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EDITORIAL

When we started out on this edition of Professional Educator (back 
in 2020) we had a certain view on what the theme ‘In Principle’ was 
going to mean to contributors. Thanks to a global pandemic and 
the incredible challenges faced by educators, students, and parents, 

here in Australia and across the globe, our theme took on a whole 
different meaning.

You will see as you make your way through the 
many insightful and thought-provoking articles 
and opinion pieces contained in this edition, a small 
snapshot into the many and varied experiences 
and views of how educators, from all sectors and 
systems, embrace challenge to drive professional 
growth and advancement.

The feature articles are an excellent example of the 
diversity of our profession and provide a range of 
theory and evidence-based research being put into 
practice across various sectors.

Greg Whitby and Maura Manning’s article Blended 
learning in the mix for Western Sydney students 
provides insight into the School of Now which 
began in 2019 to provide access to specialist 

subjects, not offered at a student’s home school, through the use of real-time online 
delivery with content available on demand and face-to-face instruction. 

Collaboration for the common good is a multi-author contribution from the Catholic 
Education Network (Jones, Vance, Stratford, Gardiner, Woods, Woolley and Bance) 
that explores the value of professional relationships and networks particularly in 
relation to digital learning and how digital platforms can be harnessed to promote 
collaboration and information sharing to enhance individual and schools’ e-Learning 
practice. A second contribution, It’s about teaching, not the tool by Crouch, Pringle, 
Hession, Newman, Finch, Pearson and Bance, highlights the positive shift in teachers’ 
willingness, motivation and capacity to learn and adopt new approaches that ensures 
quality teaching continues in spite of any obstacles (including a global pandemic) 
that may be thrown in their way.

In Principle 

“The feature articles are an 
excellent example of the 
diversity of our profession 
and provide a range of theory 
and evidence-based research 
being put into practice across 
various sectors”

Dr Julie Rimes FACE , FACEL, FAICD Editor
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Hannah Campos-Remon, Jacqui Zervos and Peter G. Taylor’s article From project-
based improvement to a learning organisation: COVID as catalyst investigates the 
enabling conditions that were central to success when faced with the challenges that 
a catalyst, such as COVID, presented to education leaders.

Dr Nira Rahman and Dr Wajeehah Aayeshah shift focus away from school-based 
educators to those working in the tertiary sector in their article ‘Ghost’ Leaders: 
Enabling and creating student voice and agency in the university space. Their 
exploration of ‘Third space’ academics in creating strong parallel links between 
students, academics and professional staff and the central role that these ‘non-visible’ 
leaders play in the higher education setting is thought provoking and worthy of more 
investigation.

Oral Language by Sandra Hawken, Ronnelle Sanders and Deb Wilson moves away 
from the concept of a singular catalyst providing incentive for change and growth and 
explores how schools, based on their own observations and supported by evidenced-
based research can drive significant improvements in learning outcomes. The article 
goes on to highlight how the strong foundations that had been laid through their 
research and development of programs to support and improve students’ ‘oracy’ 
provided an excellent platform from which to launch further advancements in the face 
of COVID.

Dr Bruce Addison article Happy 21st Birthday 21st Century: Our phosphorescent 
classrooms as guiding constants takes a stroll down the memory lane of the 21st 
century and highlights that, as educators, there remains one certainty…change!

This edition also introduces a new feature with our expert columnists. Mark Grant, 
Chief Executive Officer of the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 
notes in his column Maximising the impact of professional learning the critical 
importance professional learning plays in ensuring educators continue to grow as 
professionals and teachers, whose expertise and knowledge are central to driving 
positive learning outcomes for all students.

Our second special expert columnist for this edition is Dr Jenny Donovan, Chief 
Executive Officer of the Australian Education Research Organisation. Dr Donovan 
provides an insightful look at why evidence-based teaching is such a hot topic and 
explores the purpose of Australia’s newly established education evidence body AERO.

There are so many other fascinating contributions to this edition of Professional 
Educator – In Principle that my editorial could continue on for far too many pages if 
I were to outline all that lies between the covers. Suffice to say, the opinion papers 
included provide for insightful, practice informed observations and commentary that 
will interest all readers.

Another new addition to Professional Educator is the College’s Managing Director, 
Helen Jentz, Interview with… This edition, her conversation with ACE’s National Vice-
President and Deputy Chair, Ms Lila Mularczyk OAM, FACE is incredibly entertaining, 
thought provoking and a thoroughly enjoyable read.

Finally, I would like to round out my editorial with the Special Feature. Over the 
past twelve months the College lost two outstanding members, supporters and 
contributors. Vale Tony Ryan FACE and Jennifer Searcy FACE. Thank you for your 
incredible dedication and contributions to our wonderful education profession.
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PRESIDENT’S 
COLUMN 

I really don’t think enough can be said in praise of the incredible fortitude and 
resilience our profession has displayed over the course of the last year and a bit. 
Those of us who have lived and breathed education our entire careers know all 

too well what a resilient bunch we educators are! But throw in a global pandemic, 
lockdowns and a plethora of social, emotional, and mental wellbeing issues and 

our profession has really risen to the challenge.

As I read the articles contained in this edition of Profession Educator with the theme In Principle, I 
am once again reminded of how truly incredible our profession is. As the provocation that gave rise 
to this edition’s theme noted, why is it that when seeking out guidance, direction, inspiration and 
leadership, those in the education profession aren’t the first port of call? Aren’t educators, owing to 
the very nature of the profession, at the forefront of driving fundamental, long lasting and impactful 
change?

I believe the resounding answer is ‘YES!’

As professionals we regularly navigate our way through incredibly complex and challenging 
issues, it is the nature of the environment in which we work. Many of the contributors to this edition 
highlight, it is from these challenges that we, as educators, gain the most valuable lessons which in 
turn helps us to become better practitioners, leaders and ultimately educators.

Whilst many of the articles have taken COVID as the catalyst to draw out actions taken and lessons 
learned, many note that this is just the latest challenge to be thrown education’s way.

What is clear when reading the feature articles and opinion papers is that we, as a profession, 
should rightly be incredibly proud of ourselves and the way we have individually and collectively 
navigated our way through the latest gauntlet to have been thrown down.

What is wonderfully evident in this edition of Professional Educator (and I would argue in all 
editions of Professional Educator) is the diversity of experience and expertise that make up the fabric 
of our profession. What I am also incredibly proud of is, unlike other organisations, the College not 
only embraces this diversity but celebrates it. The articles, opinion papers, columns, reviews and 
interviews contained within the In Principle edition is a wonderful example of the melting pot that 
makes up our incredible association. From Catholic Education to Independent Schools, Leaders in 
Public Education through to Leaders in the Tertiary Sector, this edition is an excellent example of the 
important role ACE plays in bringing together all sectors, systems and levels within education.

On a final note, I would like to take this opportunity to personally thank Dr Julie Rimes FACE who, 
with In Principle, delivers her final edition as Editor of Professional Educator. Julie’s contribution 
to Professional Educator over the course of many years and her dedication to the College cannot 
be overstated. She has been an incredible editor, author, reviewer and of course Fellow of the 
Australian College of Educators. On behalf of our members, I would like to thank you Julie for 
everything you have done and continue to do for our College.

Dr Phil Lambert PSM, FACE  National President and Chair Australian College of Educators
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Blended learning in 
the mix for Western 
Sydney students 
Catholic Education Diocese of 
Parramatta’s ‘School of Now’  

Learning and teaching were briefly transformed 
by the snap implementation of so-called ‘home 
schooling’ last year. One key learning from the 
lockdown is the enduring value of face-to-face 

learning while making the most of online learning 
technology. So where could this newfound appreciation 
of ‘blended learning’ lead us? School of Now is a 
real-world example of a blended learning approach 
to schooling that is already making the most of the 
digital tools available to learners and teachers, without 
forgetting that the support that teachers provide is vital. 

Greg Whitby AM, KSG, FACE Executive Director and 
Maura Manning, Director of Learning

IN PRINCIPLE
FEATURE

Searching for real world examples 
of ‘blended learning’ approaches 
to schooling? Personalising pace, 
place and participation, School 
of Now is growing every year and 
currently serves 11 secondary 
schools in Western Sydney and the 
Blue Mountains. Greg Whitby and 
Maura Manning argue programs 
like these are here to stay. 
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School of Now began in 2019 to support two Western 
Sydney high schools, St Agnes Catholic High School 
Rooty Hill and St Clare’s High School Hassall Grove, in 
welcoming their first ever Year 12 cohorts. Established 
to provide access to specialist subjects that may not be 
offered in a student’s home school, the program uses 
technology to connect students with experienced Stage 
6 teachers. Two students from St Patrick’s Marist College 
Dundas who studied through School of Now have 
recently been selected for SHAPE, the NSW Showcase of 
HSC Technology projects. 

We began by looking at the courses that were likely to 
attract low enrolments, using system data to identify 
high performance patterns and then approaching 
principals to invite the highest performing teachers to 
participate in School of Now. 

The approach blends content delivered in 
real-time online with content available 
on-demand and face-to-face instruction in 
block mode. Students engage with other 
students and teachers through the Zoom 
and Canvas platforms, and this has been 
hugely successful. 
We designed a course to help teachers better understand 
how to design learning in Canvas, and our expert team 
of Gavin Hays, Steven Bauer and David Sheil support 
teachers in the design and implementation of their 
courses. Our expert teachers design the program for the 
course and work with our School of Now support team. 
The team assists teachers to design the course using 
the most rigorous and evidence-based approaches to 
online learning. Our colleagues have invested significant 
thinking and learning into the most effective learning 
design for our students in School of Now.  

Each course is based in Canvas, which serves as a 
portal to all the resources, assessments, discussions 
and collaborations in the course. Students also attend 
regular sessions on Zoom, as well as face-to-face days 
held at our CathWest Innovation College. All of this is 
supported by a mentor teacher in the student’s school 
who checks in with the student on a regular basis and 
helps them to stay on track with the learning.   

School infrastructure supports the program. Some 
requirements include a timetable that can flexibly 
accommodate our expert teachers and students from 
other schools and a central place where the students 
can come together face-to-face. We use our school buses 
to transport students, too.  

It’s a chance to personalise pace, place and participation. 
School of Now is growing every year and currently 
serves 11 secondary schools. Some of the most popular 
subjects have been those in technology-focused 
disciplines like Information Processes and Technology, 
Software Design and Development, and VET Information 
and Digital Technologies. Student numbers are expected 
to double in 2021. 
The name School of Now is no misnomer. This is 
achievable now and, if you’re not considering doing 
something like it, you’re behind the times. This approach 

makes providing the subjects that students are 
passionate about possible, even where it would not 
have been economical to do so in a face-to-face model. 
It challenges some of the assumptions about schools 
being self-contained and breaks down geographical 
boundaries. There are also opportunities for other 
teachers to buddy up with the experts involved, 
providing support and building their own skills through 
collaboration. 

A response to our times, School of Now makes the most 
of the virtual environment to liberate students from the 
constraints of conventional schooling. As we continue 
to respond to COVID-19, concrete evidence that students 
are able to thrive in blended learning environments, 
and be agile and responsive in their learning, is so 
relevant. Students are truly free to make choices about 
how they manage their learning. While there are clear 
non-negotiables, there are plenty of opportunities for 
students to make decisions about their learning.  

The most powerful aspect of School of Now is that 
it mobilises the great strengths of our system of 80 
Catholic schools across Western Sydney and the Blue 
Mountains. The blended learning model opens up access 
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Biographies
Gregory B Whitby AM, KSG, FACE
Adj. Prof. (UBSS), Fellow Western Sydney University, Executive Director, Catholic Education Diocese of Parramatta
Greg Whitby is a teacher, advocate, administrator and leader. His mission to transform schooling for every child and 
young person is driven by a strong commitment to justice and equity. As a Catholic Education leader in the Parramatta 
and Wollongong Dioceses in NSW, Greg has led significant cultural change with a focus on innovation, collaboration and 
investment in teachers’ learning. Prior to this, he was a teacher and school leader in government and Catholic schools. He has 
also lectured in the faculty of business at Western Sydney University.
Greg’s service to education has been recognised through the awarding of the Australian Medal (AM) in the 2018 Australia 
Day Honours list and the awarding of a Papal Knighthood in the Order of St Gregory the Great in 2013. He has received a 
presidential citation from the Australian Council of Educational Leaders and, in 2017, he was awarded the Australian College 
of Educators Sir Harold Wyndham Medal for his contribution to the education of young people in NSW. Greg has written 
extensively about education, including as the author of Educating Gen Wi-Fi. 

Maura Manning
Director Learning, Catholic Education Diocese of Parramatta
Prior to joining Catholic Education Diocese of Parramatta, Maura Manning served as the National Fair Education Director of 
Australian Schools Plus, a not-for-profit dedicated to supporting disadvantaged schools. Strongly committed to equity, she 
sees her current work as another way to make a meaningful difference to education and life outcomes for children and young 
people in Western Sydney. Maura has also held senior roles at Pymble Ladies’ College and Abbotsleigh, Wahroonga and taught 
at SCEGGS Darlinghurst and worked as Leader Professional Learning for the Diocese of Broken Bay.
Prior to her work in education, Maura worked in business, including at PwC, and as a journalist. Moving from the boardroom 
to the newsroom and then the classroom, she now holds a Master of Educational Leadership and a Master of Education 
through the University of NSW. Her research interests include leading innovative learning design and creative teaching 
practice, as well as gifted education. 

to teacher expertise and diversity of courses across our 
24 secondary schools, while maintaining the supportive 
community of the student’s home school. It is the ideal 
balance of boundless opportunity and a safe and 
nurturing community.    

School of Now also addresses equity dilemmas 
faced by many schools, such as low candidature 

subjects not being offered 
and difficulty in 

providing access to 
experienced teachers 
especially in specialised 

subject areas. It provides 
a greater opportunity 
for student voice 
and choice in a more 
diverse curriculum 

being offered across 
all schools, as well as 

connecting students with different 
perspectives. By combining the one or two 

students from each school, we are able 
to make a system class and staff it 

with our best teacher. It is a great 
outcome for the students.  

Some of the small candidature 
subjects require highly 
specialised expertise; for 
example, Engineering Studies 
and Information Processes and 

Technology are very hard to staff. 
When a school gets a great teacher, 

they will fight tooth-and-nail to 
retain them.  School of Now shares that 

expertise across schools and the home 
school gets the benefit of retaining that 

teacher.  

The first cases of COVID-19 in one of the schools in our 
system were at St Patrick’s Marist College Dundas, 
where students have been participating in School of 
Now from the beginning. As early adopters of online 
learning technology, the school was better prepared 
than others to respond to the needs to students learning 
at home. Some of the same technology was deployed 
when large numbers of students were self-isolating. Of 
course, this experience also meant that the school was 
prepared to use online learning technology during the 
school closures later in the year. 

School of Now was in fact the least disrupted of 
‘schools’ by COVID-19; it continued as it was always 
going to happen. Teachers saw this and realised that 
they could “future proof” their learning by embracing 
technology more fully. We are seeing a lot of teachers 
who want to move all their courses to online platforms. 
That’s why blended learning approaches like School of 
Now are here to stay. 
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Collaboration 
for the  
common good

The eLWG provided a network where diocesan members could 
share best practices in the design and delivery of professional 
learning, reflect on barriers and develop solutions to support 
successful implementation across participating dioceses.

JJ Purton Jones, Vickie Vance, Christine Stratford, Karen Gardiner,  
Ben Woods, Mark Woolley and Lora Bance

INTRODUCTION
The Catholic Education Network (CEnet) is a not for 
profit company owned by its sixteen member dioceses. 
CEnet’s aim is to enable access to educational services, 
and support members to improve learning outcomes 
for students and teachers by providing an environment 
underpinned by collaboration and sharing.  

One of the core working groups of CEnet is the 
e-Learning Working Group (eLWG). This group has been 
meeting for several years to explore e-learning within 
and across CEnet members. Valuable professional 
relationships amongst the members, built on a model 
of trust and collective efficacy, have developed through 
regular face-to-face meetings and networking events. 
Meetings provide opportunities for members to share 
insight into current practices and needs regarding how 
they support digital learning in their diocese, and to 
seek advice and feedback from within the group. This 
contribution has provided opportunities for eLWG 
members to duplicate professional learning, and to 
modify and enhance resources that are contextualised 
for their own diocese. Through this professional network 
members of the eLWG contribute to expertise in digital 
learning across members, to be implemented for the 
benefit of teachers and students in Catholic education.

During COVID-19, a number of members identified a 
common urgent need to create professional learning 
for teachers across a wide non-diocese bounded 
geographic area. Harnessing the existing benefits of 
mutual trust and digital learning expertise, within the 
eLWG, diocesan representatives were able to respond 

quickly to develop common professional learning for 
members. Utilising the available technology services 
and tools, organising members created a virtual 
community to design and deliver the Catholic Learning 
Online Summit, consisting of live events which were 
recorded, thereby producing a legacy of resources for 
future use across CEnet members

BACKGROUND.
The benefits of the collaborative practices of the eLWG 
have been exemplified in prior joint initiatives such as 
the deployment of Google Apps for Education (GAFE). 
The eLWG provided a network where diocesan members 
could share best practices in the design and delivery of 
professional learning, reflect on barriers and develop 
solutions to support successful implementation across 
participating dioceses.

The COVID-19 crisis provided another significant 
opportunity for members to work in unity with the 
sharing of materials developed to support schools. 
It also led to the identification of a common need, to 
create just-in-time professional learning opportunities 
for teachers. Drawing on existing professional 
relationships between eLWG members, a self-organising 
sub-group emerged with the concept of a Catholic 
Learning Online Summit (CLOS), a series of workshops 
for teachers from all members to quickly upskill in 
digital learning in preparation for remote learning. 
Diocesan members identified potential benefits to 
working collaboratively including the positive impact 
on student outcomes, distribution of time and financial 
savings. 

IN PRINCIPLE
FEATURE
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CONTEXT.
Diocesan eLWG representatives are educators who 
have responsibility for increasing the digital capabilities 
of teachers and promoting effective practices using 
technology in teaching and learning. The eLWG has 
developed into a collaborative community of practice. A 
community of practice develops when ‘groups of people 
who genuinely care about the same real-life problems or 
hot topics, and who on that basis, interact regularly to 
learn together and from each other’ (Wenger et al. 2002).

Communities of practice are self-organising systems and 
reflect the members’ understanding of what is important. 
The eLWG work collaboratively within the realms of 
a community of practice by discussing and exploring 
current and emerging issues within the framework of 
learning enriched through technology. These discussions 
and explorations are powerful opportunities to develop 
the collective wisdom, shared practices and cumulative 
process of learning.

Learning partnerships, the process of thinking together 
and the establishment of a sense of community are 
integral to the work undertaken by the eLWG. Members of 
the eLWG also have a social and cognitive presence which 
enables opportunities for rich discourse on transformative 
pedagogy and authentic use of technology. The capacity 
of the eLWG to be innovative and responsive to need is 
built on the foundation of shared values and trust. These 
professional relationships, which underpin the collective 
efficacy of the group, are created through formal face-to-
face meetings and networking.

Sharing of resources to support teachers in their work 
in Catholic schools was a key goal when organising 
members of the eLWG collaboratively developed the 
Catholic Learning Online Summit. The Summit was a 
just-in-time response to an identified external and cross-
diocesan need. 

CATHOLIC LEARNING ONLINE SUMMIT [CLOS].
Catholic Learning Online Summit Organising Committee: 
an example of the eLWG as a Community of Practice

The CLOS organising committee was a small working 
group consisting of five diocesan eLWG members and 
a CEnet staff member who met regularly via Zoom 
to create, plan, manage, implement and evaluate the 
CLOS. As members of the group had a well-established 
relationship, there was little time devoted to ‘getting to 
know each other’ and ‘finding our place in the group’ 
which provided the opportunity to concentrate on making 
decisions and progressing the event. In terms of Tuckman’s 
small group dynamics model, the group was able to skip 
the forming, storming, norming phases and went straight 
to performing and eventually to adjourning (Tuckman 
1965) as the event was finalised.

The characteristics of a Community of Practice (CoP) were 
demonstrated through a shared domain of knowledge 
(e-Learning), community (organising members) and 
practice (meeting the professional learning needs of 
teachers is respective dioceses). Trust in the professional 
expertise of each member increased their ability to share 

resources and use tools effectively to solve the problem of 
rapidly upskilling teachers for digital learning. This was 
possible through the members existing knowledge of each 
other, and further describes how the CoP is effective as the 
shared repertoire of resources, experiences, stories, tools, 
and ways of addressing recurring problems has evolved 
through time and sustained practices (Wenger 2011).

The collective wisdom, agility and flexibility of the group 
was harnessed to enable members to make decisions 
and share responsibility for tasks, then move easily into 
the management, implementation and finishing with an 
evaluation of the project. 

The autonomy of the CLOS committee was important.  
They are composed of e-learning leaders within their 
diocese and have a level of decision-making capacity 
which enabled them to implement recommendations 
without the need for reference to diocesan management 
structures. They displayed the characteristics of 
a self-organising team by demonstrating agile 
leadership competencies including self-reflection and 
self-management, personal integrity and reliability, 
personal communication, relationships and interactions, 
leadership, teamwork, conflicts and crises, inventiveness, 
reconciliation and orientation to results (Bushuyeva, 
Bushuiev and Bushuieva 2019).

The CLOS committee were able to use these competencies 
as prior working relationships, resource sharing, tasks 
and activities had created foundations that meant they 
transitioned easily into the project. Expert knowledge 
of teacher needs in each diocese came from working in 
the field. This then enabled clear and accurate fidelity 
between teacher need and design of the professional 
learning opportunity.

The resulting CLOS was a week of online professional 
learning workshops and presentations delivered via 
Zoom, and coordinated through a bespoke CEnet website. 
Recordings of workshops remain available to CEnet 
members and their teachers through the website.

A selection of workshops were presented by diocesan 
staff with specific experience and expertise in common 
technology platforms and tools used throughout CEnet 
dioceses. Additional presenters from outside the eLWG 
CEnet were sourced by organising committee members, 
made possible through their knowledge, reputation 
and professional connections. These outside presenters 
were well known in their field, possessing high level 
knowledge and reputation. The collective approach taken 
in establishing a shared vision for the Summit assisted 
in securing these presenters at very short notice, all of 
whom expressed a willingness to be involved in similar 
activities in the future.

ENVIRONMENT.
In late March 2020, Australian states and territories 
were moving towards restrictions in movement in the 
community in an effort to limit the impact of COVID-19. 
By the end of April 2020, schools were at different 
stages of rapid implementation of remote teaching 
and every state and territory was expected to start 

IN PRINCIPLE
FEATURE
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Term 2, 2020 with all schools in remote teaching. This 
included a combination of scenarios with teachers 
working onsite with students of emergency workers, 
delivering remote learning to students at home or 
onsite, or delivering remote learning from the teacher’s 
home. In preparation for Term 2 the members of the 
CLOS organising committee were involved in sourcing 
and presenting professional learning to assist teachers 
create ‘Learning from Home’ teaching programs. There 
was a sudden demand for increased skills in using 
synchronous and asynchronous digital communications 
to design and deliver effective learning for students. 
This need was common across members during March 
and April. Initially members harnessed the eLWG as a 
CoP to share resources that were created for specific 
diocesan teachers, which were duplicated then modified 
for their own contexts. The core tenets of pedagogy, 
teaching materials and tools were a common thread 
that connected the experiences of eLWG members in this 
initial phase.

The identification of these core needs was the basis of 
eLWG members recognising the opportunity to offer 
collaborative professional learning focussed on:
•  Addressing a high demand need instigated by 

COVID-19 remote teaching. Each member diocese 
had an immediate need to quickly upskill teachers in 
common areas

•  Assisting teachers to attend professional learning 
during stand down which catered for social distancing 
requirements. The population being forced into social 
distancing meant holiday travel arrangements had 
changed, therefore teachers had an increased capacity 
to attend virtual events

•  Using common technology platforms which enabled 
collaborative work. The availability of Google Sites 
and Zoom licensing within members meant that 
the necessary technology was already in use and 
accessible to attendees. Organising members were 
skilled in their use and therefore able to quickly 
collaborate to develop and deliver an online program 
using these tools

LIMITATIONS OF CLOS.
•  Registration of teacher professional learning within 

each diocese. The limited organising time prevented 
sessions from being registered with accreditation 
bodies in New South Wales (NSW) and Australian 
Capital Territory (ACT) dioceses where teachers are 
required to meet a minimum number of hours of 
accredited professional learning each year. There 
is currently no mechanism in place to register 
professional learning across dioceses, and each diocese 
assumes responsibility for completing registration of 
the same event for their diocesan teachers

•  The interoperability of some systems between dioceses 
such as the sharing of a Google Doc was initially 
problematic. Once identified, this barrier was rectified 
by whitelisting dioceses to enable sharing

•  Lack of time to advertise. Responding to the immediate 
need meant an extremely tight timeline which could 
not be adjusted. The CLOS also occurred during the 
NSW teacher stand down period and some dioceses 
had already determined they would not communicate 
with teachers while they were on stand down. As a 
result, communication did not reach some diocesan 
teachers

•  A common stand down period was not available 
for NSW and QLD participants. The Summit was 
scheduled for NSW and ACT stand down, when QLD 
teachers had returned to remote teaching. However, 
data indicated that QLD teachers were keen to 
participate despite being back at school

Therefore, success was determined by:
•  Diocesan structures that enabled the organising 

committee to take responsibility for decisions relating 
to the professional learning for teachers in response to 
COVID-19 remote learning

•  Agility and innovativeness of the organising committee 
to work effectively in making decisions, organising 
people and technology

•  Access to technology that enabled the facilitation of 
synchronous connection, aligned for seamless and 
ubiquitous participation across CEnet members

IN PRINCIPLE
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The event had experts from Apple, Google, Microsoft, Adobe, ClickView as well as educators 
from within CEnet members. CLOS enabled access to experts for a wider audience.

Feedback from session evaluations highlights the ability to collectively pool resources and 
bring a greater offering to CEnet Dioceses. Many participants commented on the access to 
experts being extremely beneficial.  

“Wouldn’t it be good if...talent like {Presenter} is available at everyone’s fingertips”.

Participants voiced their willingness and enthusiasm surrounding this type of event. 

