectations on an unprecedented 
scale.    

Lila Mularczyk OAM, FACE National Vice-President and Deputy Chair Australian College of Educators
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The will and need to provide learning prevails, even 
in incredible circumstances. On a contained scale, 
schools experiencing in situ crisis (such as fire, flood and 
school destruction) have always reverted to remotely 
engineered solutions and remote delivery modes 
while leaping the hurdles of unreliable or nil access to 
technology.
Remote, distant and virtual learning has long been 
a practice across Australia (Latchem, 2018). COVID 
isolation teaching and learning across our Australian 
states and territories has been replicated from these 
already established remote learning models. 

In NSW, before WW1 these models took the form of 
travelling schools. School closures early in 1916 saw the 
establishment of correspondence schooling. Different 
iterations of remote education include boarding schools, 
distance education, travelling schools, school of the air 
and virtual schools have always relied on the agility 
of the education profession to deliver be it face to face 
travel, mail, technology based, residential programs 
and/or a hybrid models. Whilst not on a grand scale, 
such developments in schooling provision heralded 
world breaking initiatives and possibilities for current 
education delivery. These strong foundations placed our 
schooling system in excellent stead to adapt or to inform 
the COVID education environment.

Let’s be clear, remote learning is not home learning. 
Remote learning is not the new normal for all and in 
fact, is not new at all. Remote learning is not a preferred 
method for across the board schooling and has indeed 
amplified the expanse of inequity for so many of our 
students, families and communities.

The COVID education experience provides us with a 
unique opportunity for reflection. As our students are 
returning to the classroom, they have the opportunity 
to reflect on their on-line and/or remote experience. 
Surveys, straw polls, focus groups and other feedback 
methods conducted by schools during this unstable 
and uncertain time have highlighted the broad disparity 
between student voice, agency and experience. Many of 
the issues this feedback suggests for schools are yet to be 
considered. Such suggestions include lesson scheduling, 
curriculum provision, flipped lessons, resource needs and 

blends of class-like frames with independent learning as 
examples. 

School leader experience continues to shed more light on 
the unpredictability of learning and teaching remotely 
or in isolation. A number of school leaders have noted 
the increase in, and creativity around,  newly enriched 
collaboration with colleagues. This collaborative effort, 
combined with the quality of work and the timeframe 
in which the change to ‘Learning from Home’ occurred, 
was extraordinary. This collaboration has been evident 
across the board with school communities noting 
stronger connections with families, often those that have 
not been engaged with their children’s school before.

There has been a greater trust in schools with the 
distribution of laptops, data packages and food hampers 
to needy families in lower socio-economic areas an 
example. As a school leader colleague of mine expressed 
it “Maslow before Blooms”. 

The quality of communications with community 
increased, especially in non-English speaking 
background communities as translated material, 
translators and community offers were increased. 
Some schools across our nation undertook safety 
welfare checks where needed. This intensification of 
work and resourcing was delivered under extraordinary 
circumstances to meet needs during this time but, I 
would argue, is not a sustainable model.
 
The wellbeing of students, their families and colleagues 
has been of paramount concern. Meeting with school 
leaders from across our nation during this time, I have 
noted the significant increase in wellbeing concerns and 
required action. Perhaps unsurprisingly, many school 
leaders have identified that child protection disclosures, 
domestic violence issues, self-harm and anti-social 
demonstrative behaviours have been far greater in 
both number and severity than during pre-COVID life. 
An increase in the need for resource support in some 
instances has drained the pool on offer. In spite of all 
this, it is my experience that the mantra that has always 
supported students, families and communities continues 
to be whatever it takes.
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The pandemic continues to shine an intense public 
light on our social, economic and education policy 
and practice. In state and territory systems the 
massive disparity and inequities between students 
has been brought into stark contrast. As educators, 
we intellectually understand the debilitating effects 
lack of access to technology and data has on students 
and educators alike.  Many school systems have been 
required to mail schoolwork when data and technology 
access is nil. As one of many volunteers, I was, and 
continue to be, involved with a Foundation providing 
schools with essential learning tools such as devices, 
data packages, phones, printers and chairs for students 
in need. This Foundation along with a number of others, 
has collaborated with some schools, education systems, 
tertiary institutions and unions to source assistance 
from generous donors to support as many students as 
possible. 