“If all PD was designed like this, great instruction, clear focus, useful in the classroom, only 
takes 1 hour to inspire you to take up the resource and run with it, you are in the comfort of 
home, you choose to make the effort and therefore the focus is 100%.”

Participants came from most CEnet members, with noticeably high participation rates from 
Lismore, Armidale, Wollongong, Parramatta and Bathurst (see Appendix 1). A significant 
factor impacting participant numbers in Queensland was that school resumed for Term 2 
during this week.

CATHOLIC LEARNING ONLINE SUMMIT: EVENT INFORMATION.
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CATHOLIC LEARNING ONLINE SUMMIT:  
EVENT INFORMATION.
Dr Bobby Moore from Epic Impact Education states that 
‘the key to improving our schools is focusing on social 
capital and creating high performing teams’ (2018). 
The CLOS captured how a high performing team and 
effective collaboration can lead to a successful delivery of 
professional learning. Over 500 teachers from 15 dioceses 
accessed the equivalent of 2,175 hours of professional 
learning. Collaboratively the CLOS organising committee 
was able to coordinate a significant professional learning 
event in less than two weeks.

CLOS enabled access to teaching and non-teaching 
staff, thereby increasing advocacy for technology use 
in schools and building capacity for all staff who do 
not always have access to professional learning with 
technology. Data shows participants were from various 
service areas within the diocese, represented by teachers, 
casual teachers, school support officers, librarians and 
diocesan office staff. 

Participants were given the opportunity to submit 
feedback and evaluations after each session. This data 
has been analysed to evaluate CLOS and inform future 
events. Some of this feedback has been captured in 
Appendix 2.

Teachers’ reported their capacity to deliver high quality 
online learning was significantly enhanced. The majority 
of teachers intended to implement their new skills and 
knowledge in the following week (see Appendix 3).

Whilst the online nature of this event was successful in 
reaching across dioceses, participants also commented on 
the need for more time and guidance within the sessions 
so they could seek specific assistance and apply the skills 
within the workshop. This highlights the need for hybrid 
learning for teachers involving personalised face-to-face 
learning experiences and in-school opportunities, as well 
as access to online modules, workshops and webinars.

ADVANCING THE WORK OF THE ELWG.
Following the success of CLOS, the committee have made 
recommendations to the eLWG with a vision of advancing 
e-Learning outcomes across members.

The eLWG will support the implementation of an 
expanded Catholic Learning Online (CLO) suite, including 
short online workshops to be called Catholic Learning 
Online Events (CLOE), and more in-depth sessions to be 
called Catholic Learning Online Days (CLOD). 

For successful cross-diocesan collaboration for 
professional learning facilitated by the eLWG the identified 
limitations need to be addressed. These limitations 
include the variety of platforms utilised to deliver online 
professional learning and the registration processes.

Zoom and Google Sites were integral tools for the delivery 
of synchronous learning during CLOS. While the tools 
are common to many dioceses, they are not ubiquitous. 
Furthermore, providing a legacy of curated asynchronous 
resources for CEnet members may be enhanced through 
common platforms such as a Course Management 

System or Learner Experience Platform that complements 
specific diocesan platforms.

Limitations with registration are complex. Dioceses 
assume responsibility for attendee registration and 
distribution of information for joining events, and the 
capturing of attendance at the event is not efficient 
through current platforms. Additionally, registering 
professional learning with accreditation bodies in NSW 
and ACT is not centralised. The result is a duplication 
in accreditation documentation across dioceses, and 
difficulty in verifying attendance following an event. An 
investigation into how central registration and validation 
of cross diocesan professional learning can avoid 
duplication.

The eLWG can use formal meetings to consider how 
to overcome limitations and measure the benefits of a 
central platform and registration process to make further 
recommendations.

Grounded in foundations of collaborative practice the 
eLWG have identified that the face-to-face meetings and 
networking that is afforded through CEnet is a significant 
contributing factor to the success of the group. The 
continued face-to-face and virtual formal meetings will 
sustain and strengthen the efforts of the eLWG to deliver 
high impact outcomes that advance e-learning across 
members. The robust discourse within these meetings, 
focussed on initiatives which drive pedagogical change 
in teaching and learning are due to the professional 
relationships that are built on trust and reciprocity 
and are integral to ongoing eLWG success. With these 
conditions in place and as members of CEnet, the eLWG 
functions as a CoP with the ability to collaborate to 
respond to the needs of members to advance digital 
learning and enhance student learning across Catholic 
schools. 
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Appendix 3.

 

 

Appendices
Appendix 1. 

Appendix 2. 

Participant Feedback 

•  Thank you for organising such an amazing event. It was 
wonderful seeing all the diocese come together. I look forward 
to another summit!

•  JJ, Vickie, Mark Ben and others I’ve missed - brilliant effort in 
pulling this together in such a short space of time. You have 
responded so well to the present circumstances, pulled together 
great presenters, so timely after teachers have had a go and are 
about to start again and across all schools. What more could 
you ask for! Hats off to all of you :)

•  Our dioceses could collaborate more often.

•  This type of inter-diocesan sharing happened more often.

•  We have sessions like these throughout the year as professional 
learning to up skill and empower all educators

•  If the sharing across the dioceses could continue after the 
pandemic is over, perhaps even scheduled as online Staff 
meetings/professional learning days as not to encroach on 
family time.

Participants finished the statement - Wouldn’t it be great if  ……..

•  You get to organise another one of these online conferences/
workshops :) Hint, Hint!

•  We could access this type of learning and share resources more 
often

•  We continue to use this in our teaching when the world gets 
back to normal.

•  We could be given more opportunities throughout the year 
to be kept updated with any new tools that are developed to 
support the Screencastify app and how other teachers are using 
this app too.

•  If all professional learning was designed like this, great 
instruction, clear focus, useful in the classroom, only takes 1 
hour to inspire you to take up the resource and run with it, you 
are in the comfort of home, you choose to make the effort and 
therefore the focus 100 per cent, ....we can do it again!

•  If the sharing across the dioceses could continue after the 
pandemic is over, perhaps even scheduled as online Staff 
meetings/professional learning days as not to encroach on 
family time.
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It’s about teaching,  
not the tool
Vanessa Crouch, Alicia Pringle, John Hession, Steven Newman,  
Robyn Finch, Joseph Pearson and Lora Bance

The importance of digital pedagogy and the experiences of teachers 
in CEnet member dioceses schools during COVID-19 remote learning 
shows the willingness, motivation and capacity for teachers to 
learn and adopt new approaches to learning.
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INTRODUCTION
One of the core working groups of CEnet is the 
e-Learning Working Group (eLWG). The pace with 
which technology changes presents the challenge of 
how to be agile and able to respond efficiently. When 
school’s transitioned to remote learning as a result of 
the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the CEnet E-Learning 
Working Group (eLWG) witnessed a positive shift in 
teachers’ willingness, motivation and capacity for 
learning new approaches to facilitating learning. 
Evidence that showed how teachers adapted their 
practices for remote learning revealed that, on the 
whole, teachers can learn and apply new skills using 
digital tools within short timeframes and were able to 
work with their students effectively and efficiently when 
delivering remote learning. It should be acknowledged 
that some teachers continued to work as they had 
done pre-COVID-19, prompting discussions about the 
complexities of schools’ contexts and relationship 
to digital learning. Given the importance of digital 
pedagogy for learning and the wide range of positive 
examples from across the network, we must continue 
to develop strategies for increasing teacher capacity for 
responding to the challenges of teaching and learning 
with technology.

LITERATURE REVIEW. 
Over the last two decades learning with digital 
technologies has increased (Burke et al. 2018; McKenney 
& Visscher 2019). The result is the combining of digital 
technologies and pedagogy, or ‘digital pedagogy,’ 
defined as the pedagogical practices and decisions 
educators make in teaching and learning that use 
digital technologies to enhance learning (Baldiņš 2016). 
Digital pedagogy involves specific skill sets teachers 
are required to develop to ensure the technology is 
enhancing student learning (Ertmer 1999).

Fullan, Quinn and McEachen (2018) suggest that the 
foundation of teacher quality is a teacher’s pedagogical 
capacity, and technology is the enabler and tool 
to transform how students discover, create and use 
knowledge. However, research has consistently 
demonstrated digital pedagogy is most commonly 
used to adapt traditional approaches to teaching 
and learning aimed at increasing productivity rather 
than introducing sustained innovation (Hershkovitz & 
Karni 2018; Burden et al. 2019; Crompton et al. 2017). 
Furthermore, the constant pace of change in emerging 
technologies has meant teachers have to continually 
shift practices for effective pedagogical application of 
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technology. Some teachers inevitably get left behind, 
which can affect their confidence to try new hardware 
or software. The lack of confidence can be compounded 
with a lack of proficiency in using digital tools (Jamissen 
& Phelps 2006; Phelps & Graham 2008, 2013).

Teachers are working in complex environments and are 
challenged by the need to navigate change through 
intersecting agendas such as pedagogical beliefs, 
school context, professional learning, technology 
policy and the vision for education for students and 
for society (Kucirkova & Littleton 2017; Nemina et al. 
2018). Research has suggested teachers who innovated 
and experimented with digital pedagogies tended to be 
teachers who had familiarity with different technologies 
and software as a result of using them as part of their 
personal and professional digital landscape rather than 
from professional learning (Greer et al. 2017; Hershkovitz 
& Karni 2018). The lack of professional learning with 
technology could be attributed to the fact that although 
digital pedagogies are increasingly being acknowledged 
at a policy level, they are still considered to be a 
peripheral concern for the formal curriculum rather than 
authentically informing it (Jesson et al., 2018; Kucirkova 
& Littleton 2017).

CASE STUDIES. 
The eLWG sought input from schools across member 
dioceses to provide brief feedback about their 
experiences during the initial transition to remote 
learning in April and May 2020. The responses included:
•  Schools and colleges across seven dioceses
•  Respondents from varying roles
•  A variety of contexts

In analysing the case study submissions from schools 
and colleges across member dioceses, a framework of 
four key concepts was applied to recognise patterns and 
draw conclusions. The four key concepts were: 
•  Positive outcomes
•  Challenges
•  Enablers of success
•  Future practice implications

POSITIVE OUTCOMES AND IMPACTS  
ON DIGITAL PEDAGOGIES.
Four salient sub-themes were evident when exploring 
respondents’ view on the positive outcomes during 
remote learning. Firstly, many respondents indicated an 
increase in teacher confidence in the use of technology. 
This was attributed to the success of using tools 
that they would have avoided in normal classroom 
situations. One primary school respondent from regional 
New South Wales (NSW) stated ‘it is no longer seen as 
an extra burden to use technology in the classroom, 
it’s a tool that can improve and enhance students’ 
knowledge.’ This sentiment was explicitly echoed by a 
Tasmanian metropolitan primary respondent stating 
‘teacher confidence with teaching with technologies is 
higher [now]’. Confidence did not always translate to the 
effective use of technology, but there was recognition it 
created a fertile ground for teachers wanting to increase 
their efficacy through exploring the integration of 
digital technologies more effectively. As one Tasmanian 

primary school respondent succinctly expressed, 
‘Teacher’s feel like they still have a lot to learn!’.

Differentiation was another key sub-theme. Respondents 
indicated technology allowed students with diverse 
learning needs to be catered for in ways that teachers 
had not realised before. For example, the use of screen 
casting was a popular delivery model for the explicit 
teaching of lessons across all dioceses. It was intimated 
by many respondents that this asynchronous approach 
allowed students with diverse learning needs to 
complete work at their own pace and level. Many 
respondents indicated the variety of digital tools also 
allowed for more inclusive lesson experiences.

Discernment was another positive outcome from home 
learning. Many schools and teachers identified that 
they had become selective about what technology 
they nominated to use. A NSW regional primary school 
respondent stated ‘At one point it seemed as if there 
were too many new ideas floating around’. The quick 
nature of turning to online and digital delivery forced 
schools to be more strategic in their decision making. 
This was echoed by a Queensland regional high school 
articulating 

“[we] limited it to things that we knew were 
working and our decisions...were based on the 
capabilities of the platforms, the teacher’s and 
student’s knowledge of the platforms and the 
best method to deliver our programs with the 
most ease for parents and families.”

Increased communication about learning between 
school and home was another positive outcome. Whilst 
most communication through digital platforms was 
to provide instructions for tasks, technology allowed 
for more meaningful interactions between teachers, 
students and parents to support learning. Many 
respondents established habits for maintaining positive 
relationships through video welcome messages, check-
ins and explicit learning intentions, with additional 
communication and support for families achieved 
through screencast lessons that helped parents 
understand what was required for home learning.

CHALLENGES.
Across the twenty submissions key challenges that were 
consistently identified included: 
•  Moving away from didactic models of teaching
•  Providing timely feedback to students
vQuality of internet access
•  Capacity of parents to support learners
•  The limited time frames available to develop essential 

digital capabilities

The most significant challenge identified by respondents 
was the predominant use of didactic models of 
instruction using learning management systems and 
video conferencing platforms. Whilst these platforms 
were enablers, respondents reported use was 
predominantly for the distribution of learning materials 
or the synchronous delivery of teacher instruction and 
explanation. One respondent reported ‘There are real 
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risks because many of these approaches can be very 
solitary and didactic when you are just asking students 
to sit and quietly watch videos, read documents and 
click through presentations.’  Many participants were 
able to identify this challenge and as identified in the 
positive outcomes they saw it as ‘fertile ground’ to 
transform current practices. This was exemplified by 
a respondent describing how translating traditional 
school structures to home ‘they didn’t understand that 
the hour lesson online could not be treated the same as 
the hour lesson face-to-face’.

Many participants identified that skills required to 
provide timely digital feedback were not adequately 
developed. Whereas teachers were able to quickly 
develop the skills to distribute explanatory videos 
and tasks to be completed, their ability to gauge 
students’ understanding and provide timely feedback to 
learning was limited. This is a critical observation from 
respondents, as it suggested the application of digital 
pedagogies within the remote learning experience was 
focussed on low order teaching tasks rather than high 
impact teaching strategies. 

A post-COVID risk that was identified is a lack of 
strategic decision making around professional learning 
to support teachers’ continued use of digital pedagogy. 
A primary respondent in regional NSW stated  ‘A future 
focus will be to support teachers in altering their 
pedagogy to integrate the use of technology to modify 
and redefine tasks’, while another respondent reflected  
“I feel our school was very reactive in this [professional 
learning] area where there needs to be an emphasis on 
the importance of technology in the classroom”. The 
challenge of harnessing motivation for meaningful and 
strategic implementation of digital pedagogy cannot be 
underestimated.

Access to high quality internet and, in some instances, 
access to devices was challenging in regional and 
remote settings. While teachers were able to address 
equity in their classroom, they were frustrated by 
the limitations they witnessed students and families 
experiencing at home. The significant uptake of 
technology platforms requiring high bandwidth (video 
conference and video streaming services) proved to be 
a limiting factor in the access students had to learning 
experiences. In many circumstances, schools and 
colleges needed to employ non-technical solutions to 
overcome bandwidth issues, including the provision of 
learning on-site and the delivery of hardcopy learning 
resources to students. One respondent reported, “The 
greatest roadblock centered around the amount of 
internet connection - to overcome this the schools were 
open to those students. This allowed the students to 
engage in the learning from the classroom.”

ENABLERS OF SUCCESS.
A significant proportion of respondents identified three 
key technical platforms which enabled successful 
outcomes during the remote learning period. These 
included:
•  The use of learning management systems
•  Video conferencing tools
•  Screen capture applications

One respondent from a regional school explained, 
“learning management systems and video conferencing 
played a huge role in how our school decided to deliver 
learning at home.” Interestingly, in almost every 
circumstance, the respondents identified the technology 
tool as the enabling factor rather than the pedagogical 
technique the tool enabled. However, it was implicit 
within several responses that technological tools were 
being used to: 
•  Structure the workflow of students’ learning through a 

learning management system
•  Flexibly deliver explicit instruction and explanation 

through screen capture tools
•  Combine multimedia including SORA (e-books), 

Clickview (video distribution) and teacher created 
content

•  Facilitate student questioning, wellbeing check-
ins and support a sense of community using video 
conferencing tools

Respondents reflected on the impact using these tools 
had on their practice, 

“For example, when teachers started recording 
explicit teaching instruction, they soon became 
aware of the length of their instructional videos. 
This also correlated with face-to-face explicit 
instruction time and made them question the 
time it takes to deliver instruction/content to 
students.” 

This suggests these tools not only act as key enablers 
of practice in the remote learning environment but may 
also have been key enablers of teachers reflecting on 
their pedagogical practice. 

Other key enablers of success identified by respondents 
were the critical role of training in supporting teachers 
to translate pedagogical technique into a digital 
environment. Respondents who already had existing 
focus on digital pedagogy reported greater success in 
the remote learning period. One respondent described 
their situation as, “technology was already in full 
use throughout the school prior to COVID” allowing 
them to focus staff training on “further developing” 
the skills required for this specific circumstance. Upon 
returning to learning at school, the respondent reflected, 
“Technology has been further integrated into the 
classrooms and parents have continued to be engaged 
with their children’s learning.” The extensive and timely 
training provided to staff in all schools was key to 
them translating practice into the remote learning 
environment and deepened their existing knowledge 
of how these tools could be used to support learning. 
A respondent from a secondary college reported that 

Access to high quality internet 
and, in some instances, access 
to devices was challenging in 
regional and remote settings.
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thanks to the training, teachers are “more competent 
and confident with their use of technologies. All of 
us learned a few tricks of the trade. Many platforms 
that we have used for years are being utilised in more 
constructive and innovative ways”. 

DISCUSSION.
The case studies demonstrated the importance of digital 
tools as key enablers during remote learning, while 
also highlighting the importance of the ongoing need to 
shift pedagogical practice with technology if continued 
growth and impact with digital technology is to be 
achieved.

While pace of change is often identified as one of the 
reasons for lack of engagement with digital pedagogy 
and digital tools (Burke et al. 2018; McKenney & 
Visscher 2019), the case studies demonstrate that when 
the need to move to an online platform arose, teachers 
were able to quickly, and at scale, build personal 
capacity with digital pedagogies. The initial remote 
learning period of 2020 repositioned digital pedagogies 
long enough for teachers, students, families and systems 
to recognise their potential. Teacher’s willingness to 
learn new skills with technology was realised, with 
increased curiosity about the transformative capability 
of digital pedagogy and questions of how to achieve 
high impact teaching through such pedagogies.

In the weeks following the initial remote learning 
experience many researchers began inquiring into how 
to respond to the remote learning experience. Phillips 
(2020) said:

‘The more difficult challenge will be to boost the 
knowledge, skills and confidence of the teachers 
who are already working in schools. This will 
require governments to commit to sustained 
programs of professional development. Teaching 
online is definitely a skill that takes time to perfect.’

It is clear from Phillips (2020) we need to ensure 
teachers are engaged in ongoing professional learning 
that will sustain growth and impact with digital 
pedagogies. Now that schools are leveraging newfound 
confidence with technology to be adaptive and learn 
through application and reflection, continuing to offer 
quality professional learning opportunities is critical. 
The eLWG should be a catalyst for providing these 
quality professional learning opportunities focused on 
improvement in Catholic schools. 

The positive experience and success of reluctant users of 
technology pre-COVID with using tools such as screen 
casting has led to schools wanting to explore these, 
and other technologies further. Schools and dioceses 
are seeking to evaluate examples of effective use of 
technology and explore how to translate this into a 
considered process of selecting technology that achieves 
desired outcomes for teaching and learning. The desire 
to examine pedagogical practices closely should be 
supported with expert knowledge, including diocesan 
structures that support implementation, and the support 
of the collective knowledge of the eLWG.

The case studies identified a number of key risks, 
including shifts in pedagogical practice, which 
recognised the disparity of didactic teaching models 
and digital learning, use of timely feedback in digital 
contexts and access to adequate internet to ensure 
connection to learning and learners. Schools are now 
seeking to develop teacher knowledge and capacity 
in this space. The eLWG and Phillips (2020) have 
identified a risk that as schools’ transition back to 
traditional settings, the momentum in exploring the 
full potential of digital pedagogies and the associated 
digital tools cannot be lost. Teachers need to know 
how to adjust the skills they used during remote 
learning for their everyday learning environments. 
Now is the time to consider professional learning that 
is informed by data from COVID-19 remote learning 
and responds to the outcomes requested by teachers 
in order to avoid a return to business as usual in the 
classroom, resulting in low impact use of digital 
pedagogies.

As we plan for next steps we must be mindful of 
the range of experiences of teachers, and seek to 
leverage the enthusiasm of those for whom COVID-19 
remote learning provided a welcome opportunity to 
expand their pedagogical practice, while respecting 
the fatigue that others will have experienced as they 
navigated outside their comfort zones. We must also 
consider our responsibilities in promoting effective and 
appropriate use of technology within our classrooms 
and our communities. 

RECOMMENDATIONS.
It is recommended that the CEnet eLearning Working 
Group:
•  Collaborate on capturing and sharing knowledge of 

best practice with digital pedagogy
•  Evaluate frameworks and standards for technology 

integration that will underpin diocesan models of 
digital pedagogy

•  Apply models of digital pedagogy across inter-
diocesan collaborations on professional learning

•  Explore modes of support for professional learning 
which build teacher capacity across CEnet members

•  Provide leadership and support for the development 
of shared professional learning opportunities

•  Identify exemplary teachers and leaders from CEnet 
members who can contribute to the development 
and delivery of high-quality professional learning 
opportunities with a focus on high impact 
pedagogies that use digital technologies to enhance 
learning (Baldiņš 2016)

The complex nature of learning ecosystems across the 
CEnet members raises challenges when addressing 
high impact teaching with digital pedagogies. In 
addition to the recommendation, the eLWG will need 
to consider the following challenges when developing 
solutions: 
•  Issues related to equitable access to devices and the 

internet across the network
•  The variable system priorities that affect the efficacy 

of system and school leaders to strategically plan 
and resource professional learning opportunities
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CONCLUSION.
We have an opportunity to lead continuous learning 
opportunities for Catholic schools and engage with 
teachers to drive effective digital pedagogy. We have 
seen that when teachers see a need to learn more 
about using digital tools in their classrooms, they 
have sought support and learning opportunities. They 
did this because they wanted their students to have a 
continuous learning experience during an unprecedented 
event. In response, the CEnet eLWG should continue to 
curate and provide opportunities for our teachers to 
continue to learn about best practices related to digital 
pedagogy and technology integration.

The key message for CEnet and members is that high 
impact digital pedagogy is not the result of a revolution, 
it occurs through evolution. COVID-19 has created the 
fertile ground for transforming learning with digital 
pedagogies. The eLWG seek to support members 
to deliver strategies, build teachers’ efficacy and 
embed long lasting change to teachers’ pedagogical 
approaches with technology that will have impact for 
every student in every classroom every day. 
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From project-based  
improvement to  
a learning organisation: 

COVID as catalyst
Hannah Campos-Remon (Director of Organisational Learning),  
Jacqui Zervos (Executive Director – Educational Innovation) and  
Peter G. Taylor (Special Advisor – Educational Improvement) 

For our school community, the relatively brief COVID-19 
shutdown was a catalyst for improvement in a long-standing, 
academically high performing, independent school. 
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In sharing our story, we draw attention to the 
enabling conditions that were key to success during 
our home-based learning experience. 

In 2016, the Queensland Government accepted 
recommendations to change the assessment system 
underpinning tertiary entrance through re-introducing 
external exams. Allied with this decision was a 
requirement for the Queensland Curriculum and 
Assessment Authority (QCAA) to rewrite the senior 
curriculum. The new syllabi were framed, in part, by 
a consideration of 21st Century Skills, with a particular 
focus on the specification of cognitive verbs, based on 
the work of Marzano and Kendall (2007).   

The school invited a University of Queensland expert on 
critical thinking, Dr Peter Ellerton, to work with small 
groups of teachers in mid-2017. He had been working 
with the QCAA, supporting their intention to embed a 
thinking focus within the new syllabi. As interest in this 
work grew, we recognised its potential to assist in the 
alignment of our teaching and learning practices with 
this new curriculum and assessment system. This was 
our extrinsic catalyst for whole-school action, and the 
Effective Thinking Cultures (ETC) project emerged.   

The day-to-day focus of ETC is the intentional design of 
classroom cultures in which multiple foci for thinking 
are practiced through collaboration and continuous 

learning by staff and students. This represents a 
significant shift from a view of educational outcomes 
as stable, in which mastery of a canon of traditional 
subject-based content knowledge is considered a core 
educational goal—a canon very familiar to high-
performing academic schools. 

The school moved to establish infrastructure to support 
whole-of-school implementation of ETC. From the 
beginning of 2018 a key Senior Leader was temporarily 
redeployed as the Executive Director: Educational 
Innovation. Concurrently, a team of ETC Lead Learners 
was created, in part, to support the establishment 
of Professional Learning Teams (PLTs). The LL team 
meets every week to learn, plan, and review, under the 
leadership of the Dean of Teaching Development. 

Starting in 2018, all teaching staff were allocated to 
a cross-faculty PLT, timetabled to meet three to four 
times a term under the leadership of a Lead Learner. This 
time is used to provide structured professional learning 
including support for professional conversation about 
improvement. Each PLT meeting is planned to optimise 
collaboration within the team. 

Perhaps most importantly, from late 2017 the school 
employed an external consultant to monitor and evaluate 
the implementation of ETC, using the dual approaches of 
program logic planning and realist evaluation.
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MONITORING AND EVALUATION  
PROGRESS WITH ETC
Momentum of ETC built through 2018-19. The Lead 
Learners became more confident in their roles, and the 
PLTs functioned more effectively. Importantly, the school 
received the first monitoring and evaluation report 
on progress with ETC in June 2018. Data concerning 
teachers’ professional practice were collected through an 
ethnographic case study approach, utilising interviews, 
focus groups, surveys, classroom observation, and 
documentary analysis. In subsequent phases, data 
were also collected through observation of professional 
learning contexts, including PLT meetings. 

One intention of the first phase of monitoring was to 
identify green shoots of progress, and then to use those 
findings to accelerate progress. A second intention 
involved identifying and understanding practices 
that were impeding progress. This contributed to the 
evolution of ETC, especially in terms of guiding the 
developing supporting infrastructure. 

The second round of analysis, reported in December 
2019, highlighted substantive progress. This included 
that significant progress was made by most teachers 
in using pedagogical practices consistent with ETC. 
This was achieved though both collaborative and 
individual-level critical engagement and reflection on 
the complexities of practice that PLT activities supported. 
Crucially, for those teachers with positive responses, 
pursuing pedagogical improvement was a source of 
optimism, interest and professional value which in turn 
created a sense of investment in ETC. 

In July 2019 the external evaluator accepted a full-time 
position, with a continuing focus on monitoring and 
evaluation, but with a wider remit including the support 
of strategic planning. Previously each Senior Leader 
developed plans for their area of responsibility quite 
independently, and with little need to address detail. 

While the resulting Educational Improvement Plan took 
most of the second half of 2019 to develop, the discipline 
of documenting intentions and expected outcomes 
strengthened the culture of collaboration at the highest 
level of the school’s operation, enabling a much richer 
level of transparency.  It was at this level, at this time, 
and in this context, that substantive conversations about 
the school’s emergence as a learning organisation, 
informed by the work of Kools and Stoll (2016), began 
to gain traction.  

Over the 2019-2020 break, a classroom was re-purposed 
as an open plan office space (with an internal meeting 
room) for some of the ETC team: the Special Advisor, 
the evaluation expert, and one of the data visualisation 
specialists. A part-time data analytics consultant, whose 
role focused on helping middle leaders become more 
data-competent decision makers, was also added.

HOME-BASED LEARNING 
From the middle of Term 1, the Senior Leadership Team 
provided weekly advice to staff, students and parents, 
and shared plans for what would happen if the school 

was required to close the physical campus due to 
COVID-19. Following government direction, the school 
pivoted to home-based learning (HBL) in the last two 
weeks of Term 1. 

So what did we do? In the first week we used PLT time 
to focus on how to use the Teams platform to deliver 
HBL. For some staff this was a relatively straightforward 
pivot, while for others it was a step into the unfamiliar. 

In the final week of the term, we trialled two days 
of HBL to test our systems and initial curriculum 
planning. This was followed by two days of intensive 
professional learning and planning, student free. Again, 
briefings were offered on the effective use of our online 
platforms for teaching and learning, particularly Teams. 
Departments scrambled to adjust existing plans and 
resources to reflect what was possible and desirable in a 
home-based learning environment. 

The ETC team space became a hive of collaborative 
activity. HBL afforded new opportunities to collect 
evidence, and new types of evidence to collect and 
analyse. On the last day of the term we conducted 
the first survey of students and parents. Those surveys 
invited self-ratings, explanations of ratings and open 
comment fields. 

Protocols for communicating outcomes were developed 
over the Easter break, once we had started to process 
responses to those surveys. Where students or parents 
self-identified as not travelling well, the relevant Head 
of Year (for wellbeing) was alerted, and, within 24 hours 
made phone contact with the individual. We developed 
infographics to share averages and trends of responses 
with students, staff and parents. Subject-specific 
comments were shared with Heads of Department. 
Senior leaders were briefed every week on trends in the 
data. 

A number of key messages emerged from the initial 
surveys. The boys wanted more opportunities for peer-
with-peer collaboration – so group-focused channels 
in Teams were set up by most teachers. The timetable 
was not optimal. It was changed to increase the length 
of lessons, while the number of lessons each day was 
reduced. Time was allocated between lessons to allow 
breaks. After-lunch lessons were designated for student-
directed consolidation, preparation and homework, 
during which teachers from the morning lessons were 
available for individual student email or Teams (chat) 
contact. We introduced an optional structured exercise 
session each day before school—very popular with both 
parents and students. These responses showed we were 
listening. 

For the remainder of HBL we surveyed students every 
week, and parents and staff twice over the 5-week 
HBL period. We soon identified a patterns in how the 
boys were approaching their learning in within-survey 
responses. We identified optimising – boys who looked to 
self to consider ways to learn more effectively, including 
how they might use available supports and resources 
(including their peers). There was complying – boys who 
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focused on completing all tasks, in set times frames, 
but did little beyond this to take responsibility for their 
learning. A troubling, but relatively small proportion of 
boys were left out or left behind – despite the herculean 
efforts of their teachers, they were unable to keep up 
with the rest of the class or to resolve specific problems. 
Finally, opting out – boys who did not respond to the 
surveys. 

Each week we conducted virtual cross-role-leader 
conversations around the week’s data. These meetings 
were led by a member of the ETC team, supported by a 
Senior Leader. Where before HBL, some middle leaders 
had shown little interest in quantitative data beyond 
achievement data, most now saw value in data that 
reflected student experience, and could readily connect it 
to actual pedagogical decisions. 

Teachers reported an increase in students asking 
questions like “what if...?”, “why not?” and “does that 
mean…?” They also reported that these questions 
were coming from students who would not have 
done so previously. This suggests that students found 
new opportunities to optimise – to exercise a sense of 
agency and ownership in their role as a student when 
they were relatively free from the usual constraints of 
the classroom. We use the term agency to mean ‘the 
capacity and propensity to take purposeful initiative—
the opposite of helplessness’ (Ferguson et al 2015, p.1). 

HBL made it clear that the relative absence of evidence 
(during on-site monitoring) of ownership was not 
due to any deficit in our students. We are now having 
productive conversations to explore our roles (that is, 
teachers’ and students’ roles) in creating productive 
freedom for boys to exercise agency – to exercise 
optimising behaviors.  

The focus on agency has encouraged exploration 
of opportunities for the boys to be involved in the 
improvement agenda. While our earlier monitoring 
and evaluation had focused on teachers’ professional 
practices, now the focus can systematically expand to 
include student experiences and preferences.  This is a 
space of active investigation and experimentation, as we 
engage our boys as partners in school improvement. 

HBL also accelerated the establishment of what is 
now called the Learning Organisation Team (LOT). This 
team is led by the Executive Director (now a permanent 
appointment), and has six members: Special Advisor – 
Educational Improvement; Director of Organisational 
Learning; Director of Teacher Development; Director of 
Learning Programs; Head of Learning Analytics; and 
Learning Data Manager. 

Components of these roles existed prior to HBL, but they 
were exercised relatively independently.  HBL was a 
catalyst for aligning this work to provide just-in-time 
evidence of student, staff and parent experiences, to 
support decision-making. This was a breakthrough 
experience in the collaborative collection, use and 
sharing of data, especially for academic middle leaders. 

We now have classroom and staffroom cultures that 
are, in the main, focused on effective thinking for 
learning. In turn, we are seeing the emergence of a 
culture of organisational learning. Very early in this 
work we insisted that ETC was a five to eight-year 
project. Now we see ETC, professional learning, learning 
analytics, and student voice as integral parts of how 
we work as a learning organisation. We are increasingly 
confident this COVID-catalysed emergence will sustain 
our learning momentum beyond those who are 
currently leading this work, and this school. 
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‘Ghost’ Leaders:   
Enabling and creating student voice 
and agency in the university space

Beyond teaching, tertiary educators and academics assume 
the responsibilities of researchers, mentors, scholars, and 
developers. They contribute as leaders and intellectuals 
who influence the institutional practices, and work towards 
accessibility and equity of resources. 

Dr Nira Rahman
Dr Wajeehah Aayeshah

They offer students a variety of opportunities 
to learn and participate in the academic 
community while upholding high standards. 
Furthermore, they create and support future 

leaders. In this way, as an intellectual and collective 
enterprise, teaching practice itself takes up the leadership 
role within its own space and scope. Such leadership is 
acknowledged within the university settings. In recent 
times, ‘third space’ academics are also emerging as 
leaders within higher education settings. However, 
the leadership that happens within the ‘third space 
academia’ in higher education is often unacknowledged 
and unrecognised. 

‘Third space’ academics exist in a space between 
academic and professional staff members, and between 
research and teaching nexus, and sometimes between 
academia and industry (Barmes & Shukla 2020, Lam 
2020, Goodwin 2017). This article will discuss an example 
of a successful ‘student voice and agency’ project, Be 
Here BE Heard (BHBH), which is led by two such ‘Third 
space’ academics leaders. The participating students 
decide the narratives and drive the discussions of the 
project. While the students are considered as the ‘face’ 
of this project, these academics act as ‘ghost leaders’, 
facilitating this project to influence change. Their roles 
have been a crucial juxtaposition in making this project 
integrate well within the faculty strategy map while 
ensuring that this venture is not tokenistic. These ‘ghost’ 
leaders are also significant for creating strong parallel 
links between students, academics, and professional 
staff within a higher education context. This project is a 
thought-provoking example of a ‘non-visible’ leadership 

role often undertaken by third space academics in the 
higher education settings. 

Learning experiences in tertiary settings are not limited 
to a student’s academic endeavours. They also involve 
social interactions as university education involves 
a strong element of social collaboration. Learning is 
a social and collective process as it occurs through 
participation in communities of practice. In the process of 
learning, people need to feel a sense of belonging, share 
a similar vision with their peers, commit to participate 
and work together in order to make contributions. 
This community of practice involves interaction and 
participation, interdependence, shared interests and 
beliefs, concern for minority views, and meaningful 
relationships. 

Universities are trying to offer such community of 
practice to their students. Academics are continuously 
modifying the design of their educational delivery, 
to engage all students in developing lifelong skills 
for the workforce and beyond. This means more than 
training students to score a job. It contributes towards 
making future leaders who can adapt sustainably to the 
changing needs of a world that is uncertain and rapidly 
developing. There is a beautiful phrase in the Wiradjuri 
language, ‘Yindyamarra Winhanganha’. It means ‘the 
wisdom of respectfully knowing how to live well in a 
world worth living in’. (Charles Sturt University 2020)*

This philosophy connects really well with transformative 
learning pedagogy which promotes the concept of 
‘transferable skills’ and ‘lifelong learning’ (Terziev, 2019). 
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Prioritising the needs of students and preparing students 
for future are very important aspects for ensuring the 
concept of ‘Yindyamarra Winhanganha’. Contemporary 
academics and educators are addressing this in their 
teaching practices. The variety of learning experiences 
(both academic and social) provided as a part of the 
university experience is a major factor in developing well-
rounded students as the future human capital (Butcher 
et al 2019).

Academics and educators with a diverse set of 
experiences, viewpoints, and backgrounds are crucial 
to establish a strong system of higher education. They 
constantly promote contemporary and comprehensive 
perspectives, broaden an institution’s world views, 
and foster innovation. However, in current times, 
higher education educators face increasingly complex 
challenges. 

Quality educational delivery requires constant 
monitoring, implementation, feedback and reporting 
while resources are often limited. The key to bring 
positive changes in higher education lies in the ability to 
recognise the value of inclusivity. This is not just limited 
to diversity in classrooms, but of student representation 
in the decision-making process.

Incorporating students’ experience and expectations 
around learning and teaching strategies, mode of 
delivery, and diverse learning environments has become 
very important to ensure a sustainable and robust higher 
education.  Through such a system, academics can 
contribute to education and research in a more beneficial 

way and uplift their ability to participate in the broader 
global context. Consequently, they shape the emerging 
world. It is important to recognise this contribution of 
educators. 

More recently, within mainstream higher education 
literature, interest in student-centred learning, social 
learning, and learning communities has been growing 
(Bovill et. al. 2016). All of these concepts imply that 
students are becoming more active participants. This 
correlates to the ideas of democratic approaches in 
education. Dollinger et al. (2018, p.210) observe: “while 
both institutions and students are motivated to improve 
the student experience, there are few pathways to help 
them do so collaboratively”. To create the inclusive 
partnership through collaborative approach, it is very 
important to understand that students are not our 
‘consumers’; rather higher education teaching and 
learning settings are a ‘cooperative enterprise’. An 
enterprise that makes learning a sustainable lifelong 
practice.

Even if the students are to be treated as clients, it is 
important to have their input in the ‘product design’. 
Allowing students to students have a say in what 
works best for them is a smart means to ensure efficient 
learning and knowledge distribution. In university 
settings, knowledge is not just being distributed, it 
is being created, critiqued, and recycled. In such an 
approach, ‘student voice’ plays a significant role in 
enabling meaningful student engagement. 

It is important for Australian higher education institutes 
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to create effective teaching and learning strategies 
and ongoing feedback cycles that hear from all key 
stakeholders. Asking questions like ‘how can the 
university better engage with students?’, ‘what do you 
think are effective teaching and learning strategies?’, and 
then considering their perspectives and incorporating 
their suggestions into decision making is imperative to 
create better student outcomes and experiences. The 
concept of ‘student voice’ insinuates giving students 
the opportunity to communicate ideas and opinions.  
The concept of ‘student agency’ implies that students 
have the power to influence change. The imagination, 
innovation and creativity of student voice can become a 
force for influence to bring positive transformation.  

With such a view around bringing positive changes 
and creating a sense of student partnership, academics 
from Arts Teaching Innovation (ATI) at the University 
of Melbourne initiated a student voice project. In 
early 2019, Be Here Be Heard (BHBH) was launched 
within the Faculty of Arts. A preliminary review of the 
literature showed that the discourse around student 
voice and agency mostly existed within the school 
space. In Australian universities, this concept has been 
underdeveloped and somewhat tokenistic (Varnham 
et al 2018). Although in the past two years, this has 
slowly changed. More universities are adopting projects 
related to student voice and agency (Dollinger & Mercer-
Mapstone, 2019). Yet, as early adopters, there is a lack of 
clear understanding about how student voice should be 
understood and enacted.

In the initial stage, the ATI academics invited students to 
reflect on their academic journey. ‘Student voice’ in this 
project was defined as the expression of values, opinions, 
beliefs, and perspectives of students.  Perhaps the most 
important part of enabling student voice is listening 
to students. By actively and empathetically listening, 
students felt empowered and in control of their overall 
learning experience. The concept of ‘student agency’ in 
this project included distributing the student voice to 
decision makers and ensuring that ‘student voice’ was 
being listened to. 

The central objective of BHBH is to initiate student voice 
and enable student agency in their Arts journey.  In its 
current form, it is a student-led project which promotes 
student voice as an agency to bring positive changes, 
developments, inclusions and advancements in Arts 
teaching and learning. BHBH acknowledges students as 
co-creators of their educational experience. It recognises 
that student engagement sits within a broader 
transformative learning pedagogical context. 

As this is a student-directed project, there is a strong sense 
of ownership of BHBH narrative and themes amongst 
participants. Student participation is voluntary. The BHBH 
student team is recruited through multiple channels, such 
as calls for invitation via faculty established networks, 
and BHBH activities and connections. Students can 
set their own boundaries by choosing how much time 
they would like to contribute and what skillsets they 
would like to bring. BHBH acknowledges diversity, 
intersectionality and mutual respect.

As an introductory co-creation initiative, BHBH:
•  provided an on-going safe space for students to discuss 

their Arts journey experiences
•  steered the conversation to a solution-oriented 

approach towards challenges and issues by the 
students

•  organised annual student-led symposiums to offer 
student insights

•  allowed the ATI facilitators to report back to Arts 
academics direct anonymous feedback that has led 
to evident improvement in pedagogical practices. e.g., 
inclusive content, efficient pedagogical strategies, 
cohort building, and student well-being

•  created a sense of belonging amongst participant 
students

•  enabled on-going data collection for internal reports 
and research/ community publications. 

There are a few reasons why BHBH has been such a 
success. Firstly, it is not just one-way data collection 
from students and the students can see this through the 
achievements of the project. It promotes a conversation 
amongst the diverse student cohort. It yields a holistic 
view of the students’ perceptions, experiences, and 
expectations. Secondly, it aims to foster dialogue 
between academic staff and students within the faculty. 
By doing so, it ensures a well-represented student body 
as a part of collegial community of disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary scholarly inquiry/activities. Thirdly, 
BHBH promotes student voice, engagement, and 
partnership. It fits well within the priorities mentioned in 
the Faculty Strategy Map (2019-2025).  

Dr Nira Rahman and Dr Wajeehah Aayeshah, the two 
academics leading and facilitating this project, are 
based in Arts Teaching innovation (ATI), which is a 
unit that offers learning and teaching solutions to all 
Arts academics. The ATI team works closely with Arts 
academics and professional staff members at different 
levels. This team actively contributes to different aspects 
of curriculum development, program evaluations, 
innovative teaching, transformational learning, 
academic staff professional development, academic 
advising, sustainability development, embedding 
indigenous knowledge and practice, internationalisation 
of curricula, and student experiences. The ATI exists in the 
Third Space of Academia. This leads to the next crucial 
point regarding how Third Space Academics play an 
important role in successfully leading and running such 
a project.

As teaching and learning design academics, Rahman 
and Aayeshah work as a conduit between the three 
stakeholders- academics, students, and professional 
staff-, to develop an on-going, active, parallel connection 
between all groups. The feedback received from the 
students through BHBH is always fed into specific 
subjects, programs and schools in the faculty. This 
is done strategically, without stepping on any toes, 
or breaching the privacy, dignity or anonymity of 
any students or staff in the process. As ‘third space’ 
academics, they are able to provide the ‘safe’ place for 
students to open up while they communicate well with 
their collegial network within the faculty. This hybridity 
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and flexible nature of ‘third space’ academics allows for 
a safe flow of information and exchange of experiences 
between the above three stakeholders within the 
university. 

The power of student voice and student agency is not just 
in being heard, but in being implemented. Consequently, 
it changes and improves the practice of teaching and 
learning. Such transformations are gradual in universities. 
They will probably continue to be so. However, due to 
the third space academic nature of their unique roles, 
Rahman and Aayeshah have been able to actively 
implement visible changes. Their position is integrated 
within the faculty, yet distant from the actual hierarchal 
complexities. Based on the success of BHBH configuration, 
it can be strongly argued that a third space academic 
teaching and learning hub, is vital for facilitation of 
student voice and activation of student agency. 

Despite the gradual developments in recognising the 
importance of student voice, the important leadership 
roles academics and educators play in the student 
voice process is often not discussed or acknowledged. 
These educators must create a safe and empathetic 
space where students feel comfortable to share their 
opinions and experiences. Then these academics need to 
take initiatives ensure that this important data leads to 
positive changes. Otherwise the concept of student voice 
remains a tick box exercise. 

The term ‘student voice’ is fairly recognised. However, the 
public and media narratives around it fail to present the 
richness of in-depth student experiences. Hence, it always 
comes short of representing the reality. Consequently, 
very often, students can not relate to this popularised 
discourse. 

This happens because the academics and educators who 
are proactively connected with the diverse students in the 
higher education are often ignored and unacknowledged 
in the conversations around leadership. The concept 
of ‘leadership in the university’ mostly applies to the 
administration hierarchy of the university, such as 
provosts, chancellors, presidents, deans, etc. Usually, 
this excludes the everyday leadership of educators in the 
higher education sector from the discourse. 

For the ‘third space academics’ the challenge is even 
bigger. These academics constantly work to promote 
student voice and agency for co-creation, student 
engagement and partnership. They also take leading 
roles to innovate and continuously improve teaching 
and learning. However, they are seemingly overlooked 

and discounted in the decision making and community 
wide media discussions. These academics play vital 
roles in ever changing higher education settings in the 
21st century. Until and unless these ‘ghost leaders’ are 
included in the bigger and wider discussions into policy 
making and are acknowledged and recognised, a robust 
higher education system fostering connectedness, 
student-teacher collaboration and inclusivity will not be 
possible. 

*  Charles Sturt University has adopted this phrase as 
a part of their ethos. https://about.csu.edu.au/our-
university/ethos 
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Oral 
language

There is a blossoming chatter within our school as we develop an 
understanding of the complexity of oral language and the significant 
impact it plays in a child’s ongoing academic achievement. 

Sandra Hawken, Head of Primary St John’s Anglican College
Ronnelle Sanders, Teacher, St John’s Anglican College
Deb Wilson, Teacher, St John’s Anglican College

While many of our parents and teachers 
initially believed that if a child can speak 
clearly, they have acquired the necessary 
oral language skills, we now realise that 

oral language involves much more than simply the 
ability to verbalise words. Oral language, or Oracy 
as we call it, involves a range of skills and concepts 
including vocabulary, grammar, an understanding of 
audience, use of gestures and confidence.  

In recent years anecdotal records and observations 
of our early years’ students have indicated poor 
oral language ability. Assessments conducted using 
the Renfrew Action Picture test revealed that many 
children in their first year of formal schooling fell 
below the benchmark for their age in grammar and in 
the information category.  These results alarmed us, 
and we sought to investigate further with the aim of 
improving the oral language of all our young students. 
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Literature research informed us that ‘the ability to use 
oral language to communicate effectively is a key 
foundation for a student’s academic success in formal 
education,’ (Munro, 2011) and the amount of language a 
child hears and engages with has a huge impact on the 
development of their language (Ambridge, 2015).

Research also informed us that the foundations of 
language are established in the first five years of a 
child’s life and 90% of brain growth occurs before the 
age of five, prior to commencement at school. We 
realised that to really have an impact on our students’ 
learning, we needed to engage their parents and provide 
them with the knowledge, skills and confidence to talk 
with their children in ways that effectively build their 
oracy abilities. ‘If parents engage with their children’s 
education, the attainment of the child will increase 
by 15% no matter what the social background of the 
family.’ (Desforges, 2003)

Many of our families are busy with work and the 
pressures of modern society and much of the dialogue 
between parents and their children is directional talk; 
giving instructions for everyday activities such as 
eating dinner, getting dressed, cleaning teeth. For rich 
vocabulary and strong oral language skills to develop, 
children benefit from regular deep discussions with 
trusted adults. Through these discussions, children 
learn to focus on a topic, ask questions and develop 
an understanding of the ‘serve and return’ process of 
conversation, listening and replying.

A survey of our families revealed that their 
understanding of oral language and its importance 
to academic development was limited and they 
were unsure of how to help their children. We created 
information brochures, wrote articles for the school 
newsletter and invited families to information sessions 
and Play Dates so they could observe teachers 
demonstrating how to read a children’s picture book and 
ask thought provoking questions. With the increased 
focus on oral language and information being made 
available to families, a number of parents expressed 
their lack of confidence in supporting their children’s 
learning at home. They were unsure about what to do, 
believing that they might say something different to the 
teacher and create confusion for their children rather 
than clarity. This prompted us to provide more explicit 
strategies and hands-on resources that would give 
parents confidence in supporting the learning of their 
children in a fun and meaningful way.

Firstly, we created a library of Blossom Bags, with 
each containing a story book, hands-on activities 
and suggestions for parents to use to encourage deep 
conversation and a love of reading. Following the 
highly successful implementation of these Blossom 
Bags we looked for other ways in which we could assist 
families to engage in meaningful conversations with 
their children. We asked ourselves, ‘What is the key to 
engaging our families and improving oral language 
skills?’ Through many brainstorming sessions our ‘Talk 
Keys’ were born.

The Talk Keys are key shaped tags, each containing a 
thought-provoking question, attached to a carabiner. 
The key sets are colour coded, with each set of questions 
focussing on a different topic. The Talk Keys can be 
used in many ways; some of our families use them 
when travelling in the car, others have them available 
at the dinner table, while others use them when they 
are walking the dog. There are many opportunities 
throughout the day when conversations can be 
prompted, and the Talk Keys provide the questions 
parents can ask at these times.

The first set of keys was designed to encourage deeper 
discussions about the child’s day. The age-old question 
‘How was your day?’ is often answered with responses 
such as ‘Nothin’ or ‘Dunno’. We believed that explicitly 
guiding parents to ask deeper, open-ended questions 
would foster richer conversations. An example of one 
of the key questions is: If you could change one thing 
about your day today, what would it be?

 Parent feedback on first set was positive: “These keys 
are fantastic. They sparked such amazing conversation 
with our daughter. I wish we had these keys earlier they 
are a really good idea.”

The second set of keys came as Covid-19 engulfed 
Australia; not only the education of our students 
but the wellbeing of both them and their families 
became a priority. The aim was to share questions that 
allowed the parents to check in with their child (and 
them (Desforges, 2003) and again create continued 
conversations. This set of keys focuses on wellbeing and 
encourages personal reflection and discussion about 
feelings, worries and fears. Talking about such things 
can help children problem solve, develop a growth 
mindset and manage changing circumstances, all 
necessary in a time when the world was in pandemic 
turmoil. An example of a question from this set of keys 
is, “Who are the people you feel safe with at home? At 
school? And why?”

Parents again responded positively: “By using those keys 
it’s so easy to get feedback from little people and makes 
me think about my own reflection as well.”

With the next set of keys, we continued the theme of 
wellbeing but widened the space to include those 
around us. This keyset encourages not only richer 
dialogue but reflection on how our actions can help 
others and includes questions such as, “What does it feel 
like when you help someone?”. 

Our parents again were explicit in their feedback, which 
encouraged us to continue to with our project. “Thank 
you soooooo much for our new set of keys! They are 
outstanding and are creating some beautiful long-
lasting memories for our family. The conversations 
that are happening around the dinner table are so 
constructive, healthy and helpful all thanks to the sets 
of keys you have given to open our children’s minds! It 
beats talking about bottom burps and mouth burps and 
who spends the most time on the thinking chair which is 
what dominated our conversations previously!” 
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The fourth keyset enables parents to cover some of the 
bigger topics of life. This set differs slightly from the 
previous sets in that the back of the keys contain dot 
points with possible answers. We encouraged families 
to take time for these conversations and not be afraid 
if they didn’t know the answers. As educators we tell 
students not to be afraid if they don’t know something, 
but instead speak up and ask, and we suggest strategies 
to help them find answers, such as research it, use 
Google or ask others. Our parents needed to explicitly 
know it is ok to verbalise that they may not know the 
answer and utilise these same strategies. This act in 
itself facilitates another level of discussion and further 
use of oral language, which again leads to deeper and 
more fulfilling conversation that can encourage strong 
oral language development.

The ideas we have described above, came about 
to enhance the parents’ questioning abilities and 
subsequently encourage the development of their 
children’s oral language skills. The content of the 
conversations that arise from the Talk Keys continually 
change and reflect growth in a child’s understanding 
of concepts. Our Talk Keys give parents the confidence 
to model other questions around topics their child 
is interested in. As a result of parents and teachers 
modelling these questioning techniques, children begin 
to learn to generate their own questions more efficiently 
to gather information, and then are able to use this 
information productively. Therefore, the ability to ask 
questions is a powerful tool that allows children to 
gather information to learn about the world around 
them and to solve problems arising in it.

Our student population is culturally diverse with many 
families being bi-lingual. To encourage these families to 
engage in deeper and more meaningful conversations 
in their home language, we translated the keys into 
different languages. We have many more keyset ideas 
to support and engage our students and their families 
with future keys targeting specific needs that we have 
identified through conversing with our community and 
gaining feedback from students, parents and teachers.