Preston (2018) in her independent report based on 
2016 census data placed a spotlight on the significant 
inequality experienced by students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds when focused on access to digital and 
internet access, finding that, “As an immediate priority, 
the government must carry out a thorough digital 
equity audit to determine the impact on students ... and 
then to develop a comprehensive action plan to address 
identified issues,” this highlights the unresolved, ongoing 
funding, resourcing and equity debate. The report found 
more than 33,100 students in New South Wales were 
without home internet access at the last census. This 
data was further informed by education and geographic 
breakdowns. This data is replicated nationally with 
some territories, states and regions disproportionately 
represented. It demonstrates the reality faced by many 
young people in schools and school communities, 
experiences only exacerbated by the disruption of COVID.

The COVID experience has also highlighted the disparity 
between teacher expertise on technology and more 
importantly, engaging teaching via technology 
platforms. The professional learning delivered by 
teachers shoulder to shoulder has developed stronger 
collegiality, trust and collaboration within and across 
schools and systems. In many instances this need has 
overturned the more traditional approach of deferring 
to career experience. Many schools have noted the 
leadership and expertise of teachers early in their career. 
As I mentor teachers in their first few years of teaching, 
they have spoken proudly of their role in sharing skills 
and leading professional learning for stage, faculty and 
school teams. As a broad statement it has been noted 
that this cohort has more lifestyle driven technological 
skills that make them more expert in pedagogical 
and andragogical delivery on-line. The technological 

skills that have become paramount during this time 
of changed learning are not the entire story. Nothing 
surpasses the trust and understanding of face to face 
teaching and learning in a relational process to underpin 
quality teaching provision. 

So where does this leave us? The COVID experience has 
seen an explosion of new learning for both teachers 
and young people in schools. Work intensification and 
varied expectations have been placed on our profession. 
Teachers, students and communities are feeling, thinking 
and speaking differently. There is a momentum for 
change required at the political, economic, system and 
school level. We must trust the profession to do the work 
and to inform policy, frameworks and reform.  

There is comfort in the regathering of school 
communities on site in both social and educational 
contexts. The uncertainty of this situation remains a 
most unsettling weight. It is heartening to see, firsthand, 
the recognition, respect and honouring of the teaching 
profession by parents and the broader community. 

As we commence semester two, students, teachers, 
families and communities in most situations are 
returning to a schooling context, that may offer some 
sense of routine and an emotionally familiarity. I’ll 
end where I began. Good teaching is good teaching… 
great teaching great teaching provision. Our profession 
has risen to the challenge and ensured maximum 
learning as each COVID determined context occurred. 
In extraordinary circumstances our extraordinary 
school and system colleagues have achieved beyond 
expectations on an unprecedented scale.
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Teach Meet as a movement
For those unfamiliar with this concept, in its face-to-
face form, the idea of a “Teach Meet” began in 2006 
in Edinburgh, spreading to Australia by 2011. By 2014, 
each major Australian city had its own group running 
meetings of this type. More recently these groups have 
waned in popularity in different jurisdictions.

The principles of a Teach Meet are as follows:
•  Short presentations (3,5,7 or 8 minutes, depending on 

the event)
•  Open to all participants
•  Free from commercial interests
•  All participants have an equal voice
•  Run by a democratic and collective form of distributed 

leadership (Brafman & Beckstrom, 2006; Coop, 2013)

This format was brought online by Matt Esterman 
FACE, a teacher and education leader from New South 
Wales, who ran a thirty-minute long Teach Meet with 
representatives from Victoria and NSW. These events 
have since multiplied, allowing increasingly cross-
state, cross-sectoral and even international speakers 
to participate. This growth and virality, at least within 
Australia, has been surprising and is worthy of closer 
study and analysis. 

Extant forms of professional learning
Wong and Bautista (2018) note three categories of 
professional learning: formal (facilitator-led); informal 

(teacher-led) and individual (self-directed). Whilst for 
Greenhow & Lewin (2016) informal learning is described 
as that which is not directed by school or externally 
mandated but is learner controlled. This fits very neatly 
with the format of online Teach Meets. From a different 
perspective, Colley et al (2003, p8) suggest that it is 
impossible and unhelpful to separate informal, non-
formal and formal learning at all. They note, “it is more 
sensible to see attributes of formality and informality as 
present in all learning situations”. This will be achieved 
by contrasting online Teach Meets with other formats 
of pre-COVID and online mediated forms of professional 
learning during the pandemic.  