We are hoping that working together with our families 
and providing them with relevant information and 
practical resources to use with their children to enhance 
the talking experience will see improved outcomes for 
our students, not only in academic areas but also in 
areas of wellbeing, social and emotional development. 

The ability to attain oral language skills may seem 
innate, not requiring explicit modelling and instruction, 
however, our experience indicates otherwise. We 
encourage schools, Child Care Centres, Kindergartens 
and Special Needs facilities, to explore the ways in 
which oral language is approached in their unique 
settings and benefit from further knowledge around the 
early acquisition of Oral Language in young children.  
One way in which we aim to give our Oral Language 
project longevity is by educating as many people as we 
can about the reasons oracy skills are so important and 
how they can be easily enhanced in different settings. 

Next time a child asks you a question, instead of giving a 
yes or no answer, consider modelling a longer response 
and asking a return question, which may engage the 
child in a longer conversation. These small, yet effective 
steps may change the whole way you communicate 
with others and may enhance the development of oracy 
skills in the children with whom you meet.
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Happy 21st Birthday 
21st Century: 
Our phosphorescent classrooms as guiding constants1 

22021 is the twenty-first birthday of the 21st 
century. Where has the time gone? 21st 
birthdays conjure up much excitement and 
expectation. Excitement because a milestone 

has been reached and expectation because the future 
is one of promise. 2021 should be a celebration – after 
all, we have much to celebrate. We also have much to 
consider. There have been some changes in this century 
that have given us huge benefits but also great cause for 
concern. There is always a yin for the yang. Theologians 
tell us that there are always shadows with the light. 
Some scholars are now calling it not only the century of 
climate change but also the century of cultural climate 
change. COVID arrived to turn a lot if it on its head and 
who knows what the ramifications will be.

There is conjecture about the historical roots of our 
21st celebratory milestone. Some say it arises from 
medieval times. There were three stages to becoming a 
knight – all of which were seven years apart. At 21, after 
successfully completing other milestones, a boy became 
a knight. Other authorities trace it back to Greco-Roman 
tradition. Life too was broken into seven-year phases 
– with 21 representing a coming of age. No matter its 
origins – 21sts are exciting and remain significant!

Let us look at the 21st century through seven-year 
windows – one of the certainties is change.
It seems only yesterday that we ushered in the Year 
2000! The Y2K bug was supposed to be a calamity. It 
was not. Something called the iPod was revolutionising 
digital music. We started to talk in terms of “songs”. 9/11 
was yet to happen. The first 3G network was just around 
the corner – laying the groundwork for the smart phone 
revolution. Bill Clinton was the American President. 
John Howard was our Prime Minister. The Queensland 
Premier was Peter Beattie, who coincidentally was a 
BGGS parent. Who could forget the Sydney Olympics 
and that amazing Cathy Freeman race that stopped a 
nation? 

In 2007, Apple announced the birth of the iPhone – 
spelling the end of the revolutionary iPod – it had come 
and gone all in this seven-year window. The invention 
of the iPhone was to change our lives for ever. Spotify 
and Soundcloud had been invented but had not yet 
revolutionised how we purchased and listened to 
music. George Bush was the American President. Kevin 
Rudd became our Prime Minister. The Digital Education 
Revolution was born2 – the goal was to provide a laptop 
for every secondary school student nationwide. The 

Dr Bruce Addison, 
FACE, Deputy Principal 
(Academic) Brisbane 
Girls Grammar School

There have been some 
changes in this century that 
have given us huge benefits 
but also great cause for 
concern. There is always a 
yin for the yang.
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storm clouds of the GFC were looming. Something called 
NAPLAN was set to burst onto the educational stage. 

2014 was the year of the vanishing planes. MH370 was 
lost and has never been found. MH17 was blasted out of 
the sky, a supposed accident emanating from a terrible 
civil war. 4G revolutionised digital communication 
Australia-wide – at least for urban Australians. Barrack 
Obama was the US President. Tony Abbott became our 
Prime Minister. Who could forget the tragic Lindt café 
siege? 

So much has happened during the last 21 years.  This era 
saw the height of the neoliberal ideal, the entrenchment 
of predominantly market values, the pursuit of 
globalisation, almost as an article of faith, as well as 
the exponential growth of digital technology. Perhaps 
the digital revolution was the handmaid of all of this 
change.  The amazing thing is how quickly this digital 
technology became entrenched as an indispensable part 
of our lives.

The world is at a crossroads in 2021! 

We started 2020 talking about hope in the wake of bush 
fires and environmental calamity. Last year saw the 
COVID-19 virus blast certainty out from underneath 
humanity. We know that 2020 saw the resetting or 
rebooting of the historical trajectory – 2021 commences 
with the world in a very different place from where 
it began in 2020. We should not overegg COVID nor 
should we underestimate nature’s ability to genetically 
confound. The gargantuan nature of change had its 
genesis long before COVID and will no doubt continue 
long after COVID. Here I’m not going to talk about 
climate change nor geostrategic uncertainty nor the 
absurdity that has gone on in the United States post 
the November election. Instead, I want to talk about 
some fundamental changes that have occurred, in part, 
because of the relationship existing between market 
capitalism, globalisation and digital technology. They 
have been inextricably linked, forging change for both 
good and the not so good. 

NEOLIBERALISM, GLOBALIZATION, DIGITAL 
TECHNOLOGY: HERE WE ARE IN 2021.
An understanding of this helps to unpack the world in 
which we teach and learn. It also helps in understanding 
the world which our young people will be confronting as 
adults. Shining light on this is so very important for us as 
educators.

The last 21 years, probably longer, witnessed a massive 
shift in values. This shift was part of a great swirl of 
change. Neo-liberalism and its accompanying concept 
of materialism unleashed, especially in the early days, 
much latent productivity, helping to increase economic 
growth and employment (Bell, 1997; 2004; King & 
Lloyd, 1993). Globalisation gave us many opportunities 
beyond the nation-state, once again gifting an initial 
surge in productivity (Megalogenis, 2006; Bell & Keating, 
2018). Digital technology gave us the means of speedy 
communication and the ability to contact friends and 
loved ones cheaply and frequently. There have been 

many benefits from this interconnected trilogy of 
neoliberalism, digital technology and globalization. This 
trilogy promised and delivered much. It did not transform 
without significant cost.

Sadly, these benefits have become heavily skewed in 
favour of the mega-wealthy and have caused much 
disparity within societies and between societies (Piketty, 
2014; Hargreaves, 2020). With the benefit of hindsight this 
was probably inevitable. When we are in the midst of 
change, consequences can become clouded. It may have 
been in the interests of some elites to cloud or silence the 
transformation that was occurring3.

Simultaneously, we have seen the unprecedented 
rise of digital technology, something that continues 
to be emancipatory if not transformative, but not 
always transformatively good. The birth of a number 
of monolithic global technology companies and their 
manipulative ‘digiscapes’ and calculating algorithms 
makes this space so complex. Reality can now be 
manipulated and controlled. The emergence of fake 
news and hate speech, as the new normal, is but one 
very concerning development. They are the bemouths of 
high capitalism and have ushered in the era of rampant 
individualism, an era in which the ‘I’ has come to 
dominate the ‘We’ (Sacks, 2020). 

Recently I heard Facebook referred to as a “Cyber nation” 
– a company now morphing the size of both China 
and India – something transcending the Nation State. 
This evolution will eventually require international 
governmental co-operation and regulation. There will 
be a need for a strong state – strong market model to 
emerge4. With artificial intelligence becoming more 
pronounced in our lives, not to mention the imminent 
spectre of highly interventionist genetic cloning, the 
State as regulator will be needed to protect humankind 
from unethical overreach. We will need all our resolve, 
ingenuity and imagination to safeguard society from 
what may well be a threat to our collective economic, 
social and bio-evolutionary security. 

Something happened along the way – we allowed 
the State to become, at least in part, impotent. In some 
respects, it became weaker and we allowed ourselves 
to forget about its role in forging the social compact on 
which our civil decency rests.  We the people allowed 
this to happen. We were blinded. We did not understand 
that if something digital was free, we were allegedly 
the product. This allowed big technology companies to 
become very powerful, very rich as well as all-pervasive. 
Click by click we have added to their supernormal profits 
and unprecedented influence. Fortunately, Australia is 
challenging this with ground-breaking legislation that 
might recalibrate some of this corporate power.5

In wealthy countries, operating alongside all of this, 
has been the birth and entrenchment of social media 
with its own set of values – values further entrenching 
the ‘I’ over the ‘We’ (Sacks, 2020). The smart phone will 
prove to be the greatest catalyst for the ‘I’ over virtually 
everything else. Where was government as the regulator 
when it was needed? Interestingly at the same time 
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we are: “posting”, “liking” and creating our own cyber 
realities, loneliness and disconnection is becoming more 
striking. So often our manufactured cyber reality is so 
very different from our lived reality. This is especially 
the case for Generation K – that generation named after 
Katniss Everdeen of Hunger Games fame – born between 
1995 and 2002 (Herz, 2020). Perhaps we will look back 
and recognise how reckless it was giving young people 
such powerful pocket-sized weapons - mood altering 
weapons through their ability to disrupt sleep, alter 
neural pathways and steal presence of mind.

We’ve all heard of FOMO - Fear of Missing Out is well 
documented and has been one of the scourges of social 
media especially for our young people - but how about 
BOMP. BOMP – A belief that other people are more 
popular than you – might be a new acronym but it has 
been around for a while. As Harvard Professor Shoshma 
Zuboff has noted 

Social media marks a new era in the intensity, 
density and pervasiveness of social comparison 
processes especially for the younger among us, 
who are almost constantly online at a time of life 
when one’s own voice and moral agency are a 
work in progress. The psychological tsunami of 
social comparison triggered by the social medial 
experience is considered unprecedented (Zuboff 
quoted in Hertz, 2020 p. 110).

Here we are in 2021. This is all a reality. What about 
schools?

SCHOOLS AS PHOSPHORESCENT SOCIAL 
BEDROCKS: WHAT WE ALREADY KNEW AND 
LEARNED FROM COVID
Last year I read Dr Julia Baird’s beautiful book 
Phosphorescence: On Awe, Wonder and the Things that 
Sustain You When the World Goes Dark. The following 
thoughts have been triggered by thinking about how 
phosphorescence, awe and wonder can underscore both 
our classrooms and educational practice.

Schools are one of society’s constants. They are known, 
they are experienced and hopefully they are respected 
if not loved. We know that this appreciation is not 
necessarily in real time – there is often a substantial lag. 
Sadly, such a perspective of schools may still depend 
on the postcode of the school as well as the families 
attending them (Teese and Polesel, 2003; Hargreaves, 
2020). Thank goodness this is not always the case. If left 
to the market nowadays,  what would free universal 
education look like? Our forebears, who fortunately 
saw the world through a different lens, considered 
the provision of free universal education as essential 
to the development of a civil society. Throughout 
time the appearance of schools has stayed the same, 
at least superficially, this is one of the constants in a 
world in flux. Below the surface, we know that much 
has changed. The care has changed, the pedagogy 
has changed, and the technology has changed yet 
there remains a magical familiarity to them. The 
most fundamental component of our schools is our 
classrooms. Fads and so-called improvements come and 

go. Fundamentally, the core is ageless – a room with 
one teacher and a “class” of students. Between these four 
walls a unique culture is born and developed.

What then makes our classrooms “phosphorescent”? 
What gives them their ageless glow? The following 
words might help to explain this: relationship, wonder, 
curiosity, growth, journey, connection, humanity, 
flexibility, courage, learning, success, failure, modelling 
etc. Between the four walls lives are altered if not 
transformed. The rhythm of a school is the sum of our 
classrooms: our collegiality, our commitment, our 
passion, our energy and our humanity.

While there is a rhythm, a sameness, a familiarity and a 
comfort – there is also an incredible agility and a pride 
in accomplishment. None of us needs much prodding to 
remember those few weeks prior to last Easter. We had 
not given much thought to the terms synchronous or 
asynchronous curriculum delivery before, let alone had 
considered the idiosyncrasies of Zoom. Before long, our 
lessons were being delivered from home - creatively and 
dynamically. This was achieved because of the incredible 
work ethic of educators – educators who could harness 
the digital world quickly and creatively to ensure that 
the business of schools could continue.6 Sadly, we can 
all also remember that during this very difficult time, 
there was a disappointing absence of a unified voice 
representing the needs of educators.

Educators had to dig deep, and we came through 
remarkably. Site-specific garden variety educators doing 
what we do best – preparing lessons and resources for 
individual contexts. It was all done without the spectre of 
national testing, benchmarking and the rest of it. In most 
contexts, the students embraced independent learning 
and portfolio assessment relatively seamlessly – it 
was a quiet revolution born of necessity – a revolution 
it was, nonetheless. There is much to learn from this. 
Organisations that have a broader mandate, far removed 
from neo-liberal benchmarking and comparison, can 
and will deliver because the social democratic concept of 
schools and education is far stronger than any artificially 
imposed market brief. When will we learn, that using 
market mechanisms to foist change on schools, is like 
mixing oil and water? We can disrupt and churn all we 
like but when it all settles, we will still have oil and 
water! COVID showed us that the majesty of the field of 
schools can prevail when educators are left to do what 
they know best7.

Schools and their teachers performed remarkably. Who 
could forget the eagerness and joy when our Year 12 
students were allowed back on campus? The joy was 
contagious and unbridled. Is joy the essence of our 
phosphorescence? When the staff returned, the feeling 
was much the same. Knowing that everyone was safe 
and well was so reassuring. Is community then the 
essence of our phosphorescence? When our campus 
recommenced its familiar hum, it seemed that nothing 
had gone wrong and that it was all a bad dream. Is 
familiarity the essence of our phosphorescence? The 
warmth of its embrace was calming and reassuring. 
Perhaps we witnessed the antithesis of the world of 
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artificial digital construction. When we were forcibly 
isolated and had to rely on social media for our 
interaction, it just wasn’t enough. Of course, one cannot 
ignore the significance of COVID-19, the pining for flesh 
and blood community cannot be ignored. Words like 
‘community’ became restorative and extremely important.

So, I would contend that schools are a force of good in 
the 21st century – hopefully this will always be so. They 
aren’t perfect but they are essential to the continued 
development of a decent social contract and for all that 
is good about our civil society – a concept that is being 
challenged and stretched probably never to the extent 
that it is today. Self-fulfilling feedback loops are making 
us narrower and more intolerant. If we only interact 
digitally with people who share the same views, how 
can opinion be formed and reformed? Such formation 
and reformation of opinion is essential to the growth of 
the educated mind.

In his book The Third Pillar, Economist Raghuram Rajan 
notes that for economics to redeem itself it must start to 
be much less about markets and profits and more about 
community – the maximisation of community values. He 
contends that if this transformation does not occur, we 
are in great danger of the disruptive politics of the far left 
and the far right. Ways must be found of harnessing the 
market and technology to strengthen communities, the 
essential ‘third’ pillar of a free society (Rajan, 2018).

Here’s to our schools, phosphorescent beacons in 
the midst of tumult. Here’s to what we learned and 
observed during the COVID shutdown. If educators 
are left to educate, magical things can happen. Here’s 
to establishing a foundation of community values 
maximisation, values that might help us to rediscover 
some of the ‘We’ over the ‘I’. It won’t be easy as the 

economic and social consequence of the COVID shock is 
still rolling through our societies. I wonder what the next 
21 years will bring? If our classrooms are celebrations of 
the awe and wonder of learning, operating alongside a 
deeply thoughtful and strategic approach to systemic 
reality and constraint, something magical will result. 
Here’s to 2021 and truly phosphorescent classr
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Footnotes

1  This paper was given as the opening session of the Annual Staff Conference at Brisbane Girls Grammar School in 2021. The title of 
this year’s conference was: Phosphorescent Classrooms: Nourishing Visible Thinking and Learning. 

2  As we know this revolutionised our classrooms in so many positive ways. The research underlying its impact on learning is still 
unclear. See Hattie http://www.acel.org.au/ACEL/ACELWEB/Events/2020/Online_Conference/Bio/John%20Hattie.aspx

3  This of course is often one of the most strident criticisms of News Limited and its associated media outlets.

4  China’s unique system of market authoritarianism needs to be watched very carefully. The alchemy of the market alongside 
significantly diminished human rights operating in an entrenched one-party state.

5  This greater regulatory oversight was a recommendation of a recent Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 
investigation. See https://www.accc.gov.au/publications/digital-platforms-inquiry-final-report

6  We must be very careful not to view this solely through our very privileged lenses. Data suggests that there was a gaping digital 
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lens of family income data. See Mitchell Institute https://www.vu.edu.au/mitchell-institute/educational-opportunity/educational-
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This is where professional learning comes in. It plays 
a critical role in enabling teachers to grow and 
develop their expertise. As stated in the Australian 
Charter for the Professional Learning of Teachers and 
School Leaders: 

Professional learning is the formal and informal 
learning experiences undertaken by teachers 
and school leaders that improve their individual 
professional practice, and a school’s collective 
effectiveness, as measured by improved student 
learning, engagement with learning and 
wellbeing. At its most effective, professional 
learning develops individual and collective 
capacity across the teaching profession to 
address current and future challenges.

When teachers engage in continuous professional 
growth, teacher quality improves, which in turn 
maximises the impact on learner outcomes (Naylor & 
Sayed 2014). However, AITSL knows from our work with 
teachers, leaders, systems, and sectors across Australia 
that there are opportunities for improvement when it 
comes to professional learning in schools. AITSL has 
been consulting with the profession to better understand 
this, including a survey of over 1,500 teachers in 2017, 
and has heard that:
•  Teachers are looking for professional learning 

programs and opportunities that communicate clear 

objectives, identify target participants, and make clear 
connections to practice so they can make relevant 
choices and connections to the Australian Professional 
Standards for Teachers.

•  Teachers also want further opportunities for job-
embedded learning, action research, and mentoring 
arrangements.

•  School leaders can support teacher agency and 
identify opportunities for alignment between school 
improvement plans and individual professional 
learning goals. 

•  School leaders can also leverage a broad range of 
expertise within and beyond their schools to support 
and promote professional learning that is: 
- job-embedded 
-  practical, action-oriented, and enables incremental 

application and review. 

Having been both a principal and teacher myself, I know 
that attributing the impact of professional learning is 
challenging. Support and data are needed for teachers 
and school leaders to effectively evaluate the impact of 
professional learning at the school and individual levels. 

I also know that many schools across Australia are also 
doing incredible work to improve the efficacy of their 
professional learning. For example, when Anula Primary 
School in Darwin analysed its student data, it became 
apparent the student writing data was not where the 

Maximising the impact of 
professional learning  
Teachers have the biggest influence on students during in-school 
learning. Nationally and internationally, there is unequivocal evidence 
that the quality of teaching is the most significant in-school factor 
affecting student outcomes, and teachers know this. They know 
the only way to maximise their impact on student learning is to 
continuously grow and refine their teaching practice.  

Mark Grant, AITSL CEO

https://www.aitsl.edu.au/tools-resources/resource/australian-charter-for-the-professional-learning-of-teachers-and-school-leaders
https://www.aitsl.edu.au/tools-resources/resource/australian-charter-for-the-professional-learning-of-teachers-and-school-leaders
https://www.aitsl.edu.au/tools-resources/resource/australian-charter-for-the-professional-learning-of-teachers-and-school-leaders
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teachers thought it should be. So, the school made best 
practice and pedagogical approaches to the teaching 
of writing a focus of their professional learning. To 
support this, Anula Primary had external experts 
deliver professional learning to its teachers and focused 
its professional learning communities (PLCs) on the 
teaching of writing. It also made the teaching of writing 
an element of each teacher’s individual action plans 
and linked everything back to the school improvement 
plan. Using data allowed teachers to identify where 
their students were up to and provided the evidence to 
support the school’s plan on how to improve student 
outcomes and to plan professional learning accordingly.

Supporting schools to embed High-Quality 
Professional Learning
AITSL’s High-Quality Professional Learning (HQPL) 
cycle (see Figure 1) can support teachers and school 
leaders to maximise the benefits from their investment 
in professional learning. At its heart, the HQPL cycle 
supports teachers to reflect on their practice, to set goals, 
and to make a concrete plan focused on professional 
growth. For teachers and school leaders, the cycle 
provides a handy framework for getting and staying on 
top of your teaching game. It is the sort of thing I wished 
was around when I were a teacher.

Figure 1. AITSL High-Quality Professional Learning Cycle

The cycle outlines how teachers can use professional 
learning for continuous improvement by:
•  Identifying their professional learning needs
•  Selecting and undertaking professional learning
•  Applying the professional learning in their setting
•  Evaluating the impact of the professional learning.

Engaging with the four stages of the cycle can help 
both teachers and school leaders improve the quality of 
professional learning in their settings.

Stage 1: Identify professional learning needs
This stage encourages teachers to consider their learning 
needs, with reference to the Australian Professional 
Standards for Teachers and their learners’ needs, before 
selecting professional learning. 

Effective professional learning starts with understanding 
teachers’ learning needs, ‘at the individual, team, 
or school level in response to an assessment of 
students’ learning needs’ (Tooley & Connally 2016). 
Professional learning undertaken by teachers needs to 
be relevant and focused on the problems of practice in 

their individual contexts. This will ensure a collective 
responsibility within schools to focus efforts on driving 
teacher professional learning towards improved learner 
outcomes.

Stage 2: Select and undertake learning
At this stage, teachers are prompted to consider different 
types of professional learning. 

Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) suggest that an 
effective professional learning approach ‘is intensive 
and ongoing, and connected to practice; focuses on the 
teaching and learning of specific academic content; 
is connected to other school initiatives and builds 
strong working relationships among teachers’. Of all 
approaches, site-based and practice-focused approaches 
are seen to be the most effective.

Many professional learning offerings focus on 
introductory content that is most appropriate for 
graduate or early career teachers. While this can be very 
useful for the target audience, it can be challenging for 
more experienced teachers, such as nationally certified 
Highly Accomplished and Lead teachers (HALTs), to 
find professional learning that is relevant to their 
needs. It is important that teachers try to ensure the 
learning they select is appropriate for or targeted at 
their career stage. One such way is learning from expert 
colleagues, which can be one of the most effective ways 
to improve teacher practice. Learning from colleagues 
can also mean lower costs and less time lost to travel, 
particularly for teachers in rural and remote locations.

Stage 3: Apply and refine learning
During this stage, teachers apply, reflect, refine, and 
even share their learning. A strong culture of learning in 
the school is crucial to support this. 

Applying professional learning and evaluating and 
reflecting on the impact of a new approach on students 
is key to achieving a change in teaching practice and 
learner outcomes (Naylor & Sayed 2014). Collaboration 
where teachers reflect on and refine their practice, then 
share their learnings, is a key element of this stage. 
Continual feedback from colleagues and relevant 
leaders is equally important. Asking a colleague 
to observe your teaching practice and providing 
feedback can provide a useful outside view of how 
the professional learning has led to improvements in 
practice and provide ideas about how to further embed 
the learnings.

Support from leadership is critical in scaling practice and 
encouraging adoption across the learning environment. 

Stage 4: Evaluate overall impact
Effective evaluation involves teachers and leaders 
monitoring the impact of professional learning on 
teaching practice, learner outcomes, and whole-school 
measures.

At this stage, teachers may collect data/evidence and 
share the impact of the professional learning with 
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colleagues. The evaluation will also help to determine 
next steps and the focus for possible future professional 
learning. 

Measurement for measurement’s sake is not useful, so it 
is important to decide at the beginning what measures 
will be most valuable in determining the impact of the 
professional learning. Multiple strategies should be 
used to assess the professional learning’s effectiveness 
for educators and learners. By measuring the impact of 
change from various points of view, the results will be 
practical and applicable. 

National teacher certification at the Highly 
Accomplished and Lead career stages of the Australian 
Professional Standards for Teachers is one approach to 
professional learning that supports teachers to engage 
in collaborative learning, collect evidence of impact, and 
improve their practice. It involves considered reflection 
on a teacher’s individual teaching practice, their impact 
on learners, and their influence on the practice of 
colleagues.

Having worked with many certified Highly 
Accomplished and Lead teachers over the past few 
years, I know how formative they have found the 
experience in helping them further improve their 
practice and understand their impact on colleagues and 
students. An AITSL census of HALTs in 2018 found that 
86 per cent thought the certification process was more 
valuable than previous forms of professional learning 
they had undertaken. We surmise that this is because 
the certification journey is reflective, ongoing, job-
embedded, collaborative, and aligned to the Standards 
– key elements of High-Quality Professional Learning. 

How AITSL is supporting High High-Quality 
Professional Learning
The HQPL cycle and other supporting resources 
available freely on the AITSL website can also help 
teachers and school leaders make more informed 
choices about their professional learning. These 
resources provide practical strategies to put this 
knowledge into action.

The HQPL resources describe effective approaches to 
various types of professional learning, be they online 
or in-person, group or individual activities. There are 
guidelines for school leaders to help them get started 
in supporting their teachers with effective professional 
learning strategies, as well as video case studies that 
give a more in-depth look at how schools across a range 
of contexts have implemented successful approaches to 
professional learning. These real-life examples can help 
leaders determine the best approach in their own setting.

AITSL has also just released a series of quick guides 
on annotating evidence, online professional learning, 
making the most from professional associations, and 
team teaching. Over the coming months, AITSL will be 
publishing more HQPL resources so be sure to check 
back or sign up via the AITSL website for updates.

AITSL’s vision for the future
AITSL’s vision is for Australia to have a high-quality 
education system in which teachers and leaders have 
the greatest impact possible on the educational growth 
and achievement of every learner. The Alice Springs 
(Mparntwe) Education Declaration also makes clear 
that Australia aspires not just to be among the best 
in the world, but to be the best. To achieve this goal, 
there is no endeavour more important than further 
improving the quality of teaching and school leadership 
in Australia. Our work on HQPL supports this by 
increasing the impact of teacher professional learning 
and advocating for a professional growth culture that is 
characterised by a clear focus on improving teaching as 
a powerful means for improving learner outcomes. 
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Everyone is talking about the importance of evidence-
based education. Evidence is the next big thing: 
the newest silver bullet that will fix everything in 
education. Not many would argue with the principle 
that it is good to be evidence-based, because 
evidence-based practice promises to deliver improved 
outcomes. But evidence risks becoming the latest 
in a long line of failed fads if we don’t have real 
knowledge about how evidence can actually improve 
outcomes. This is the insight that Australia’s new 
education evidence body will strive to understand, so 
that we can turn the principle of using evidence into 
effective practice. 

“An independent institution… 
to improve student outcomes”
In June 2020, Education Council agreed to establish 
a national evidence institute “to position Australia’s 
educators at the forefront of education research”. 
The idea had come from the report Through Growth 
to Achievement: Report of the Review to Achieve 
Educational Excellence in Australian Schools. 
Commonly referred to as ‘Gonski 2’, the report was the 
work of a panel led by David Gonski, which had been 
tasked with providing advice on how to improve student 
achievement and school performance. 

Recommendation 23: Establish an independent 
institution to coordinate, source and generate 
the development of a national research and 
evidence base that can be easily accessed and 
implemented to improve student outcomes.

I was appointed as the inaugural Director on the first 
of July, 2020 and immediately commenced a series of 

consultations regarding the future operations of the 
enterprise, which is to be called the Australian Education 
Research Organisation (AERO).

I began by talking with Australian Government 
and state and territory government Ministers with 
responsibility for education and early childhood 
education and care, then video-conferenced my 
way through the education community, talking to 
heads of state and territory education departments, 
representatives of the Catholic education system 
and of independent schools, principal associations, 
teacher unions, early childhood and care organisations, 
parent groups, professional associations, universities, 
researchers and think tanks, and more. 

The organisation also conducted a series of focus groups 
with early childhood educators and education and care 
centre leaders, school teachers and school leaders, from 
each jurisdiction, sector and from remote, rural, regional 
and metropolitan settings, to ensure that the voice of 
practitioners featured prominently in the consultation.

Everyone consulted was asked the same guiding 
questions: 
•  What gaps in the current evidence base should be 

priorities for the organisation?
•  What existing research work or researchers should the 

organisation be aware of?
•  How can the organisation best engage educators?
•  What would success look like for the organisation?

There was remarkable unanimity of view about some of 
these questions. People in all parts of education agreed 
that education will benefit from being more evidence-

The Australian Education 
Research Organisation 
is building a bridge from 
principle to practice  
The Australian Education Research Organisation is building a bridge 
from principle to practice

Dr Jenny Donovan, CEO Australian Education Research Organisation
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based. People also agreed that evidence inspires greatest 
confidence when it is rigorously produced and relevant 
to context. Most interesting, however, was the general 
acknowledgement that research and evidence alone do 
not change anything. 

For evidence to improve child and student 
outcomes, it must be used 
There will be three elements to the work of the new 
agency:

1  Generate evidence. We will do primary research, 
including field research in schools and early childhood 
settings. Every year we will publish our research 
agenda, outlining a program of work reflecting 
priorities and greatest potential impact.

2  Make quality evidence available. We will curate, 
translate and mobilise research. We will synthesise 
existing research into formats and context-relevant 
products and resources that are engaging and 
accessible for teachers. 

3  Improve evidence use. We will understand and 
support the successful implementation of evidence in 
practice. 

These three elements of our work have been identified 
based on the fundamental premise that improvements 
for children and young people will only come as a 
result of their teachers being willing to do something 
differently. Change can be hard, and often fails when it 
is implemented poorly. That is why AERO will maintain 
a focus not just on generating new evidence, but also on 
implementation and the conditions that assist teachers 
to learn about and be willing to try something new. 

One of AERO’s first projects will focus on building a 
better evidence base about how to improve evidence 
use, beginning with a close look at how research and 
evidence are currently used in teachers’ practice. We 
want answers to questions such as: 
•  What skills, knowledge, dispositions, and 

organisational supports do teachers need to use 
evidence-based practice well?

•  What is the developmental trajectory of using 
evidence-based practice? What does it look like when 
you are a graduate teacher? What does it look like 
when you are a highly accomplished and/or lead 
teacher? What about teachers and educators in early 
childhood settings?

•  To what extent are Australian educators, teachers, 
school and ECEC service leaders using evidence-based 
practice?

•  How do we measure the quantity and quality of 
evidence-based practice? How do we track this over 
time?

Most importantly, we want to learn more about the 
conditions that will increase and improve the use 

of evidence-based practice; that is, what supports 
may need to be added, what incentives may need 
to be increased, and/or what barriers may need to 
be removed, so that more educators and teachers, 
and more school and ECEC service leaders have the 
capabilities, motivations, and opportunities to use 
evidence-based practice?

“Give us the confidence and competence to be 
discerning users of research.” — Principal
Although teachers enjoy a great deal of professional 
freedom to develop or locate resources, approaches, 
programs to deploy in their classrooms, that freedom 
can often become a burden when teachers feel 
overwhelmed and uncertain about their instructional 
choices.

We know that rigorous and relevant evidence can help 
to contain the burden of choice. We know that high-
quality evidence can improve the level of confidence a 
teacher has, as she makes her next decision or plans his 
next unit of work. 

But finding material then discerning the quality of 
its evidence base is a big responsibility to put onto 
teachers. It requires technical knowledge to assess how 
evidence is produced and how relevant it might be. 
Systematically reviewing the rigour and relevance of an 
evidence base also takes a lot of time. 

AERO wants to help busy educators. We aim to 
give them the insights they need, in forms they 
find useful. We also want to work with systems, 
sectors, policymakers and key stakeholders to build 
understanding about how they can support successful 
implementation of evidence-based practices. 

We expect the result of this work to be greater confidence 
among actors in the education system: confidence in 
choosing strategies, confidence in maintaining course 
with strategies even if there are implementation 
setbacks, and confidence in exercising their own 
professional voice in public debates about education, 
that are so often dominated by non-educators.

Principles mean little without action. The benefit of 
being evidence-informed will only be felt when evidence 
informs practice. The great opportunity of the Australian 
Education Research Organisation is also its greatest 
challenge: we need to build a bridge between evidence 
and practice.

Education Ministers announced the Australian Education 
Research Organisation on 16 December, 2020. AERO 
will launch its first products for teachers in Term 1, 2021. 
You can learn more about AERO at its website: www.
edresearch.edu.au

Biographies
Dr Jenny Donovan is the Chief Executive Officer of the Australian Education Research Organisation. She began her career as 
a history teacher in Sydney’s western suburbs.
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Automation is replacing work previously undertaken 
by people and the knock-on effect is that organisations 
are seeking people with different skill sets. Yet the 
extraordinary changes to the world of work have had 
almost no effect on the career expectations of students. 
Rarely would we hear young people state that they 
wish to become a videogame designer, a director of 
culture, a sustainability coordinator or an ethical 
hacker. 

In the modern world of social media and artificial 
intelligence, it is still the traditional occupations that 
capture young people’s imaginations. The OECD 2020 
report, Dream jobs: Teenagers’ career aspirations and the 
future of work, notes that around 50% of young people 
expect to work in one of just 10 jobs. And just when we are 
crying out for more innovative and entrepreneurial young 
people, automation has made it difficult for them to pick 
up the entry-level roles in which previous generations 
gained insights into careers and learned new transferable 
skills. Without this sort of real-world experience, it is hard 
for young people to develop the capabilities that they 
need to thrive in the changing world of work. This has 
clear implications for careers development in schools.

If we are willing to listen, the changing world of work 
is sending important messages about how we educate 
young people about the careers they are about to enter. 
Typically, career development in schools has been about 

providing information to help students decide what to 
do in their post-school life. Career guidance relies loosely 
on matching student interests to jobs. When careers 
educators see their role as narrowing down job options, 
it should not be much of a surprise when students 
express limited job ambitions. Encouraging young 
people to believe that the world is predictable is not 
preparing them for the fast-changing, complex world 
they live in. 

Young people need to grasp a wider ranging view of 
career opportunities and they need this knowledge 
earlier than they are currently receiving it. Delaying 
careers education until high school is leaving it too late. 
Earlier career advice assists young people to select a 
pathway towards the role that will reveal their potential 
and funnel their interests in school. When students gain 
a deeper understanding of their evolving aspirations, 
their engagement in school has been shown to skyrocket 
as they make connections between what they are 
learning in their classes and the opportunities they are 
beginning to generate for their future beyond school. 

William Damon from the Stanford Center on 
Adolescence (2009) says that “The biggest problem 
growing up today is not stress; it’s meaninglessness”. 
Lots of young adults are stressed not because they have 
too much to do, but because they don’t know why they 
are doing it. Adolescents who have a clear sense of 

Dream Jobs of the 
Innovation Age
If you ask a kid today what job they would like to do when they grow 
up, the answers are still likely to be a police officer, doctor or teacher. 
This hasn’t changed in the past 20 years. In the meantime, the way we 
work is being fundamentally transformed.  

Cameron Paterson FACE, Director of Learning, Wesley College, Melbourne
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purpose are happier, healthier, more engaged and less 
stressed. Having clarity of purpose provides direction. 
Damon (2009, 124) claims that: 

“Young people treasure guidance from 
experienced adults who care about them 
and know more about the world than they 
do. To be most helpful—and welcome—the 
guidance must speak to the youngster’s highest 
aspirations.”

 

PURPOSE

WHAT YOU  
LOVE TO DO

A NEED IN  
THE WORLD

YOUR
STRENGTHS

+ SKILLS

Researchers have now made connections between 
career education and positive psychology (Bright, 2018). 
Imagine if a school could increase student achievement, 
increase engagement with learning, and provide a 
clearer sense of possible future professional identities 
for young people. Increased hope is linked to higher 
levels of student engagement and career clarity. In turn, 
increased levels of student engagement are connected 
to improved academic performance in schools. Putting 
energy into school-based initiatives that engender a 
sense of hope in the future seems like a sensible path for 
educators to pursue.

Liv Pennie from Become Education has been working 
with schools to run a PBL unit called ‘How can I explore 
my dream career?’. She thinks a career program should 
be about learning the process rather than finding a 
single answer. It is hard for schools to create space for 
this within a crowded curriculum. Ideally, a careers 
program would have its own space from the primary 
years up, as well as being integrated into all subject 
areas. Liv also believes that an important question 
to ask is whether careers education is on the school 
strategic plan. A school that advocates lifelong learning 
and preparing students to thrive in a rapidly changing 
world should be prioritising the teaching of explicit skills 
to explore, design and navigate the future.

Samantha McFetridge (2020), Director of Student 
Opportunity and Careers Education at Wenona School 
in Sydney, says that what is needed is “a focus on skills 
not jobs. Students need access to a range of authentic 
learning opportunities to experiment with the world of 
work”. LearnLife in Barcelona laments the disconnect 
between the world of work and schools. They locate 

start-ups and external workers within the same space as 
their learning programs. Their aim is for young people to 
see more diversity in future jobs and careers. At Bradfield 
College in Australia, Year 11 students work in an industry 
experience program connected to a Sydney Vivid Ideas 
project. This provides students with opportunities to 
work with creative industries and to produce for an 
external audience. Students get to see and feel what 
they might like to do after school. Australia’s Scientific 
and Industrial Research Organisation is conducting 
innovative virtual work experience for high school 
students.

Sydney-based Primary teacher Amber Bidwell designed 
a program for Grade 6 students called ‘Thinking Ahead’. 
Parents attend every fortnight and present their career 
path to the students. Amber gives the parents prompting 
questions, such as ‘What did you learn at school that 
you use now?’, ‘Describe a time that you failed’ and 
‘What skills do you think are required in the workforce?’ 
The sessions widen students’ thinking about their future 
options and reinforce the success skills required in the 
workplace. St Luke’s Catholic College in Sydney is 
engaging Life Coaches to assist students to answer the 
questions ‘Who am I?’, ‘What are my strengths?’ and 
‘What problems can I solve?’. Students learn how to 
unpack their strengths and interests, and determine their 
talents through passion projects which aim to improve 
life for others. At the end of Year 8, every student 
articulates a draft life purpose statement.

Let’s not sit back and wait for events to unfold. Let’s find 
ways to develop transferable skills and career insights 
for young people. Let’s provide career education right 
down to primary school levels and widen students’ 
vocational aspirations. Let’s help kids find their purpose 
and build their sense of hope in the future so they learn 
to thrive in this uncertain world and aspire to the dream 
jobs of the innovation age.
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In the midst of the global pandemic we are reminded 
of the phrase from the famous opening paragraph 
of Charles Dickens’ novel, A Tale of Two Cities, “It was 
the best of times, it was the worst of times”. I’m sure 
this paradox resonates with all of us, as we consider 
the impact of COVID-19 on both our personal and 
professional lives. 

It is in the spirit of the theme, In Principle, that I reflect 
on how the AIS Leadership Centre team of the AISNSW, 
has responded to this paradox during 2020. In particular, 
what has the ‘best of times’ meant for delivering on our 
strategic intent; to develop courageous navigators for the 
emerging future, leading from head and heart?  

In the context of our work, we have seen the worlds 
in which the people we serve, from teachers to school 
Principals immeasurably disrupted, their school 
schedules dramatically overhauled, and their school 
communities provoked to think differently about how 
learning is provided and how schooling is shaped.  And 
from stories of practice, we have seen and heard teachers 
and leaders at all levels meet these challenges with 
integrity, agility and professionalism. We admire the 
work they do and continue to strive to support them as 
best we can.

What have we learned so far from this rapidly changing 
environment? How can we leverage the experiences 
of disruption and school leaders’ newly revealed 
capabilities for their ongoing leadership journey into the 
future? What next in professional learning for leadership?
 
The impact of COVID-19 has triggered us to re-examine 
both ‘what we do’ but more importantly, ‘how we do 
it’, and to question our assumptions about the efficacy 
of the online platform and its capacity to engage, 
challenge, stretch and support leaders in their leadership 
learning. Our examination challenged our previously 
held assumptions of what quality practice in leadership 
learning looks like and called us to experiment, evaluate, 
research, re-design, act and re-evaluate at an accelerated 
pace.  Now, as we close off the year, our beliefs have 
shifted and have been re-shaped. Yes, leadership can be 
learned effectively online but only if the learning design 
is highly contextualised to the alternate format. 

Challenges and Opportunities
One of the real challenges is managing zoom fatigue. 
We have an innate human need to ‘synchronise’ with 
each other when communicating and it takes a lot more 
work to seek the visual cues we need, online.   And we 
don’t realise it until we are restless and worn out after a 

virtual hour. So, we shortened the day using a ‘flipped 
classroom’ approach, with content viewed or read prior 
to the session. This created more space for participants 
to connect, express and to learn with and from each 
other, thus leveraging the individual and collective 
learnings that the pandemic experience generated. 
Equity and opportunity to contribute are key determiners 
of engagement. Breakout rooms, therefore, called for 
intentionally crafted disciplined dialogue protocols to set 
the expectations for the collaborate conversations and to 
foster participant voice within them. 

The ability to transform the hearts and minds of others, 
to connect through joint action and spaces for ideas and 
thinking to evolve organically, requires psychological 
safety.  We fostered this by adding 10 minutes of 
‘unstructured time’ at the start of the session in which 
participants were asked to share a positive story and/or 
invite others to share their story of joy. To check-in with 
how people are feeling, we used quick pulse surveys. 
To convey the sense of presence for others, techniques 
to feel the presenter’s facial warmth and through this, 
their humanity were used alongside a posture of calm 
authority. Psychological safety was also created by 
being explicit about the style, tone and norms to be 
used at the start of each session. Naming this up front 
removed unknowns that can be sources of anxiety. 

Strategy development processes using innovation 
methodology require deep, broad, directed and fast 
paced collaboration, an interesting and exciting 
challenge in the online space. Rather than defer, waiting 
for the ‘ideal’ time for this work, we created highly 
relational, work focused discipline facilitation processes, 
led remotely by the Leadership Centre team.  School 
leaders embraced the challenge of forging ahead with 
this important work online, with high levels of energy, 
engagement, and responsibility for the work and each 
other. 

What endures?
While flexible with design and format, we held to our 
core philosophy, that leadership learning is an ongoing 
inner journey of self-knowledge and discovery, and an 
outer journey of knowledge and skill acquisition, and to 
our principles of practice.  

Knowing oneself provides stability in the face of change 
- a deep understanding of one’s emotions, strengths and 
weaknesses, needs and drives, sources of frustration 
(and reaction to problems) and engagement in self-
transformation (Jokinen, 2005). Knowing why you do 
what you do – your deepest purpose – gives you both 

‘The Best of Times” 
Learnings from profound disruption

Dr Jennifer Davies Dean AIS Leadership Centre
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clarity and resilience.  As Frankl wrote in 1984, ‘He who 
knows the why for his existence will be able to bear 
almost any how’.

Our evidence base affirms that the inner journey of 
leadership learning is key to sustaining self, which has 
been particularly important in these challenging times. 
McCulla and Degenhardt’s (2015) research involving 
participant learning in the AIS Leadership Centre’s 
National Flagship Program discovered that because of 
the sustaining nature of the inner journey outcomes, 
it was given precedence over developing any specific 
knowledge or skills required to lead and manage a 
school. In my own doctoral research into the longer 
term impact and outcomes of a principal preparation 
program, there was strong recognition of the way 
the ‘inner’, personal journey and the ‘outer journey’ of 
skill acquisition and knowledge, interwove to shape 
understandings and conceptualisations of leadership 
as a whole and sustained participants in their roles 
regardless of the professional and personal challenges 
they experienced (Davies, 2020).

The future
So, what does the future hold for leadership development 
for school leaders - what we do, how we do it and why? 

What we do continues to evolve as we support leaders 
to be courageous navigators for the emerging future, 
leading from head and heart. The enduring focus on the 
inner journey is critical to our ongoing work at all career 
stages.  And we learned that the online environment, if 
creatively constructed, enables quality learning in both. 
Any concerns that this could not be achieved has given 
way to optimism. A timely and relevant expansion of the 
inner journey takes into consideration Neuroleadership 
and Theory U, an impactful transformational 
methodology for solving adaptive challenges at a 
personal level, (a way of being, connecting to the higher 
aspects of self) and at a systemic level (a framework for 
organising thinking). 

The outer journey attention to futures and foresight 
knowledge, skills and understanding, crisis leadership 
and risk management, and the Adaptive Leadership 
Framework to support individuals and organisations 
adapt to changing environments and effectively respond 
to recurring problems, continues to strengthen.  Our 
theoretical framework, the Australian Professional 
Standard for Principals, is practiced though a future 
focussed lens, the ultimate outcome being successful 
learners, confident, creative and actively informed 
citizens who are ready and prepared for the future world 
of work and of life. 

How do we do it? 
•  Blended learning opportunities that foster relationship 

building, networking, deeply reflective processes and 
alumni support. 

•  Engaging multiple platforms that offer choice in 
the ways adults learn best. For example, but not 
exclusively: microlearning experiences, comprising 
small doses of high-powered learning delivered via 
mobile devices with the opportunity to learn where you 
like, when you like and for a period of time that suits 
you.

•  Simulation learning experiences designed to prepare 
crisis management teams to cope with a crisis requiring 
responses to the various elements of a crisis in real time. 

Some of these new platforms have been recently trialled 
at the AISNSW. 

Why? 
Because leading in education is a deeply rewarding 
yet daunting task, made more complex by competing 
demands, both within the school and beyond.   With 
change as the constant background to school leaders 
work and their relationships with the school community, 
effectively leading and mobilising others towards 
the preferred future of learning and schooling, while 
sustaining oneself in the role is, indeed, the ongoing inner 
and outer journey challenge. 

Upon reflection, the paradox: “It was the best of times, it 
was the worst of times” has given shape to our reality, 
both personally and professionally. What is clear is the 
profound disruption the global pandemic has generated 
this year has inadvertently shone a light on the best 
of human ingenuity, empathy, resilience and agility. 
These are the qualities that effective and sustainable 
school leaders will continue to draw on to courageously 
navigate a different future of learning and schooling that 
is unfolding before our eyes. 
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To provide equitable access to the kind of education 
that provides young people the capabilities necessary 
to making a meaningful contribution to the global 
community, we must understand what these 
capabilities are and how to build that capacity. 
Providing this education relies on us as educators 
to be innovative, thinking outside the box and 
constantly re-evaluating our approach to ensure 
we maintain the same rate of change as the world 
beyond school, because the one constant in the world 
is change itself.  

At Plumpton High School we have developed and 
embedded a number of frameworks and systems to 
provide an adaptive and agile learning environment 
that is directly connected with the world beyond school, 
and that has led to our students’, staff and school’s 
success and to a cultural shift. Most evidence-based 
research would suggest it takes between five and seven 
years to change the culture of an organisation, and we 
believe that it is also critical to have stable leadership 
during this time. Over almost seven years, our School 

Plan focus has been on developing intellectual capacity, 
relationships, self-concept, leadership, reflective practice 
and an increasing focus on personal responsibility. This 
has been aligned across students and staff, and we have 
engaged the broader community to enhance and join us 
on this journey.

The school context is key to the strategic directions 
we have set ourselves. We have approximately 1050 
students, 80% of whom come from the bottom two 
socioeconomic quartiles. Our student body encompasses 
66 cultures (10% Filipino, 10% Indian, 10% Pasifika, 
10% Aboriginal, 7% Pakistani) from South East Asia, 
North Africa, Eastern and Northern Europe and Anglo-
Celtic 2-4th generation Australian-born contexts. Many 
of the students have refugee backgrounds and have 
experienced significant trauma in their lives. The school 
has a Support Unit with three Multi-categorical, and one 
Autism Spectrum, classes. Approximately 60% of the 
teaching staff are in their first three years of teaching.

The advent of Gonski and the associated National 

Creating a successful 
future-focussed school 
through innovation
Equity and Innovation 

Tim Lloyd, Principal, Plumpton High School
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Education Reform Agreement provided more equitable 
access to the necessary funding envelope required to 
begin the journey of education reform, delivered through 
the Resource Allocation Model (RAM) in NSW. This 
model recognises disadvantage across seven major 
areas and funds schools based on individual student 
context. The funding has allowed, and continues to 
allow, for innovation in our school across human 
resources, school infrastructure, technology resourcing, 
access to teaching and learning resources including 
professional learning, and wellbeing infrastructure to 
support student mindset shift and counselling enabling 
them to access education. Without funding through 
the RAM, our school would not have had the resources 
necessary to undertake the cultural shift we have made 
and we would not be able to maintain pace with the 
rate of change in the world, especially in the area of 
technology. 

These are examples of strategic initiatives we have 
embedded into teaching, learning and leadership to 
shift our culture, and evidence of our success in doing 
so. The school has fostered and developed partnerships 
with multiple universities, and links with more than 40 
business partners, who support us in developing future 
career path options for students. This has resulted in an 
increase in early entry to university offers: 
•  2017: 62 offers (122 students completed the HSC)
•  2018: 33 offers (100 students completed the HSC)
•  2019: 54 (122 students completed the HSC)
•  2020: 115 (132 students completed the HSC). 

Our student Vice-Captain was selected, from a field 
of 900 students, to the NSW Government’s Youth 
Advisory Council for 2018, representing 2.4 million 
children. We boasted six national Australian Business 
and Community Network (ABCN) scholars and 12 
Aurora Indigenous Scholarships, and the 2018 School 
Vice-Captain and Dux received the Minister’s Award 
for Excellence in Student Achievement and Western 
Sydney University’s Fast Forward Academic Excellence 
Scholarship that provides $20,000. Our students 
received the Jim Anderson Memorial Scholarship and 

became Blacktown City Youth Ambassadors in 2017 
and 2018 and reaching the finals in 2019. The 2019 NSW 
Pacific Award for Education Leadership was won by the 
School Captain and Vice-Captain. Outstandingly, 99% 
of our 2017 and 2018 cohorts are enrolled at university 
or TAFE/in other training, or in employment, as is 97% 
of the 2019 cohort. Only 1% of our 2017 and 2018, and 
around 3% of our 2019, HSC students were unemployed. 
The average for youth unemployment in the area is 
22.6%. 

HSC analysis has shown shifts in a number of areas, 
but particularly in improved HSC results in 2016, 2017 
and 2019. Notably in 2017, we achieved the best HSC 
results the school has seen in over 20 years and 16 
students were recognised on the NSW HSC Distinguished 
Achievers List, with 35 students attaining early entry to 
university and 62 in total (40%) enrolled in university 
as a post-school destination. Additionally, our school 
was recognised in 2019 by the Department of Education 
as one of the top 10 schools in the state for shifting 
students into higher bands. These achievements can be 
directly linked to the professional learning our staff have 
engaged in to promote the delivery of quality teaching 
and learning, the system of support for senior students 
and a cultural shift of high expectations of staff and 
students that has been taking place over the last four 
years to promote engagement.

In 2019 the school completed the NSW Department of 
Education’s External Validation school self-assessment 
process using the School Excellence Framework. The 
framework’s statement of excellence provides a clear 
description of high-quality practice across the three 
domains of Learning, Teaching and Leading. The 
external panel considered our evidence and assessment 
of our school’s progress. Nine of the 14 elements were 
rated at Excelling and the remainder at Sustaining and 
Growing. Further to this, the school was recognised in 
the Legislative Council Hansard on 18 September 2019 
by The Hon. Sarah Mitchell, Minister for Education and 
Early Childhood Learning, as ‘a fantastic school’ and a 
‘great school for raising student outcomes’.
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Plumpton High School’s Gifted and Talented extra-
curricular program was established in 2015 and has 
expanded to its current 14 programs in 2020. The 
program has multiple aims, objectives and desired 
outcomes, with the majority commencing in Year 5 and 
culminating in a successful pathway and transition to 
the world beyond school at the completion of Year 12. 
Each of the 14 separate programs’ aims, objectives and 
desired outcomes are outlined in the Plumpton High 
School Gifted and Talented Programs 2019 book. 

Program courses include: Art and Design, Dance, 
Drama, Duke of Edinburgh International Award 
Scheme (mandatory for Year 9 to complete the Bronze 
level award that is funded by the school, with access 
for Year 10-12 to complete Silver and Gold levels), 
Engineering Studies, Experimenting with STEM, Media 
and Communications (Year 7-12), Student Executive 
Council (student leadership Year 7- 12), Young Einstein 
(Forensic Science), Computer Science, Robotics, Taiko 
Drumming and Music Tuition. All the courses/programs 
are capability-based and taught by industry experts 
with teaching qualifications, with students receiving a 
report at the end of each semester. 