For traditional forms, Deborah Netolicky’s book (2008) 
expanded the list of forms of Professional Development 
into these categories:
•  Speakers, courses and conferences
•  Key life moments
•  Collaborative Professional Learning
•  Mentoring and Coaching 
•  Self-directed professional learning 
•  Leadership 

When considering online forms of learning, they can be 
divided into the following groups: 
•  Traditional conferences, now delivered online
•  Education technology companies providing use cases 

for their software and platforms
•  Online or tele-coaching services 

A new entrant into online 
professional learning 
offerings for teachers  
Within educational research there persists two especially difficult 
concepts, teaching quality (Wiliam, 2016) and any clear connection 
between teacher professional learning (Guskey & Yoon, 2009; 
Netolicky, 2019) and student outcomes. The second connection 
forms the primary discussion that follows, with the added layer of 
complexity brought upon by the shift to “online-everything” due to 
COVID-19. An exploration of teacher professional learning available 
during this period, and a new and emergent form of professional 
learning, online Teach Meets, will be considered and compared.   

Steven Kolber Teacher
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•  Edu-gurus (Eacott, 2017; Hattie & Hamilton, 2018) 
sharing experiences and expertise 

•  Panels of academics and experts discussing possible 
future directions for education

The features of all of these forms are clear and distinct 
from the online Teach Meet where practicing teachers, 
academics and leaders, speak to a theme in a manner 
of their own choosing. The presenters are not selected, 
but rather self-nominate based upon their own interests, 
experiences and existing areas of expertise. 

The need for continuous professional learning during the 
pandemic is significant due to the complex work that 
teachers became expected to deliver, which noticeably 
increases teacher workload (Bennett and Lockyer 2006: 
241; Kearsley, 2000; Schrum, 2000; Weller, 2002). This 
steep increase in workload, caused by producing online 
teaching resources and carrying out online delivery, also 
opened many teachers’ eyes to the potentiality of online 
learning for themselves, as for their students. How we 
might effectively conceive of this experience for the 
teachers warrants closer attention.

A teacher-participants role in an Online Teach 
Meet
Online Teach Meets can be proposed as an avenue 
within teacher-learner’s existing Technology-supported 
Personalized Learning Environments (Blaschke, 2019) 
that leverages the “network effect” of social media 
to bring like-minded individuals into online affinity 
spaces (Carpenter, Tani, Morrison & Keane, 2020; Hayes 
& Duncan, 2012). Or alternatively, Wenger’s Social 
Learning Spaces (SLSs) defined as, “social containers 
that enable genuine interactions among participants, 
who can bring to the learning table both their experience 
of practice and their experience of themselves in that 
practice” (Wenger, 2009, p. 3). It is this blending of 
the social, the professional and the experiential that 
firmly distinguishes online Teach Meets from the 
aforementioned forms of professional learning. Rather 
than joining a faceless group of audience members, 
these Meets bring together teachers who are known 
to each other, or who are likely to become known to 
one another during the networking component of the 
event. By so doing, it is not simply content that is being 
exchanged but content attached to colleagues with 

whom ongoing communication is a possibility and a 
tacit expectation. 

Much discussion of online spaces has spoken of 
challenges to democracy, politics and the way that 
“filter bubbles” produce negative outcomes for society as 
a whole (Bartlett, 2018). Teachers’ engagement in online 
Teach Meets demonstrates the way that platforms 
can generate positive outcomes in the form of lasting 
behaviour change and meaningful learning (Srnicek, 
2017). There are distinctions between traditional, 
stand-and-deliver professional development, which is 
modelled on a pedagogical approach; more facilitative 
forms of professional learning, such as coaching and 
mentoring which is andragogical; and communal and 
participatory online learning (here illustrated by online 
Teach Meets) which grasps at a heutagogical approach, 
where learners arrive from their own journeys to impart 
fragments of their learning around a theme for others 
on their own self-centric quests for learning. There is 
no “one size fits all” model, because there are no clear 
learning outcomes beyond the sharing of experience, 
research and a process of personal and “professional 
becoming” (Hayler & Williams, 2018) or a “constant 
becoming” (Wenger, 1998) or a “continual modification 
in light of new experiences” (Dewey, 1986).

Scholars have suggested the potential of social 
media for integrating formal and informal learning, 
which is one of the core elements of divergence 
between an online Teach Meet and the pre-existing 
and predominating forms of online learning outlined 
above. This surprising reformation of an existing model 
of professional learning is intriguing and greater 
exploration and analysis of this form of professional 
learning is essential. 
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SNAP SHOTS 

What follows is a high-level summary of this 
research report - a link to the full Report is 
provided.
This year, widespread school closures due to the 
coronavirus pandemic have required almost all
high-performing education systems to implement 
distance learning. In a new paper, the National Center 
on Education and the Economy summarizes some initial 
takeaways from these jurisdictions’ experiences, which 
will continue to evolve as the approaches in these 
jurisdictions evolve.

Top performers were initially better positioned than 
the U.S. To quickly implement distance learning.
•  At least some top performers had plans for 

emergency distance learning in place prior to the 
coronavirus pandemic.