The courses form part of the teachers’ teaching load 
in recognition of their qualifications and expertise, 
and are usually timetabled between 3-5pm on a 
weekly basis. We have built strong, collaborative links 
with approximately 40 business partners, including 
universities, local businesses and multinational and 
national corporations, who support our school, teachers 
and students with individual and group mentoring, 
offering valuable insight into corporations and business 
across these programs. 

Examples of teacher expertise include a forensic scientist, 
who is also a science teacher at the school, leading the 
forensic science course, a senior dance choreographer 
for the NSW Schools Spectacular and HSC Dance 

Exam writer teaching Dance, and an engineer teaching 
Robotics.

Part of Plumpton’s success is the Student Executive 
Council student leadership program, with approximately 
40 partners including Citigroup, American Express, 
Microsoft, the ABC, Google, Macquarie University, 
Western Sydney University and the University of 
Technology Sydney, to name a few. It’s an innovative 
and essential part of the curriculum. By demonstrating 
what the world beyond school looks like by immersing 
students in it through partnerships with industry, 
students learn and understand what essential skills 
and capabilities they need to succeed in that world. 
Students have personalised Career Pathways Plans 
that results from one-to-one interviews and planning, 
including linking students with business partners, 
access to mentoring and coaching, mock interviews 
in collaboration with business partners, project 
management training (Gazelle Project Management) 
and public speaking training in collaboration with 
alumni and Citigroup.

Students are offered significant opportunities to be 
mentors and mentees. The Student Executive Council 
(SEC) runs Junior SEC, where the skills necessary to be 
good leaders are built. Students work as instructional 
leaders and help to build a culture of high expectations. 
GAT groups also work with mentors as instructional 
leaders. The Media and Communication team, 
Engineering-F1 in schools, Dance and Drama groups are 
all set up to ensure both staff and students are offered 
opportunities to build skills. 

The systems and processes of the GAT programs are set 
up to ensure school resources are used appropriately 
and offer students opportunities to build and consolidate 
relationships and intellectual infrastructure. School 
facilities are used after hours to run these programs, to 
utilise the technology available and further engage the 
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community by offering this program to feeder primary 
schools. Student leadership opportunities are at the 
forefront of the school. Students have multiple points 
where they can become involved in leadership. These 
programs offer them time to build skills for success in life 
after school. The high-performance culture that results 
supports community engagement and students’ success 
as leaders.

Students commencing in Years 5 and 6 are immersed in 
high quality subject-specific programs in a high school 
setting structure, with an expert teacher teaching each 
of the programs. These students form quality teacher/
student and student/student relationships with peers 
from three primary schools and Plumpton High School 
even as they build intellectual capacity in their chosen 
field. This provides a highly supportive transition to 
high school in terms of curriculum and wellbeing for all 
students, as they are familiar with how the high school 
setting works and they have built positive relationships 
with other primary students they will experience high 
school with, as well as teachers who will teach them 
in high school and other students from older years who 
can act as mentors and be reassuring familiar faces.

The program supports classroom learning as all 
programs provide a pathway from Year 5 – Year 12 and 
these are differentiated. As the school provides students 
elective course choices in both Year 7 and 8 (Stage 4), it 
allows for this pathway to flow into Stage 5 then Stage 
6 and beyond school. All of the Plumpton High School 
Gifted and Talented extra-curricular program courses 
provide this pathway or multiple pathways. They also 
provide a diverse choice to cater for the various needs 
of students across the school, enabling students to 
focus on and develop their strengths. The courses build 
on intellectual capacity and complex problem-solving 
individually and collaboratively, and build positive 
relationships between students, between the teacher 
and student, and with the home. All courses link to the 

Plumpton High School Teaching and Learning Framework 
that is built around Hattie’s Visible Learning model, with 
all resulting products having a real-world application.

Lessons are systematically planned as part of a coherent 
program that has been collaboratively designed, 
incorporating necessary technologies where and when 
required in sequencing, ensuring that technology 
capacity is being built that is linked to the General 
Capabilities. Accommodations and adjustments are 
made to suit needs as they arise. Lesson planning 
draws on student information including progress and 
achievement data, curriculum requirements and student 
feedback, and provides continuous improvement for all 
students, across the full range of abilities.

An example of this is the Media Industry Studies course 
run through the Media and Communications Team 
program, a School Developed Board Endorsed Course. 
Plumpton High School developed the course in 2016 
in collaboration with the ABC, UTS Journalism School 
and NESA. The course is vertically run, with students 
from Years 7-12 having the ability to join the Media and 
Communications Team. It is taught by a permanent 
teacher who is a trained journalist and an English 
teacher. The students learn to utilise the most recent 
technologies related to the media industry both at 
school and with our various business partners. Students 
publish a school newspaper, The Plumpton Howler, run 
a blog, manage the school’s communications including 
social media and provide content for all communication 
platforms, and they develop capacity across the 
technologies currently being utilised by the media 
industry, including hardware and software. All students 
who completed the course and applied to university 
were granted early entry into a combination of 
Journalism, Communications and International Studies.

As courses are developed around the General 
Capabilities, they not only support significant growth 
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in classroom learning but also support success 
beyond school at both university and in employment. 
Examples of this include the learning of professional 
public speaking skills, Gazelle Project Management, 
performance skills in Music and 2-3rd year university 
engineering skills through the international F1 In Schools 
Program that is embedded in the Engineering course.   

Since implementing the program in 2015, it has 
expanded from four separate programs to 14 in 2020, 
this displaying a high value for the quality of the 
teaching and learning that takes place in each. It also 
displays an opportunity for all students to apply and 
take part should they choose to. Data regarding the 
success of the program follows.

Art and Design: Increased numbers of students selecting 
Visual Arts as a course in Stage 5 and 6 with HSC results 
increasing. In the 2019 HSC, Visual Arts performed above 
the state average. 

Dance and Drama: Regular selections of dance troupes 
for the NSW Schools Spectacular and Synergy Dance 
Festival, and individuals selected for State Dance troupes 
and Pulse. Performances in 2019 included Minchinbury 
Public Education Concert, formal assemblies, Plumpton 
High School MADD night and an increased number of 
students selecting Dance in Stage 5.

Duke of Edinburgh: Plumpton was honoured at the 
2019 Royal Reception Duke of Edinburgh Awards in 
recognition of its hard work, with over 100 participants 
completing the Duke of Edinburgh Award program 
(Bronze and Silver levels) and also having an Award 
leader, who has completed her Gold Level Certificate. 
In 2019, 13 Year 9 students achieved Silver and 88 
completed the Bronze Award, with 116 nearing 
completion of Bronze in 2020.

Engineering Studies: Annual participation in the F1 
In Schools International Program run by the REA 
foundation. In 2019, multiple teams entered the Regional 
Cadet Class championships following success in 2018 

with wins in State and Regional levels (Cadet Class 
Junior competed at state to qualify for regionals). Cadet 
Class Junior won third place at F1 In Schools.

Media and Communications Team (MAC): In 2019, 
four of our Media and Communications team members 
were selected to work as journalists, covering The 
Game Changers Education Week event organised by 
the NSW Department of Education. The four students 
live-tweeted and photographed a panel event at Google 
HQ in Sydney, interviewed prestigious panellists and 
created Instagram content for @nsweducation. Prior to 
2019, we collaborated, developed and wrote a Stage 
5 School Developed Board Endorsed Course - Media 
Industry Studies in partnership with the ABC and the 
University of Technology Sydney Journalism school. 
Students study this as a part of the GAT program, 
where they receive mentoring and coaching from senior 
executives from these organisations leading to university 
entry into journalism and international studies as early 
entry offers to university. In 2019, a Year 8 student 
was selected as Australian News Media Champion 
and News Ambassador for 2019-2020. He is one of 20 
students selected from around Australia. This prestigious 
role is part of a joint project between Western Sydney 
University, Digital Media Research Centre and Old 
Parliament House. Also in 2019, a student was selected 
for the NSW Department of Education’s Student Voice 
initiative. In 2018 Media Industry Studies/MAC teacher 
was selected to participate in the USA Department of 
State’s International Visitor Leadership Program (IVLP) 
on “Promoting Media Literacy Through Education” over 
a month in the USA. The 2018 School Captain who 
studied with the MAC team program gained early entry 
to Western Sydney University to study Communications 
and International Studies. She was mentored by Michele 
Fonseca, a senior executive at the ABC. In her first year 
of university, the student was selected for a media 
internship in Manchester and London. This student 
arrived in Australia from Sierra Leone as a refugee, 
succeeding in our system as an EALD student. She is an 
outstanding example of what can be achieved in the 
face of adversity given enabling conditions. The 2016 



 Professional Educator • 2020/21 Double Edition • Volume 24  55 

IN PRINCIPLE • OPINION PAPERS

School Vice-Captain is now completing Journalism at 
Charles Sturt University having been a part of the MAC 
team. These students are also part of our Alumni team 
that provide leadership and public speaking courses for 
our SEC leaders each year.

The Student Executive Council (SEC): The new student 
leadership model commenced in 2017, designed to help 
students master the skills outlined in the Exit Credential 
that was developed in consultation with business 
partners and universities. The success of the SEC model 
is evident in the increasing number of students applying 
for Prefect positions each year. The Standards-based 
model enables students to meet the criteria rather than 
rely on popularity. Prior to 2017 it was not considered 
to be a prestigious position; however, the achievements 
of students since that time including early entry into 
university and gaining skills that will assist in the 
workplace, have become obvious to others. The number 
of Prefects rose from 22 to 28 in 2019, and to 41 in 2020.  

The school has implemented the internationally highly 
regarded Instructional Practices Inventory (IPI) (similar 
to Instructional Rounds) every term since August 2016 
to monitor our student engagement and higher order 
thinking. Analysis of the data indicates the school has 
shifted the engagement of students from low levels and 
limited evidence of higher order thinking (2016-2017) to 
that of high performing schools (2018-2019). Evidence 
of school-wide student achievement is positive and 
strong and has continued on an upwards trajectory 

when triangulated with internal/external results and 
wellbeing data.

Our commitment to the development of a Growth 
Mindset and a wellbeing structure that supports 
students to develop their self-concept and ability to form 
relationships is evident on a daily basis. It is underpinned 
by a Positive Psychology curriculum that is a part 
of the timetable for Years 7-12. Positive Psychology 
teachers are assigned to each stage and provide lessons 
throughout the year that are based on the School 
Wellbeing Framework Principles of Connect, Succeed, 
Thrive and Seligman’s PERMA model (Positive emotions, 
Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, Accomplishment). 
All Positive Psychology teachers are trained in Glasser’s 
Choice Theory and all staff are trained and encouraged 
to utilise Michael Grinder’s ENVoY teaching strategies 
to support classroom management and the positive 
psychology program. 

This commitment to building a Growth Mindset is 
underpinned by a knowledge of how the brain works 
and the effect our choices have on our emotions, and 
all are explicitly taught in our school. This strategy 
is supported by the implementation of a celebrating 
success merit model that recognises the whole child 
and the building of intercultural understanding in the 
school. These three projects are the linchpin in our 
second strategic direction of building and consolidating 
relationships and the wellbeing and academic platforms 
work together to support the students and staff.
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These are some of the voices of my students with 
special educational needs in their first year of 
secondary school in a support class. With the security 
of having had a familiar and understanding single 
teacher being a distant memory of their known and 
comfortable primary classroom, these neurodivergent 
students battle daily to have their voices heard.  It 
is a turbulent sea of growing teenage boys who 
constantly tread unsettled waters trying to be heard, 
seen and understood. Their only aids are a supply 
of life jackets to ensure they have access to the 
curriculum and experience some feelings of success 
and achievement after each period, each day. The life 
jackets are often not enough to amplify their calls for 
help, other buoyancy aids are needed - other snorkels, 
goggles, flippers, kickboards... 

These calls for help elicit deep feelings of frustration 
and encouragement to resource meaningful ways 
of connecting subject teachers with students. A 
framework I developed in the classroom and coined 
‘COKE’, involves an emphasis upon Compassion, Open 
Mindedness, Kindness and Evidenced Based Practices 
to support diversity and inclusion. What can be done 
to ensure secondary teachers take an authentic and 
active approach to differentiation and see the potential 
of every student regardless of their abilities and level 
of support needed? Put simply, how can secondary 
teachers get to know their students in the same way 
that primary teachers do? 

As an early childhood and primary school trained 
educator who crossed over to mainstream secondary 
boys’ education during the pandemic, I felt well 

positioned to witness this disconnect between the 
needs of students with disabilities and the predominant 
mindset of mainstream high schooling.  I had departed 
London on a mercy flight in May and left behind an 
inclusive teaching environment where I collaborated 
daily with Educational Psychologists, Speech 
Pathologists and Occupational Therapists; a place 
where there were endless amounts of ‘inclusive sparkle’ 
sprinkled each day and every adult, regardless of 
their role, ensured every student feel happy, safe and 
confident to be themselves. In my role as a Learning 
Support Teacher, I co-teach and adjust lessons for a 
class of twenty students with special educational needs. 
Their diverse needs range from sensory impairments, 
Autism Spectrum Disorder, Dyslexia, Anxiety, Tourette’s 
Syndrome and Intellectual disabilities. The aim of this 
support class programme is to allow students to flourish 
in a smaller class size with two teachers supporting their 
academic development, special educational needs and 
transition into secondary school. What is one to do when 
executive members of staff, overwhelmed by budget 
and administration concerns, have stored in their busy 
desk drawers the old adage “You must Maslow before 
you Bloom”. 

The college’s support class programme is in its second 
year of implementation and is still in the ‘teething 
phase’ of revising ways to teach students with special 
educational needs. Renewed focus on the understanding 
of individual students’ triggers, anxieties, movement 
break requirements and life ambitions are part of the 
process. We know we need to simply implement what 
research shows is best practice for ensuring all students 
have their basic needs met before they are able to learn 

Swimming in the waters 
of a neurotypical sea with 
neurodivergent abilities 
“Miss, but why do we need to know this?” 
“Miss, why do we have to write so much?”
“Miss, this teacher doesn’t listen to me!”
“Miss, why do we have to do this?”
“Miss, I am tired.”
“Miss, I am hungry.”
“Miss, why do we need school?”     

Jennifer Hansen, Learning Support Teacher



 Professional Educator • 2020/21 Double Edition • Volume 24  57 

IN PRINCIPLE • OPINION PAPERS



58 Professional Educator • 2020/21 Double Edition • Volume 24

IN PRINCIPLE • OPINION PAPERS

(Adelie & Abraham, 2013). Our team role is to identify 
and provide students with buoyancy and survival aids 
as needed, a microphone and charged batteries to be 
heard in a context, which because of external demands, 
can become consumed with data and academic rigour. 
Adie et. al (2018, p.1) support this view by highlighting 
that classrooms ‘... are increasingly driven by systemic 
imperatives, and regulated by the collection of data, 
where teachers and students are held to account 
through observations and audits.’ 

It is easy to be overwhelmed with the lack of 
understanding of the needs and sensibilities towards 
neurodiversity in high school. It seems some students are 
thrown in at the deep end of Year 7 to sink or swim their 
compulsory laps of the pool of school. Demands from 
their coaches see secondary teachers focus on content 
and it is so easy to lose sight of students’ social and 
emotional wellbeing. Primary teachers are perhaps freer 
of constraints of students swimming in black neoprene 
full body wetsuits towards the best possible ATAR scores 
at the end of the pool of secondary school. They have 
more time and less pressure to differentiate lessons and 
programmes to ensure neurodiverse students experience 
feelings of success, belonging and having their social, 
emotional and academic needs met along the way 
which may not require an ATAR score just a Personal 
Best.

So what are the other buoyancy aids, snorkels, 
goggles, flippers, kickboards… A good starting point is 
decluttering and reorganising the physical classroom 
setting, commonly phrased as ‘the silent curriculum’. By 
enhancing the physical elements of the environment, 
more positive relationships between students and 
teachers is promoted to encourage students to actively 
participate in the learning process (Martin 2002). 
Cheryan et. al (2004) discuss how classroom lightning, 
acoustics, air quality, temperature and accessibility 
all play a significant role in student learning and 
achievement especially those with neurodiverse 
sensitivities. The swimming pool needs to balance Ph 
and chlorine levels.

The physical learning space can be rearranged to 
create the more familiar welcoming, calm, less busy 
and spacious classroom environment of an open space 
primary classroom. A home classroom where the 
teachers come to the students is an asset and makes the 
students’ lives simpler, except for the necessary specialist 
subjects where a lab or kitchen requires the students to 
move to meet their teachers.  A students’ home room 
needs an area where subject teachers have their own 
desk to ‘set up camp’ when they enter the classroom 
for the period and a second whiteboard assists with 
effective co-teaching. All students are then able to 
access the teachers’ content from the projector and 
there can be walking space between students’ desks. 
Even acquisition of an air conditioning remote can help 
ensure the classroom climate is adapted to learning. A 
‘self-help’ box at the front of the room where students 
could have access to tissues, paper towels, hand 
sanitiser, spare pens etc is helpful. Window furnishings 
such as block out blinds are a consideration as well.  

The physical classroom environment is critical for high 
student engagement and positive relationships between 
students and teachers.

Also needed is consideration of skills necessary to 
maximise the pedagogical approach where two or 
more teachers collaboratively plan opportunities to 
actively engage students, are able to experiment or 
take risks in implementing a range of co-teaching 
approaches and make authentic use of shared student 
observations to meet the needs of the class (Lochner & 
Murawski, 2010). As subject teachers start to recognise 
the need to support neurodivergent learners, they will 
feel more comfortable sharing teaching programmes 
and experiences of what could or has worked. They can 
cooperatively make reasonable adjustments to Success 
Criteria, create meaningful scaffolds for the students to 
use, and suggest visible thinking routines and graphic 
organisers to reduce students’ writing anxieties. All these 
and more aids can have a huge impact on students’ 
success in accessing the planned learning experiences 
and individualise the pace of the lessons itself. Such 
shared pedagogy encourages and enriches compassion 
and understanding towards the students’ special 
educational needs and the reasonable adjustments that 
can be made. 

Co-teachers being visible and available in the staffroom 
during break times plays a key role in spreading 
‘inclusive sparkle’. Subject teachers can discuss their 
conceived ‘failures’ of lessons and share their ideas 
of how to challenge some student behaviours for a 
particular period. Co-teachers can share the ‘small 
wins’ and how students were engaged in their own 
ways; how every member of the class was ‘in and on 
task’ and success can look different for every student. 
Here also, co-teachers can share insights into the 
students’ lives, changes that cause distress or give relief, 
students’ weekend experiences and the daily challenges 
the students face at school. The sharing is to remind 
staff every teacher is still learning. Conversations 
with students, parents and past teachers can reignite 
“inclusive sparkle”.

One learner swimmer who progressed from dog 
paddle to freestyle is Roberto: a vibrant  zesty young 
teenager on the Autism Spectrum and with Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. Roberto was severely 
misunderstood by his subject teachers and as a 
result, consistently felt the wrath of ineffective band 
aid solutions in the form of lunchtime and afternoon 
detentions, and written warnings for his behaviours. It is 
safe to say that under this approach, Roberto was barely 
keeping his head above the crashing waves and needed 
other buoyancy aids such as snorkels and goggles. My 
role was to challenge current school policies and focus 
more on evidence based practices such as prompting, 
reinforcement, modelling and visual supports (Wong 
et al, 2013). In a remodelled nurturing classroom 
environment, where student agency is core to all 
interactions, Roberto adjusted to the choppy waves of 
secondary school. His interest in outdoor activities was 
used as a strength to help build positive relationships 
with others, and with fidelity of implementation of 
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evidence based practices, helped promote student 
engagement and positive learner outcomes. 

Reforming the school’s Student Behaviour Flowchart or 
term reviews of Individual Learning Plans can include 
the Learning Support Coordinator and relevant Learning 
Support staff. Furthermore, parents or even students 
themselves can help in the navigation of the waters of 
diversity and inclusion at the school. Swimming in the 
deep waters of secondary school can mean meeting 
unexpected rips and strong currents, but with the right 
floating devices, the waters can become smoother for all 
learners. 

School breaks up for the summer in just over a week. 
Many of the subject teachers have asked to take the 
upcoming Year Seven support class or take the support 
classes in other year groups. One of the teachers has 
enrolled in tertiary studies in inclusive education 
for next year to help better understand the needs of 
neurodivergent learners. A member of the executive 
leadership handed down a copy of the revised Student 
Behaviour Flowchart and later communicated positive 
feedback in an email, ‘inclusive sparkle’ is spreading. 
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The Dalton Plan was not initially designed for remote 
and online teaching and learning. Yet at Ascham 
School – an independent, non-denominational, day 
and boarding school for girls, located in Edgecliff, 
New South Wales – the Dalton Plan proved to best 
accommodate the changes brought about by the 
COVID-19 outbreak. This is evident by the following 
comments made by several Year 12 Ascham students 
upon their return to classroom learning, after two 
months of home learning due to the COVID-19 
lockdown:

There was quite a seamless transition from 
being at school to being online from a student’s 
perspective because of the infrastructure that 
was already set up. The interplay between 
the Assignments that are always due at one 
point in the week and the continual Studies 
throughout the week, meant that we didn’t lose 
that sense of teacher-student communication 
too much.

Because of the way that all Assignments are 
due on one day of the week [Tuesday], there 
was less confusion so that we could keep up 
with submission.

The periods are 40 minutes long, while at other 
schools they have really long periods. This 
allowed us to keep our attention on whatever 
we were doing remotely because at home it 
is really easy to get distracted. We could stay 
focused during our short periods.

We were used to getting weekly Assignments 
at the beginning of each week that we needed 
to work on until the next Tuesday. There was 
not a lot of confusion about the work that we 
needed to independently make sense of. A lot 
of students had that advantage because of the 
Dalton Plan. 

Because we already had a relationship with our 
teachers one-on-one, where we independently 
asked questions in our Studies, we were able 
to continue working online and ask questions 
about what we found difficult during those 
allocated Study times so it wasn’t intimidating 
having to call your teachers to have one-on-one 
video calls. If we didn’t have this established 
relationship and background of going up to our 
teachers one-on-one asking questions during 

our Studies, it would have meant that we would 
have kind of hoped that we could figure it out for 
ourselves or just leave it.

Dalton Plan meant that we had that extra 
level of learning. We weren’t just given extra 
homework to do and work it out for ourselves.

Having the opportunity since Year 7 to plan our 
own diaries, where each week we basically 
mould a new timetable that fits in with what 
we have on for that week, meant that when 
our whole timetable schedule was disturbed by 
COVID-19 and just being at home, the Dalton 
Plan made us more motivated to plan our own 
timetable and adjust to the changes so we could 
stay on top of our work and still get stuff done.

From the viewpoint of how we are all connected 
through the Dalton Plan, being off campus 
fostered a greater sense of connection because 
everyone was seeking more connections and it 
was easy to interact with teachers.

Because we all had to go to Studies and check-in 
with our teachers, this meant that we did not 
fall below the radar, unlike other schools where 
you had to do your homework on your own.

What is the Dalton Plan?
Aimed to reform and reinvigorate education, the Dalton 
Plan emerged in the early twentieth century from the 
Progressive Movement in the United States. Its name 
originates from the village of Dalton in Massachusetts 
where Miss Helen Parkhurst created the progressive 
American educational model in 1917-1918 (Taaffe, 2002).

The conditions created by the Dalton Plan that make it 
a highly effective learning plan for the student and their 
context are:
•  Freedom – ‘to absorb knowledge at the student’s own 

speed, taking time where needed, on the one hand 
and, on the other, not being held back if the student 
was ready to move forward.’  

•  Cooperation – ‘both students and teachers 
involuntarily [function] as members of a social 
community engaged in a business of learning.’

•  Assignment – ‘a contract between student and teacher 
whereby the teacher [sets] out the scope of work to be 
undertaken and the student, having the goal in sight, 
[is] in a position to judge the steps taken at each point 
along the way.’ (Gilmore, 2016, p.54-55).

The Dalton Plan: 
the education system unaffected by the COVID-19 outbreak 

Vicki Likourezos, Doctor of mathematics education, University of New South Wales
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In 1922, the Dalton Plan was introduced to Ascham 
School by its headmistress, Miss Margaret Bailey 
(Macintosh, 1922). Presently, Ascham School is the only 
school in Australia to use the Dalton Plan. The Dalton 
Plan is also used in some schools in America, England, 
Germany, The Netherlands, India, China, Japan, Czech 
Republic, Slovakia, Austria, and Poland.

The Dalton Plan ‘sits at the heart of [Ascham School]’ 
(Ascham School website, 2020). This learning and 
teaching system allows students to ‘take control 
over their learning and time management’ as it is 
underpinned by four fundamental principles:
1  Collaboration
2  Responsibility
3  Independence
4  Reflection (Ascham School, 2019b).

From Preparatory to Year 2, students team up with 
learning buddies to enable them to collaborate and 
reflect on their work. In Year 3, the diary is brought 
into active use by students to assist with planning 
their week. In Years 5 and 6, study sessions (‘Studies’ 
hereafter) are incorporated into the timetable to allow 
students to make decisions on how to best use their 
available time to complete tasks individually, work with 
their peers on group projects, seek teachers’ assistance, 
or get explicit feedback from previous work. From Year 7 
to 12, the Dalton Plan is fully embodied in the timetable 
(Ascham School, 2019a).

Simply put, the Dalton Plan is a program of work given 
to students at the start of each term, comprising weekly 
Assignments for all Senior School subjects taught in: 
mathematics, English, sciences, languages, humanities, 
social sciences, and the creative arts. Each week, students 
attend three-four 40-minute Lessons for each subject, 
where students are introduced to new content of their unit 
of work, and where they learn the skills and processes 
they are expected to fulfill in order to complete their 
work, and two 40-minute Studies for each subject, where 
students work on their weekly Assignment for each 
subject. Unlike Lessons which are timetabled, students 
have the freedom to select: which Studies they will attend 
from a number of Studies timetabled each week, the 
tasks they will work on in each Study, and the pace they 
will work at in each Study. Thus, it is the responsibility of 
each student to determine their own program of Study 
attendance and to ensure they get through all their 
assigned work for each subject (Taaffe, 2008).

Studies take place in rooms for a specific subject and are 
affiliated with a teacher dedicated to that subject. Each 
classroom is equipped with its own library and resources 
related to the subject area. During each Study, students 
have access to a teacher for one-to-one question 
time where the teacher assists with any difficulties or 
provides guidance pertaining to tasks allocated for 
completion in the weekly Assignment that is due each 
Tuesday. Furthermore, Studies also enable students 
to correct their mistakes from their previous week(s)’ 
Assignments. If a student’s work is in arrears, they are 
expected to stay back after school the following Tuesday 
for an extra hour to try and catch up on their work. At 

the end of each term, a card showing the completed 
work for each subject requires a signature by each 
teacher before being handed to the form teacher and 
year coordinator for final checking. It is only then that a 
new card and the next term’s program of work is handed 
to the student. 

How does the Dalton Plan at Ascham School 
surpass conventional classroom teaching?
Since its inception at Ascham School, the Dalton Plan 
has laid the groundwork for students to:
•  ‘[divert their] energy to the pursuit and organization 

of [their] own Studies in [their] own way’ (Parkhurst, 
1994, p.19),

•  ‘[instinctively seek] the best way of achieving [their 
Assignment tasks]’ by engaging in discussion with 
peers and teachers during Studies to help them 
‘clarify [their] ideas and also [their] plan of procedure’ 
(Parkhurst, 1994, p.23), and

•  ‘[be] absorbed without interruption, because when 
interested [they are] mentally keener, more alert, and 
more capable of mastering any difficulty that may 
arise in the course of [their] Study’ (Parkhurst, 1994, 
p.19).

As stated by Mrs. Macintosh (Acting Headmistress) in 
the 1922 Speech Day report which was delivered to the 
Ascham School parents at the end of the first year after 
the implementation of the Dalton Plan:

‘…the staff feel very satisfied with the work 
of this year, and I question if any of the girls 
would really like to revert to the older method. 
Naturally we expect to modify many details 
as time goes on; we do not feel we have yet 
attained perfection, but we do feel that this 
year’s work has brought about closer co-
operation between girls and mistresses, more self 
reliance on the part of girls, and more pleasure 
and interest in their work.’ (Macintosh, 1922, p.8).

In the same vein and nearly a century later, Andrew 
Powell – Ascham School’s Head of School (2014-present) 
– highlights how the Dalton Plan ‘stimulates self-
reliance’ on the learner as they take ownership of 
their own learning. This is met up with an ‘intellectual 
partnership’ between the learner and teacher whereby 
the teacher is able to get to know each student’s 
strengths and weaknesses, enabling the teacher to 
‘support and extend’ students’ learning during Studies. 
Moreover, Andrew Powell points out how Studies provide 
‘a strong sense of modelling’ through which students in 
earlier years are able to share their learning time with 
students in later years, and at the same time, empower 
younger students to see how their learning in a particular 
subject will progress (Ascham School, 2019a).

How did the Dalton Plan remain unscathed at 
Ascham School during the COVID-19 lockdown?
The coronavirus pandemic has certainly sparked a 
radical overhaul of schooling:
•  empty classrooms,
•  the need for computers and an internet connection 

with a good bandwidth,
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•  online meetings with staff and students,
•  the replanning of assessment schedules and the 

rewriting of scope and sequences due to NESA’s fluid 
requirements, and

•  online test supervision.

Despite this, Ascham School students during the 
lockdown continued to learn through Lessons, Studies, 
and Assignments. According to Dr Joanne Manning – 
Ascham School’s Director of Curriculum and Learning:
‘

Dalton, supported by Canvas, meant that we 
were ready for the remote learning immediately. 
The principle of Dalton is that the student should 
see the whole picture of their learning…the 
whole unit of work is provided ahead of time 
[either online or in the form of a booklet] … This 
provides girls who begin a course to see what 
the topic is about, where they are heading and 
how they will be assessed. Our use of Canvas 
has been developed to support this principle … 
Assignments are equitable in that all girls have 
access to all resources on Canvas, providing them 
with the opportunities to strive to learn more and 
take on extension activities.’ (Manning, 2020).

The lockdown began with a period of email contact 
between Ascham School’s students and teachers, but 
the preparations began weeks before this. The School 
anticipated a lockdown as some schools throughout the 
state of NSW had already closed with coronavirus cases. 
It also became evident to the School that its teachers 
would have to become skilled in remote communication 
and to prepare for cases of teacher unwellness where a 
casual would have to fill the gap. Casual teachers were 
recruited and invited to training sessions on Microsoft 
Teams, along with the permanent staff. The students 
were also trained to learn Teams and for a couple of 
weeks. Staff and students practised the delivery of 
Lessons and roll calls via Teams while still at School. By 
the time the lockdown came, and Lessons and Studies 
were following the usual timetable on Teams, everyone 
was well versed in the remote technology. Independence 
and responsibility, two key pillars in gaining an Ascham 
education, came to the fore.

By using Microsoft Teams, the Ascham community 
– students, teachers, non-teaching staff and parents/
caregivers – was able to chat, call, meet and collaborate 
during the lockdown. Everyone seamlessly worked 
together remotely with:
•  teachers taking daily roll calls,
•  teachers receiving and marking electronic versions 

of weekly Assignments that students scanned and 
uploaded from their home,

•  teachers recording their Lessons to provide support to 
students who were unable to initially participate in 
the live Lessons, and to provide additional support to 
students who wanted to revisit aspects of the recorded 

Lessons for added revision,
•  teachers sharing their knowledge of the most effective 

methods of online teaching with colleagues, and
•  parent-teacher interviews being conducted.

The Dalton Plan and future directions
Despite the massive disruption faced by Australian 
schools in response to the COVID-19 outbreak, Ascham 
School was able to ensure teaching continuity through 
the Dalton Plan. The principles of the Dalton Plan 
that have remained in place at Ascham School since 
1922 – collaboration, responsibility, independence, and 
reflection – enabled teachers to fluidly transition from 
face-to-face delivery to online teaching. The structural 
elements of the Dalton Plan – Lessons, Studies, and 
Assignments – enabled students to continue asking 
questions in Lessons and Studies to help them complete 
their Assignments. Notwithstanding this challenging 
time, students were able to continue investing effort in 
arranging their own Study timetable, and teachers were 
able to devote interaction time during students’ Studies.

Even though Margaret Bailey introduced the Dalton 
Plan in 1922, its adaptability has proven to be a 
successful pedagogical model of learning that 
encourages self-directed learning in today’s changed 
world. This was made evident during the COVID-19 
lockdown, where Ascham students continued to take 
centre stage in completing their Assignment tasks, whilst 
maintaining a close-knit relationship with teachers 
and students across all grades during Studies. The only 
difference being that this was undertaken remotely, from 
their home, rather than at school.
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on the frontline of the battle, the leaders who are all 
too often overlooked by outsiders. For in their place, 
policy makers and pundits, politicians, and professional 
opinion makers, seemingly propel themselves to front 
of stage, eager to articulate their remedy, or voice 
their perspective, without the innate understanding 
or experience of the complexity that confronts the 
school leader today.  What is lost here, in the mire 
of the masses, is the minutiae and the mission; an 
understanding of the magnitude of the challenge, the 
inherent knowledge, and the wisdom, that enables the 
leader to inspire in others the desire to create change.

So how do we bring our principles, our values, our 
norms, and beliefs to the fore in a time such as this? How 
do we create the necessary impact needed to engender 
certainty and celebrate change in equal measure?

The answer lies within the words that form the 
foundation of our institutions. 

For in these words exists an actionable element, a 
routine that we can build into our interactions, be them 
with teacher, student, or parent. We should revisit them 
always, displaying them in our connections, speaking 
them in our daily conversations and living them in our 
own lives. 

Actioning words has long sat at the nucleus of every 
Principal’s purpose. 

If ever there was a time in education that demanded 
of its leader’s adaptability, flexibility, and stability, 
we have entered that time. Yet the mastery of these 
skills alone, even for the leader who is most adept 
at manoeuvring on a whim, will not see out the long 
game that is our new and confronting context. 

What will enable the survival of any organisation in 
times such as these, are the shared values that underpin 
it. 

It is timely as leaders that we revisit the foundations 
upon which our institutions are built, and harness these 
to ensure our communities live out these beliefs with 
fervour and feel supported by them. To do this, we must 
remember, always, that the role of the school leader is 
to serve. 

Positioning ourselves as the redeemer, the omnipotent 
and all-knowing force in these uncertain times, in fact, 
at any time, serves only to create an unsustainable 
reliance that precludes a shared understanding of the 
vulnerabilities within us all; for when the redeemer 
does not have the answers, a vehemence grows and 
instability abounds. 

Yet what I have come to learn throughout the past 
year and a half, is that the espousing of knowledge, 
particularly as it relates to the intricacies of education 
in this, the time of COVID, is rarely advanced through 
meaningful and sustained dialogue with those who sit 

In Principle  
In my early years of leadership, a mentor confidently 
espoused that leadership was not linear. I bemoaned 
this perspective, as a person who had long prioritised 
order and balance. If I had, however, known then that 
a year such as the one we experienced in 2020 would 
exist, I would have fervently concurred with him; 
leadership is most definitely not linear.  

Stuart Johnston, Principal, Peninsula Grammar School 
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Holding fast to the values espoused in an organisation, 
particularly an educational one, is made particularly 
difficult by the unrelenting pace of globalisation. The 
opening of the free market and the growth of neo-liberal 
agenda in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, has 
given rise to the commodification of education and 
a dilution of purpose; often rendering words hollow 
as school’s seek to increase enrolments and race to 
out-resource their competition, with little regard for the 
quality of the learning provided. The corporatisation 
of education has, without question, created a 
competitiveness that all too easily distracts it from the 
fundamental purpose of learning, universal knowledge.  

This presents for the school leader, a perplexing 
conundrum. 

What makes their school any different to a corporation? 
What makes them any different to a company CEO?

The answers lie in the moral imperative. 

True professional educators, educational vocationalist (if 
you will), those who immerse themselves in the getting 
of wisdom and the pursuit of knowledge, understand 

that the values, the traditions, and the rituals that 
define an institution create its culture, and these are 
non-delegable. Unlike the CEO, the Principal does not 
seek to advance the bottom-line, but rather to inculcate 
an environment of excellence. Success is not gifted 
to a Principal in the form of a lofty bonus or a luxury 
holiday, their gift is the success of their students and 
by extension their staff; for they work in the service of 
others. 

The truest leader will inspire leadership in others 
through their service to the institution they represent. To 
do this, they must align who they are with the values 
that form the foundation of their environment and sit 
comfortably in this space, influencing those through 
their actions not words. 

In a time such as this, it will be the alignment of our own 
values to that of the institutions which we represent that 
will create the legacy that allows for the overcoming of 
adversity and the ability to look confidently towards the 
future. 

In principle, we share this responsibility, now more than 
ever before. 
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The Australian College of Educators Managing Director, 
Helen Jentz sat down with the College’s Deputy Chair 
and Vice-President, Ms Liliana Mularczyk OAM, FACE, 
to discuss the role of leadership within an education 
environment and what principles should drive 
educational leadership at a school level. 

Helen: By any stretch of the imagination, you have had 
an incredible career as an education professional. What’s 
more, your achievements have been recognised with 
numerous awards and accolades, too many to mention 
here. You don’t receive an Order of Australia without 
being an incredible leader and champion in your field. 
So, with that build up, can you tell me where your 
leadership journey really started to flourish? 

Lila: I had the great honour, privilege, and joy of leading 
Merrylands High School in New South Wales for 15 
years as the principal. Merrylands is a comprehensive 
coeducational secondary school in Western Sydney 
driven by a focus on academic achievement; student 
engagement, care, and wellbeing; innovative 
technology for learning; community participation; 
and leadership agency for all. This is an incredibly 
rich, complex and diverse community and these pillars 
contributed to changing life circumstances, future 
opportunities, and aspirations. The school at that time 
consisted of 80 staff and 800 students. There were 
over 100 students with refugee life experiences, 7% 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island students and 76% 
of students with a language background other than 
English (LBOTE). Based on a school Federal index of 
community socio-educational advantage (ICSEA) the 
School had a bottom quartile spread of 61% and a 
top spread of only 3%. The data was indicative of a 
very low socio-economic community. Combined with 
a truly cosmopolitan student population of over 50 
cultural backgrounds and Merrylands was the role that 
I really grew in terms of my leadership. I have also been 
privileged to also be president of the NSW Secondary 
Principals Council and NSW Director of Secondary 
education.  As a classroom teacher, head teacher, head 
of curriculum area, deputy principal, principal, leader 
of regional and state professional associations, tertiary 
lecturer and board member and chair of a number of 
educational groups and Advisory Boards, I have enjoyed 
a rich career in education across 39 years. 

Helen: Let’s focus on you time as Principal of 
Merrylands High School. That appears to have been a 
‘melting pot’ of challenges and opportunities. Leading 
such a complex school what were the principles that 
underpinned your leadership? 

Lila: I’ll start with what was, really, the founding 
principle “Leadership by ALL, for ALL”. My experience 
over many years in education is that schools are 
complex systems of leadership. What I mean by this 
is, a school is an ecological community, it is a living, 
breathing, evolving and complex community comprised 
of individuals interacting with each other and the 
environment in which we operate. By its very nature, 
and given its purpose, the school is the environment 
in which leadership must thrive. A good example is, 
at Merrylands one of the principles that underpinned 
our leadership capacity development was the tenet 
that members must be intentional about when to 
opt in and out of leadership. That is, at different times 
colleagues (not those in formal leadership roles) may 
consciously led or drew back from leading, based 
on the belief that we were all contributing leaders to 
growth and improvement within the school. In fact, 
the proportion of staff holding additional school wide 
leadership roles and responsibilities at any given time 
hovered around 96%. New leadership skills were 
attained through practice, development programs 
and a locus of acquisition and application. Our team 
understood that learning and leadership require 
agility, visibility, fluidity, aspirational (I don’t ever use 
big picture – it has connotations for public education  
thinking, courage, and risk taking. Leading aligned 
professional learning, truth, honesty, and transparency; 
cohesive and strategic thinking; availability; sense of 
public good; self-awareness and equity at all levels 
for all members rounded out the principles on which 
we led. Additionally, engrained in the school’s culture 
was valuing adaptability, innovation, creativity, and 
collaboration so as to enrich outcomes. Underlying 
demonstrations of humanity; broad and deep intellect 
and understanding; and forums for voice, agency and 
action - all contributed to the principled and accepted 
behaviours within the school environment. These 
elements and characteristics informed leadership in the 
moment and set the foundations for amplification into 
the future in a rapidly changing environment.  

LEADERSHIP… 
IN EDUCATION 
AN INTERVIEW WITH  
MS LILA MULARCZYK, OAM, FACE
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Helen: You’ve been in education for 39 years – what has 
driven you?

Lila: I quite literally have loved my career to date. In 
particular, the principalship role and the elected position 
as President of The NSW Secondary Principals’ Council. 
I have been afforded great honours and experiences. I 
cannot imagine having had a different career, I have 
been challenged, enriched and  fulfilled during my 
working life. On any given day, my interactions and 
observations with and on behalf of students, colleagues 
and families have been rewarding and informing. 

Whilst difficult and extremely difficult and sad instances 
potted my career, they have not clouded it. Successes, 
achievements, opportunities and fun for those I am 
responsible drives me on  a daily basis.

Helen: As the Principal, ultimately, as they say, the 
‘buck’ stopped with you. You were responsible for 
steering this incredibly complex setting that included 
multiple members such as students, parents and the 
teaching staff. How did you go about ensuring the 
principles that underpinned the leadership paradigm of 
Merrylands was understood and embraced? 

Lila: Our approach was deliberate focused on 
fostering students to lead in a range of areas and 
activities including whole school celebratory events; 
cultural, sport, wellbeing, performance, vocational, 
creative, civic, and academic initiatives. Our parent 
community, in partnership with the school, either 
sought or led programs to empower the voice and 
agency of the wider community to participate in school 
decision-making, and to make system and association 
contributions. As a collective, we operated on the firm 
belief that we all contribute as leaders at different times 
whether in formal or informal roles. Student leadership 
also included fostering opportunities and a culture 
responsibility for their own learning and that of others. 
This approach included frameworks to understand 
behaviours and attitudes to facilitate quality conditions 
for learning. Such frameworks were collaboratively 
developed ensuring student agency.

On any given day you might observe Merrylands 
High students hosting school assemblies, experienced  

teachers leading committees, early career teachers 
delivering collaborative professional learning, team 
meetings populated with contributing students, staff 
and parents, year meetings facilitated by staff and 
students,  Senior Executive on supervisory duty every 
recess break and parents (at times with staff) running 
parent workshops on finance, budgeting, English 
language, mathematics and use of technology classes, 
application writing and healthy eating. It wasn’t unusual 
to see a staff member, students or a parent responding to 
media or being interviewed by an arm of our corporate 
education system and advising corporate officers on 
such topics as developing the sectors’ website system, 
community engagement, access to tertiary education 
and the needs of complex communities. Our school led 
in multiple areas as we had facilitated and broadened 
learning  opportunities. We embraced our technology 
rich learning environment as an enabler  through an 
enormous investment in state-of-the-art technologies 
and professional learning that included students working 
side by side with teachers. Examples of these programs 
were work with and at  Google and the creation of a 
School tailored Bring Your Own Device program that 
had become a benchmark for other schools, NSW and 
nationally. In fact, our students were consulted when our 
System developed system resources and implementation 
of the reform.  Video conferencing facilities enabled 
students to connect on a state and national level 
delivering Professional Learning webinars for teachers 
well before the pandemic normalised such options.

For much of my time we had partnerships with over 
30 external organisations and 17 local Government 
schools in addition to innovative and productive 
relationships with universities, businesses, community 
and educational providers and connections with 
non-Government schools,  These partnerships created 
numerous and diverse opportunities for students to 
enrich their personal, social, and academic life. They 
also provided opportunities for students, staff, and 
parents to present regularly at universities, business 
mentoring sessions, networks of schools and local 
agents.  For a period of time staff, students and myself 
delivered weekly lectures and workshops at university 
to pre-service teachers. These sessions were highly 
evaluated for the unique, explicit, and insightful 
learning.

Whilst difficult and extremely 
difficult and sad instances potted my 
career, they have not clouded it. 
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Over the course of several years, we had students 
leading state forums, staff recognised at a national 
and internal level for leadership of learning, a parent 
as president of the state parent group, staff initiating 
and informing system-based initiatives such as digital 
citizenship resources, and a Deputy Principal and 
myself as leaders of our respective state professional 
associations with national contributions. These roles 
had a significant public profile. This is a slice of time 
highlighting the collective approach we took to 
leadership within our school environment to foster, 
expose and support the desire, confidence, and capacity 
of school members to lead and influence. 

Helen: How did your approach to leadership translate 
into positive and tangible learning outcomes? 

Lila: I could offer so many examples of initiatives that 
facilitated significant evidence and data of improvement 
including attendance, academic results, student 
engagement in learning, reduced behaviour referrals 
and well-being demonstrative issues, more and diverse 
career pathways, promotions of staff and embedded 
collaborative pedagogy practice enriching teaching and 
learning experiences as the tip of the iceberg. We initiated 
a quality teaching project based on curriculum access 
and learning engagement. This project was enriched 
by multiple leaders having collaborative, defined and 
intertwined responsibilities. The leaders in the original 
project were identified by a blend of self-nomination 
(an arm of leadership practice that grew in frequency 
and quality), selection process, and being ‘tapped on the 
shoulder’. The project was framed by a focus to align 
practice and content of learning and teaching across 
initially four, then six, and finally ten partner school 
communities. Teacher leaders scoped and sequenced 
content, teaching strategies and professional learning 
programs across the schools. Experienced and expert 
teachers in both pedagogy and curriculum content 
formed collaborative teams from all schools. Secondary 
curriculum teachers in a particular subject would 
work with a team in one primary school to scope and 
sequence learning at transition points. We were fortunate 
in that secondary teacher leaders brought significant 
subject knowledge and practice and primary teacher 
leaders brought additional skill in teaching strategies. 
This collaboration ensured an exchange of skills, and 
a development of curriculum expertise and ideas. Each 
secondary/primary partnership commenced with one 
curriculum area and then shared and implemented 
the work developed in each subject across all schools. 

Rigorous, planned and regular evaluations refined 
and informed the work as it expanded across school 
communities. Teacher leaders developed and delivered 
significant professional learning that was later shared 
across other School Communities of Practice, locally, 
interstate and then more broadly. For some teachers 
this was the first time in 20 and 30 plus years that they 
had assumed any leadership role. Their expertise and 
credibility was to be of unique value in the collaborative 
approach to leading this reform. Teachers in their first 
few years stood alongside their colleagues delivering 
quality professional learning and some of the newer 
leaders later accepted invitations to share projects in 
New Zealand, USA, and other International Forums. 
Student outcomes were improving and, significantly, the 
application of leadership was evolving with increased 
density, sustainability, esteem, credibility, capacity 
growth, and diverse aspirational career paths.   

There were so many more narratives of which we as 
a community were proud. The camps designed and 
run by parents around cultural pride and to prioritise 
student reengagement in learning (and yes myself 
and the senior executive undertook the administration 
requirements), and the multitude of  teachers recognised 
for extraordinary pedagogy that they shared at a local, 
state national level, and many internationally. The 
students who conducted student and staff wellbeing 
surveys across 16 school communities, designed and 
delivered a full day Professional Learning Program to 
teachers from the 16 schools, these are just a (very) few 
of the amazing achievements that highlight the capacity 
of the school members to increase life opportunities and 
community social capital.  

Helen: So far everything you have said makes sense 
and there are some truly awe-inspiring initiatives and 
outcomes that flowed from your School as a hub for 
leadership. But surely, it wasn’t all smooth sailing. Isn’t 
that what being a leader is about, a bit of good and 
healthy dose of bad? 

Lila: The authenticity of the pillars of our leadership 
can be difficult to assess, until our leadership principles 
are tested. I can assure you, none of this came easy and 
no, it wasn’t all sunshine. As all leaders will attest, my 
leadership principles were tested under extreme pressure 
as were the principles we had imbedded throughout our 
school community. 

My office door was always open, I mean that both 
figuratively and literally. I always left administrative 

This collaboration ensured an exchange 
of skills, and a development of 
curriculum expertise and ideas.
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work until after hours, until all had left for home. One 
day after lunch, as the senior students were leaving for 
home, two of the more outspoken, theatrical, (usually 
cheeky), and entertaining students stood at the office 
door respectfully waiting to be invited in. There were 
none of the smiles or ‘How are you, Miss?’ greetings. 
They walked in as confidently as they always had and 
asked to have a conversation with me (as they had 
many times before). This time there was a different 
tone… there was also a different tone in the school. 
My leadership beliefs and the school actions were 
about to be tested more strongly than I may have ever 
anticipated. I have always said that we are all leaders, 
some consistently, others as and when they see a need. 
I have always acted on this belief. On this day … that 
belief was to be tested! 

The year was 2006. Our school had, for many years, 
enjoyed a harmonious, caring, and supportive culture, 
yet suddenly, due to external factors, this environment 
that we had all worked so hard to build was beginning 
to tear and crumble. The Cronulla Riots (late 2005) had 
an incredible impact on our school environment which 
was morphing into unfounded racial tension as the 2006 
school year began. Our surrounding community was 
witnessing an escalation in violent, emotional responses 
to the riots. Students, staff, and parents could sense 
the discontent and disunity bubbling just beneath the 
surface and were fearful of the pending eruption. 

Each day we had additional staff on supervision duties 
during lesson breaks. Students were unsettled, staff 
were unnerved. Then two Year 8 boys from different 
ethnic backgrounds had a scuffle. Despite it being two 
14-year-old boys venting, it was badged as a racial 
battle. Students within our school, and people outside 
it, began to take sides according to ethnicity. This had 
not happened for years.  From here we were watching 
the rapid demise of care and harmony throughout our 
school. Violence in the community cast a dark shadow 
across the school and each day it was getting worse. 
Additional support and interventions were required 
at school – the introduction of a harmony officer, 
more counsellors, year meetings, parent support, and 
mediation were having little to no positive effect.  

And then the two students arrived at my open door. 
They stated in unison, “Miss, we have a proposition.” 

My test and a test of our school had begun. 

The students wanted to conduct a whole school student 

assembly without any adults present to speak about 
stopping the increasing tension and violent responses 
that had their very core a racial overtone. They felt 
strongly about breaking the nexus of a sudden and 
crippling disease in our community.  

I had always said, actually we had always said “we 
are all leaders”, now that as a founding principle of our 
school was to be tested. How could I allow them to lead 
an assembly, without a school-based adult and over 
800 potentially angry students? 

Our discussion began. 

We discussed and negotiated breaking the assembly 
into three smaller (student cohort) groups, potentially 
having the presence of the school antiracism officer and 
a plan of delivery. They were intent on doing this the 
next day. We agreed that if they could bring a plan for 
the next day, I would do the administration (i.e. venue 
booking, rescheduling of lessons and meetings etc. – the 
‘unglamourous’ work was to be all mine). I was awed 
and honoured to work with these young leaders, yet 
(and I’m sure you can’t blame me) I was extremely 
concerned and anxious with the proposition. I was 
also aware of the need to facilitate and support their 
suggested initiative to both address the problem and 
honour some of the school’s principles of respect, care, 
and inclusive leadership. 

The next day the team arrived early at my office. They 
were typically not very punctual, but for this, they 
were early. The two young leaders had collaborated 
late into the evening and they now delivered a plan to 
me. What was so marvellous was the fact that these 
students rarely submitted schoolwork but this issue was 
an important aspect of their world and as such deserved 
their respect, drive and passion. We agreed to a strategy 
and operation for the day. Oh, my goodness.

Helen: This is riveting, edge of your seat leadership in 
action, you were having to not only talk the talk but 
truly walk the walk! What happened? 

Lila: So, the first of the assemblies began. I entered 
the venue to sit quietly and was promptly and firmly 
reminded that I had promised only the antiracism 
officer was to attend. I had to step back and allow these 
students to lead. I acquiesced and left.  

Every student in attendance that day in the school 
attended one of the assemblies. When reported back to 

I had always said, actually we had 
always said “we are all leaders”.
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me, I was told of Sef’s opening comments:  “Merrylands 
High School is our second family, so why do we have 
trouble here?”  

At the first assembly, the student leaders spoke of their 
special friendship, bridging any differences. During 
one assembly they asked the original two combative 
Year 8 students to discuss their issues, they aired their 
grievances in the meeting and shook hands. The student 
leaders asked students to raise their hand if they had 
made poor choices in recent weeks. This was openly 
discussed. The leaders asked the students to stand and 
mix (to move out of cultural groups), shake hands, greet 
each other, return to the kindness, and respect that was 
part of the school. They had the stage. The meeting 
continued about goal setting, learning engagement, 
cultural stereotyping, family, and school pride.  This 
pattern wove threw the three assemblies as recalled to 
me.