•  Top performers have jurisdiction-level curriculum 
frameworks that set common expectations.

•  Well before the crisis, top performers began to organize 
digital teaching and learning resources and made 
them easily accessible to teachers and developed 
ways of monitoring the quality of these digital tools 
and resources.

•  Top performers have made investments in educators 
to ensure that they use the available digital tools and 
resources effectively.

•  Finally, many top performers built public confidence 
in technology as a key part of daily teaching and 
learning, well before the pandemic.

Top performers have increased capacity in this area 
since the start of distance learning.
•  Top performers quickly created guidance and 

supports for teachers and schools in response to 
specific challenges related to distance learning. 
They also created guidance and resources for 
families.

•  Top performers have used expert teachers to support 
distance learning beyond their individual schools and 
classrooms.

•  As they put systems for distance learning in place for 

all students, top performers prioritised ensuring that 
students who did not have technology for distance 
learning could fully participate.

Top performers have responded rapidly to new 
challenges raised by distance learning.
•  Top performers have taken steps to identify students 

who fell behind during distance learning and are 
addressing learning gaps as schools gradually 
reopen.

•  Many top performers have demonstrated willingness 
to rethink student assessment in response to the 
crisis.

•  Top performers are beginning to address the question 
of how to provide hands-on learning experiences 
during distance learning.

Across high-performing education systems, distance 
learning is likely to continue in some capacity even as 
schools reopen, because social distancing will require 
it. As it has to date, the continuing emergency will 
likely accelerate the integration of technology into the 
teaching and learning process, and promote the idea of 
organising learning in different settings, in and out of 
traditional school buildings, and in different ways for 
different students.

How did the world’s highest 
performing education 
systems approach distance 
learning? 

On June 16 the Grattan Institute in Melbourne hosted a webinar on “School Education in the Age 
of COVID”. Reports from 4 organisations were showcased: Grattan, RAND America, the Education 
Endowment Foundation in the UK, & the Washington DC based National Center on Education & the 
Economy (NCEE). Anthony Mackay AM, President & CEO of NCEE, presented the findings from a just 
released report, “How did the world’s highest performing systems approach distance learning?”.   

For more than 30 years, the National Center on 
Education and the Economy (NCEE) in the U.S. has 
studied high-performing education systems around 
the world. We define high-performing education 
systems as those that achieve excellent results, 
equitably and efficiently: world-class levels of 
performance, for every student, at a sustainable 
cost. We analyze the common elements of these very 
geographically and culturally different systems, from 
Singapore to Canada. We then use that analysis to 
help policymakers and school and district leaders 
translate the lessons to the U.S. context to improve 
their own systems.

http://ncee.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/NCEE-Top-Performers-Distance-Learning-June-2020Final.docx.pdf
https://ncee.org
https://ncee.org
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Timing is everything. I reflected on this idiom several times as I read Professor Emeritus 
Patrick Duignan’s new book Leading Educational Systems and Schools in Times of 
Disruption and Exponential Change: A Call for Courage, Commitment and Collaboration.

Though penned before COVID-19, the release of this impressive contribution to leadership 
literature in contemporary times is certainly timely.

Professor Duignan presents sound and strong justification for leaders and aspiring 
leaders on the competencies needed for the VUCA (volatile, unpredictable, complex and 
ambiguous) circumstances in which their educational systems and schools are situated. 
This is and will undoubtedly be the context in which educational leaders must navigate 
many challenges, seize opportunities and ensure their students and staff thrive, not just 
survive.

There are many books released each year on educational leadership. What is particularly 
refreshing about Duignan’s work is that it is not only well researched but written in a way 
that is both accessible and comprehensive.

Rather than pitch a new model with new terminology (and isn’t that a relief!) Duignan 
calls for leaders to refocus through ethical, moral and authentic leadership. No one 
knows this better than Patrick.

Duignan covers a great deal of territory in this work, contextualising leadership in not 
just times of rapid change for leaders but for all. He directs the reader to many excellent 
sources for further deeper analysis on each point he makes and provides a mountain of 
quotable quotes – his own words and those of others.

I have to admit I am showing my bias here a bit. I tend to value advice and insight on 
school leadership from those that have actually led schools than those who write and 
talk about it as if they have done so. Not only has Duignan done that, he comes from our 
shores and so I am prepared to accept his critique and guidance more so than that offered 
from other sources.

In keeping with our commitment at the Australian College of Educators to promote and 
advance the voice of the profession, Duignan does that so eloquently in this fabulous 
book. Professor Emeritus Patrick Duignan is a highly valued and respected member of 
ACE.
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