Three assemblies later, I saw a young casual teacher exit 
in tears. She had sat quietly at the back of the meeting, 
unrecognised as a teacher. I sat with the teacher as she 
disclosed that her tears were because of her amazement. 
She was overwhelmed by the sensitive, confident, 
intuitive, and extraordinary leadership capacity of the 
two students who addressed the assembled students. 

I know the senior students will not mind me saying that 
learning engagement had not been their strength, but 
on this day they all shone as leaders and young adults  
of integrity, inspiration, kindness, and motivation. They 
had achieved what system and school resources had 
not. They had tested my leadership and they had found 
theirs.  

Helen: That was a situation that, in the current world 
in which we live, many educators can no doubt relate 
to and take a lot from. What did you, take from having 
to navigate your way through such situation that was 
really a powder keg just waiting to explode? 

Lila: What I learned, and I think this is a really good 
point to reiterate, it may sound contrite and we hear it, 
roll our eyes and nod, but I am absolutely serious when 
I say that we, as educators can never stop learning 
and growing…more than that, we should never stop 
learning and growing! What this episode in the school’s 
history taught me was that due to the fact that one of 
our fundamental focus on leadership to improve student 
learning outcomes was a planned, calculated, and 
intentionally constructed series of strategies for students, 

teachers, and parents, we, as a school community 
were able to successfully lead our school to achieve 
something...amazing. I tell this story frequently because 
it is learning for leaders in formal positions, but it is a 
story I do not want it lost in the history of our school. 
The legacy is in the action and leadership of youth.

As educators, we don’t teach for the accolades, if we 
did, many of us would spend out entire careers very 
disappointed. That said, I was so incredibly proud when 
our student leaders justifiable received a Premier’s 
Award. To this day I cannot speak or write about this 
without tearing up with pride for the leading students, 
the student body, teachers, and our school.  

Our fundamental beliefs about leadership were tested.  

We passed.  

Our school community members had demonstrated the 
elements of leadership that did, and will continue to, 
inform and influence future leadership at that school, 
community and wherever the path of individuals take 
them.  If I may I recall with great pride seeing one of 
our students on the front page of a local newspaper 
a few years after he left – applauding his leadership 
in ensuring that a  successful evacuation during a fire  
at his place of work ( a skill we regularly drilled our 
community coupled with his confidence to assume a 
role not assigned to him in a time of need, or meeting 
a group of ex students as they all move towards their 
University  graduation (an aspiration we reinvigorated 
into a suite of options for our students), our school 
captain accepted for training as a fighter pilot, or being 
engaged by graduands as speakers at their conferences 
around women in leadership (such a great honour) and 
the list grows because we strove for ALL students to 
contribute and lead  as fair, just, confident, good people 
in their sphere of influence.

The collective leadership that I have a deep commitment 
to and belief in is one that plans for the future by putting 
agency, positive action, and the opportunity and 
responsibility to lead—not into the hands of a few—but 
into the hands of all in an educational community. The 
legacy of leading a school with a focus on diversity, 
voice, agency, and trust in others to lead, is that 
leadership is not about one individual or a small group 
of positional leaders, but about the whole educational 
community working and leading together.

INTERVIEW WITH  • IN PRINCIPLE

Our fundamental beliefs about 
leadership were tested.  



The disruptive challenges that arose from COVID-19 gave rise to significant innovation, 
and as many would acknowledge, improved the way we teach and paved the way 
for ensuring those changes will be part of our educational landscape in the future. 
The Department of Education NSW’s collection of stories Learning Together through 
COVID-19 showcases how some schools in New South Wales continued delivering high 
quality education during the remote learning period.

The stories demonstrate how school staff deployed innovative practices to maintain 
connections with students and smooth the transition from face-to-face teaching 
to remote learning, ensuring no student was left behind, regardless of their 
circumstances. The disruptive pressures of COVID-19 were the catalyst for harnessing 
the collective educational intelligence to overcome the circumstances and challenges 
that faced educators everywhere. 

The stories highlight how creativity, collaboration and hard work were used to great 
effect in creating class content and modifying teaching practices. Some of the new 
practices adopted by schools aimed specifically to ensure every student remained 
known, valued and cared for during a time of high anxiety for our school communities.

The collection reveals how  NSW Department of Education has focused on three key 
objectives in its response to COVID-19:
• Ensuring continuity of quality education
• Ensuring every student is known, valued and cared for in schools
• Keeping schools safe and clean.

But a key learning from the period of remote learning was the potential to transform 
current teaching practices to better leverage technology and digital initiatives. Inherent 
in these innovations has been the need for equity of education as a key consideration 
for many schools during remote learning.

Read and enjoy the stories of some of our colleagues, and their students collaborated 
on tailor-made digital platforms, and communicated with peers and teachers via 
video conferences. Read too of parents and carers working with children and teachers 
to access their new learning environment, while ensuring the wellbeing and welfare 
of their students. It is an inspiring collection, capturing the essence of this period in 
our history. The PDF version is available at https://education.nsw.gov.au/covid-19/
innovative-practice 

BOOK REVIEW

Learning Together  
through COVID-19 
Review by Dr Julie Rimes FACE

NSW Department of Education

education.nsw.gov.au

Learning together  
through COVID-19
Case Studies
Information has been updated as at July 2020.
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A member since 1974, Tony commenced his career as a teacher in 1963, being an 
Arts graduate with a Diploma of Education, and transitioned from the Riverina to a 
career in ABC broadcasting, first in Sydney, and later, becoming the first Supervisor of 
Educational Broadcasting for the ABC.  Although his role was in South Australia, his 
work had a national reach. Many current College members will remember his voice 
in their own teaching, as it was an important role in Schools Radio and then, ABC 
Educational Television. In recent years, and particularly during the COVID-19 year of 
remote schooling, the resurgence and commitment of the ABC Children’s Television 
nationally, under ministerial direction, in the age of digital education will remind 
members of Tony’s commitment to educational broadcasting in the age of educational 
film and television. Tony’s skills in broadcasting, community radio, podcasts and oral 
histories also became a foundation of the story the College, as he became what he 
termed in his 2016 memoir, the ‘Accidental Archivist’. 
 
As our tribute to Tony, his memoir is published in the Professional Educator as it 
documents the role and influence of the College played in national education and 
schools’ curriculum resourcing for radio, film and television for many resources such as 
the ‘Web of Life’ and ‘Brainwaves’ series. 

As part of the College’s print, media and digital heritage, Tony records and reaffirms 
the outstanding contributions of College Fellows throughout six decades in this 
memoir and another statement of the history of the College. In this way, he knew 
that it would assist all members understand the extent of the invaluable resources 
that Tony collected and organised nationally, working with a collegial team made up 
largely of College Fellows in Adelaide. These briefs, collected research reports and oral 
histories now reside in a mixed print and digital collection as well as a digital database 
in the College’s Archives at the ACER in Camberwell, Melbourne. 

In 2020, just before his passing, Tony was awarded the ACE Special Lifetime 
Achievement Award by the Australian College of Educators South Australia Branch. 
This will be presented to Tony’s family at an upcoming ACE SA event later this year. 
 
We extend our condolences  to Tony’s family and assure them that we will continue to 
celebrate his life and significant contributions.

Vale Tony Ryan 
It is with great sadness that we inform members of the Australian College of Educators nationally 
of the passing of the College’s Archivist, Tony Ryan, FACE (16.9.1938 - 27.9.2020). 
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By way of introduction
To some no doubt, I may well seem to be an anomaly 
in the Australian College of Educators (1) – after 
all, my career has been more in broadcasting 
than in education, or so it might seem. So how 
did I come to be involved in the Australian College 
of Educators? And how did I come to move from 
teacher to broadcaster, to oral historian, to archivist, 
to podcast and website producer? Having since 
1994 recorded over fifty oral history interviews with 
significant Australian educators, it is not surprising 
that some of my fellow Fellows in the College have 
now urged me to reflect on my own career in 
education and broadcasting, and my involvement in 
the College for over 40 years.

As one moves into retirement, it is perhaps natural 
to think back and, with new eyes as it were, endeavor 
to make sense of the way our lives have evolved – as 
Caroline Jones would say, a true search for meaning. 
Or, in the words of Jack Mezirow - A defining 
condition of being human is that we have to 
understand the meaning of our experience. As our 
national College Archives collection, located since 
2002 in Adelaide, is now settling into its new home in 
the Graduate School of Education at The University 
of Melbourne (where the College National Office is 
located), I have been reflecting on some of our all- 
but-forgotten history, and in particular, on some 
interesting links over the years between the College 
and broadcast media, including the educational 
programs produced by the (then) Australian 
Broadcasting Commission. My involvement with ABC 
Education covered some 26 years!

Whilst narrative and musings form the basis of 
this article, for me it has been a truly reflective and 
humbling experience to look back over the years to 
that very naïve teacher in that Riverina classroom 
in 1958. This accidental archivist thanks the Board 
of the Australian College of Educators for their 
confidence in me in so many ways, and commends 
to the College and to future researchers into the 
history of education in Australia, the richness of 
the resources now held in our College Archives in 
Melbourne.

On joining the College
In mid-January 1974, I flew from Holland to 
England, to begin a two week secondment to the 
British Broadcasting Corporation in London, to 
meet and talk with producers of educational radio 
and TV programs for broadcast in the UK, to 
observe productions, and also to visit independent 
broadcasters and media academics in London, 
Leeds and Nottingham. In mid-February, I returned 
to Australia, to my role as Supervisor of Education 
(South Australia) with the Australian Broadcasting 
Commission. The ABC Education unit on the eighth 
floor of the new building in Adelaide had expanded 
to over 20 members of staff in the unit producing a 
range of state and national radio and TV series for 
schools, and publications for teachers and students. 
This work was supported by up to five Liaison 
Officers, seconded teachers from the SA Education 
Department, Catholic and Independent systems, 
appointed to liaise with schools on effective use 
of broadcast media in schools. There were similar 
structures in all other states, working to the ABC 
Director of Education in Sydney.

In the context of this work in educational 
broadcasting for schools in South Australia and for 
the national network, in mid-1974, I was nominated 
(as was the process at that time) to membership 
of the College, as I was later to discover, by College 
Fellows Colin Lawton, well known to me for his work 
through the Department of Continuing Education 
at Adelaide University, and Peter Davies, a legendary 
teacher of Senior English, and SA Chapter Secretary 
for a remarkable eighteen years.

Musings of an  
Accidental Archivist
My career in education and in educational broadcasting (December 2016) 

Tony Ryan FACE
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This nomination to membership followed a very 
successful College event that ABC Education staff 
members and I were privileged to facilitate and host 
in mid-1974 – a guided tour of the new ABC Building 
in Collinswood, followed by a College meeting and 
refreshments in the new ABC Canteen. To the 
surprise of the organisers (including College Fellow 
Douglas Anders who for over 30 years was involved 
on advisory committees for ABC Education), the 
event was attended by close to 100 members of the 
SA Chapter. As ABC Supervisor of Education in South 
Australia for over ten years to 1985, I was convener 
and/or executive officer for the extensive network 
of ABC state advisory and subject committees in SA. 
Since arriving in Adelaide in 1967, I had begun yo 
develop good contacts with many senior educators 
in the SA Education Department including with 
A W (Alby) Jones (Director-General of Education), 
Ruth Rogers (Assistant Director, Early Childhood 
Education) and Lyall Fricker (Director General of 
TAFE). All three were College Fellows and in due 
course College Medalists and recipients of awards in 
the Order of Australia.

College Founder Member Albert Walter Jones, 
soon in retirement to become Dr A W Jones, had 
a remarkable career in education – as Director 
General of Education in SA, as well as in education 
at national and international levels. His Freedom 
and Authority Memorandum (2) in which he explored 
the emerging role of the school principal, is still 
seen as a landmark document in the history of 
education in Australia. My association with Alby 
Jones commenced during his time as Chair of the SA 
Education Broadcasts Advisory Committee. Even so, 
it was much to my surprise when Alby and Shirley 

Jones chose me to deliver the eulogy at his funeral - 
he died in Adelaide in June 2003.

I consider all three, Alby Jones, Lyall Fricker and 
Ruth Rogers, to have been significant role models 
for me, and good friends too. The National Library 
in Canberra and our own College Archives hold my 
extended oral history interviews with each of these 
significant national educators.
 
As well, there were many contacts with teachers 
and senior people in Independent and Catholic 
schools (including in the 1970s, College Fellows John 
McDonald and Gerry White in Catholic Education), 
the SA Teachers Colleges (including the legendary Dr 
Harry Penny at Adelaide Teachers College, and Colin 
Thiele, renowned educator and children’s author 
and at that time Principal of Wattle Park Teachers 
College) and the universities, including Professor 
Jonathan Anderson, Professor of Education at 
Flinders University and a former National President 
of the College.

The Young Teacher
So, how did a shy young boy called Tony Ryan - born 
in 1938, and with a very limited understanding of the 
world beyond the narrow confines of Wollongong 
on the south coast of NSW and the local Christian 
Brothers College - come to be working in Adelaide 
for the (then) Australian Broadcasting Commission? 
In all probability, he was destined for employment in 
the smoke and grime of the Port Kembla Steelworks 
or the Mount Keira coalmines, or more likely to 
follow a long family tradition, by either working for 
the NSW Government Railways like his grandfather 
and uncles, or like his father, as a driver with the 
local bus service.

My career was to take a very different course that 
would prepare me for the world of broadcasting. I’m 
an arts graduate from The University of Sydney, and 
hold a Diploma in Education from The University of 
Adelaide. I did my initial teacher training at Mount 

A W Jones, South Australian Director-General of Education, 
College Founder Member and National President

With ACE National President, Professor Jonathan Anderson, 
Launceston 1994
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St Mary College (3) with the Christian Brothers (now 
the Strathfield Campus of the Australian Catholic 
University). I do want to say that those final school 
years at Strathfield, with up to 100 idealistic young 
men my own age or at other stages of their teacher 
preparation, were good years during which I learned 
how to study, as was the teaching practice work 
in the demonstration school at St Patrick’s College 
Strathfield, and in other schools around Sydney.

As a beginning teacher in my first year in the 
Riverina region of NSW, my first headmaster was the 
legendary Br W X Simmons, himself later to become 
a Fellow of this College and well remembered for his 
visionary work in educational technology during 
his time as Headmaster at Waverley College. Having 
taught with many good men for five years, while 
I was strongly committed to my teaching, in my 
early twenties, I decided that, like many of my fellow 
students, the monastic lifestyle we had embraced 
at a very young age was not for me. I guess the boy 
from Wollongong now had a much better worldview 
and emerging ambitions for a future career and a 
return to family life.

Beginning in early 1963, teaching with the very 
welcoming Augustinian fathers and lay teachers at 
St Augustine’s College in Brookvale Sydney was a 
key time in this reshaping of my life. This transition  
was greatly helped by a new circle of very supportive 
young men and women in and around Manly, 
many of whom remain close friends to this day. My 
teaching experience and wider responsibilities, and 
the further tertiary study that went with it, were all 
certainly very satisfying.

So it was that, supported by strong documentation 
from the Principal of every school I had taught 
at in those eight years, in August 1965, I was one 
of six teachers (from some hundreds of hopefuls) 

whose application to join the expanding Education 
Department of the ABC was successful. I was ready 
to begin the next stage of my career – as an ABC 
Specialist Trainee, Education in Sydney.

ABC Radio for Schools
My own fascination with radio had started back 
in my childhood. Radio was all-important to us 
youngsters in the early 1950s. Should one admit to 
listening to Kindergarten of the Air in the mid 1940s? 
Or to having been an Argonaut? Or listening to 
The Search for the Golden Boomerang? In the days 
before TV, the bulky HMV radio in a corner of our 
dining room, with its green light glowing in the night 
with names of far distant places, provided a window 
on the world outside of the limited confines of home, 
school and church in Wollongong.

From the mid-1930s, ABC Radio for Schools played an 
incredibly important role in teaching and learning 
through more than four decades. The groundwork 

Invitation to opening of the schools broadcasting service in 
South Australia - Brompton Primary School 1935

Celebrating fifty years of schools radio in South Australia – 1933 to 1983
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for my future in educational broadcasting can be 
traced back to my time in the Riverina. As a young 
teacher in a school devoid of the range of resources 
we have in schools today, I soon discovered the 
loudspeaker above the classroom blackboard, 
controlled of course from the headmaster’s office.

In no time, radio programs such as Health and 
Hygiene, Singing and Listening, Adventures in 
Music, Places and People had been integrated into 
my teaching. Of prime importance was The World 
We Live In, presented each week for many years by H 
D Black, later Sir Hermann Black, Chancellor of the 
University of Sydney. This window to the world was 
supported by a range of publications. The invitation 
above is an indication of the early importance given 
back in 1935 to Schools Radio – the new wonder 
technology in teaching and learning; let me stress, 
this was a few years before I was born!

In 1983, there was an opportunity to celebrate 50 
years of schools radio in South Australia since 1933. 
Douglas Anders was commissioned to research 
and write a short history of ABC Schools Radio in 
South Australia (4), from both an ABC and a schools 
perspective – a history which was in danger of being 
lost as television was now the preferred medium for 
educational broadcasting. A special function was 
organized to mark South Australia’s contribution. 
Attended by both the Premier of South Australia, 
the Hon John Bannon MP and the Chair of the ABC 
Dame Leonie Kramer, this event at 31 Flinders Street 
(headquarters of the SA Department of Education), 
along with Doug Anders’ well-researched history, 
ensured some public recognition of the contribution 
of ABC Schools Radio from 1933 to 1983, when the 
use by teachers of radio for schools was in sharp 
decline.

South Australia was the only state to mark this 
anniversary with such a significant event in the 
final years of this unrecognized service to Australian 
schools. A large pictorial exhibition prepared by ABC 
Education staff and seconded teachers, was a feature 
of this celebration.

The Beginnings of ABC Educational Television
As mentioned earlier, in addition to my own use of 
radio and then TV in my teaching since 1958, my 
interest in educational media had been further 
stimulated, as a student at The University of Sydney, 
by an article Teaching by Television, by Charles Bull, 
then ABC Director of Education, in the Australian 
Journal of Education, Volume 8 Number 3, October 
1964 (5) – a copy of this article is still with me, in my 
Good News File! And the value of having maintained 
a Good News File – recommended to me many 
years ago by College member and colleague Barrie 
Brennan, former lecturer in continuing professional 
education at The University of New England – is 
becoming increasingly evident.

As in recent years when computers were being seen 
as increasingly important in teaching and learning 
at every level of education, in the years following the 
success of the USSR in October 1957 with Sputnik 
1, and then launching the first man into space in 
April 1961, educators worldwide began to look to 
television, not only to contribute to education at all 
levels, but to help western nations bridge a perceived 
gap in science and mathematics teaching to keep up 
with the USSR.

From the latter part of the 1950s, print-based science 
teaching initiatives such as The Web of Life and 
Physical Sciences Study Committee (both in USA) 
and science and mathematics projects undertaken 
from the mid-1960s by the Nuffield Foundation in 
the UK, made increasing use of films and broadcast 
television. These initiatives were offered worldwide, 
including to educators in Australia.

From the early 1960s, in addition to the first and 
very successful programs telecast under the title 
The University of the Air (6), the ABC had made 
first and very tentative moves into educational 
television, by using the medium to bring the best 
mathematics and science teachers to students, 
and indeed to teachers – it was direct teaching 
by television. These early ABC initiatives for use 
with state-based curricula were given greater 
impetus with release of the Report of the Advisory 
Committee on Educational Television Services 
(7), commissioned by the Federal Government in 
January 1964 and chaired by W J Weeden, Director of 
the Commonwealth Office of Education in Sydney.

J R Darling, Headmaster of Geelong Grammar School in 
Victoria, and Founder in 1959 of the (then) Australian College of 
Education
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It is interesting to note that, in the minutes of the 
very first meeting of the National Council of the 
Australian College of Education (as it then was), 
the very first item for discussion on the agenda 
related to a proposed approach to the ABC to advise 
of the formation of the College, and very soon 
after, another letter supporting the development 
of educational television in Australia. Following his 
retirement as Headmaster of Geelong Grammar 
School, and in addition to his four years as National 
President, our College Founder James Darling 
also took on the role of chairman of the ABC. I 
had the privilege of meeting and interviewing Sir 
James Darling in Melbourne and “Jock” Weeden in 
Canberra, although both sadly were in their last 
three months of life.

In early 1960 and just months after the College was 
formed, eminent scientist Sir Mark Oliphant had 
met in Melbourne with a small committee from the 
College; the minutes of that meeting (8) note what Sir 
Mark saw as the less than satisfactory standards 
in mathematics and science teaching and learning 
in Australia. The fledging College was to play a 
significant role in those early discussions on the role 
of TV in education; College Fellow and friend Dr Tony 
McGuire’s Archival Brief Number 11, December 2010 
(9) provides an excellent background to the Weeden 
Report, the early interest of ACE in Educational TV, 
and the beginnings of the ABC’s major commitment 
to educational TV.
 
The College was also to have a key role in assessing 
the suitability of projects such as The Web of Life for 
Australian schools, and later the possible inclusion 
of film and TV resources in the broadcast schedules 
of ABC TV. Each state was involved – in South 
Australia, Fellows Douglas Anders and John Cusack 
– both also very active in the SA Science Teachers 
Association - were very much involved in this 
early work in relation to science teaching in South 
Australia and as part of an enthusiastic national 
College team of experienced teachers of secondary 
science. The potential of educational television was a 
constant comment in these deliberations.

While the Weeden Report was seen at the time of 
its release in 1964, and is still seen, as a thoroughly 
researched and comprehensive document, the 
Federal Government did not accept its main 
recommendation – the setting up of a dedicated 
educational channel in each state – but rather 
confirmed the ABC, as the national broadcaster, 
as the provider of both state-specific and national 
educational television programs.

Wearing either his ABC hat or his College hat, Sir 
James frequently returned to the possibilities of 
television in education, including addresses at 
National Conferences and at meetings of educators, 
including in Adelaide, Brisbane and Perth. In the 
mid 1960s, the College Regional Group in Geelong 
undertook an extensive investigation into TV and 

children, culminating in a comprehensive report (10), 
copies of which are also held in our archives.   The 
College Archives also hold many personal files of 
Sir James when he was ABC Chairman - a veritable 
treasure for some future researchers. An article in 
The Melbourne Age (11) explored the issues around 
the provision of educational TV in Australia and the 
importance of the work of the Weeden Committee of 
Review.

The Expansion of Educational TV
With confirmation in 1964 of its new brief to provide 
educational television services for both state and 
national transmission, the ABC moved in early 1965 
to take on additional education producers (recruited 
from teachers with proven classroom experience) for 
training as producers of programs for primary and 
secondary schools. So for 20 years from August 1965 
and reaching its peak in the early 1980s, my work 
was in this expanding educational broadcasting 
service of the ABC, in Sydney, Brisbane and then 
mostly in Adelaide.

As the first College National President, and at the 
same time Chairman of the ABC, James Darling was 
not the only ABC link with the College. From 1965 
to 1976, the ABC Director of Education was College 
Fellow and sometime NSW Chapter Chair Frank 
Watts, still remembered by many members in the 
NSW Branch of the College. ABC colleagues Brian 
Kent (NSW), Nina Crone (Victoria), Michael Edwards 
(Tasmania) and Bill Bunbury (WA) all were involved 
from time to time in the College and/or contributed 
papers during National Conferences.

Presided over by Frank Watts, there was a large 
ABC Federal Education office at 164 William Street 
Sydney, and as mentioned, units in each capital 
city producing state and national radio and TV 
programs and publications. Planning was done in 
close consultation with educators across all levels 
and stages, and with curriculum committees. As 
well as chairing their respective state Education 
Broadcasts Advisory Committees, the Directors-
General of Education from each state – most of 
them were College Fellows - were ex officio members 
of the national ABC Federal Education Broadcasts 
Advisory Committee, convened by the ABC and 
meeting usually twice each year, often in the 
grandeur of The Windsor in Melbourne.

As mentioned, scheduling decisions around overseas 
projects such as The Web of Life and similar USA 
and UK initiatives, and even Sesame Street for young 
viewers, were the subject of intense controversy at 
that time, with many educators strongly opposed to 
bringing these initiatives into Australian schools or 
homes. For similar reasons, the need for a home-
grown TV series – to replace Kindergarten of the Air
– resulted in 1966 in the launch of Play School. With 
declining use of radio, The World We Live In was 
replaced by the long-running and iconic TV series 
Behind the News.
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In addition to leading the ABC’s educational service 
for ten years and his very full commitment to the 
many demands of the NSW Chapter of the College, 
Frank Watts had gained a unique approval from 
ABC Management - no doubt with the support of 
ABC Chairman Sir James Darling - for a live telecast 
of The College Service, from the chapel of Shore, 
the Church of England Grammar School in North 
Sydney, during the seventh National Conference 
of the College in 1966. A copy of this historic ABC 
telecast is held on 16mm film in our College Archives, 
along with a quite remarkable set of documents (12) 
on the delicate negotiations with Sydney’s Cardinal 
Norman Gilroy to gain his approval for the first ever 
participation of Catholic teachers in an ecumenical 
College Service.

Frank Watts is further remembered for his 
untiring work with Educational Broadcasting 
and Educational Change (13) an International 
Commonwealth Educational Broadcasting 
Conference held in Sydney in October 1975. As young 
producers from all capital cities, we attended as 
observers as well as shepherding international 
guests in a gruelling schedule of social events and/
or around the sights of Sydney. In my oral history 
interviews with Dr Lawrie Shears, former Director 
General of Education in Victoria, he confirmed what 

a mammoth effort this was for Frank Watts, just 
prior to his retirement and at a time of much social 
change and unrest around the world. Dr Shears, 
until recently the only surviving Founder Members 
of the College, died in July 2016.

My early work in radio included production of 
long-running series for primary and for secondary 
students, and the related publications for both 
teachers and students; my TV production ranged 
from contributions to the national Know Your 
Australia project, through the long-running 
Science Magazine to senior science programs, 
including geology; I even produced a few editions of 
Kindergarten of the Air!

We young producers were frequently summonsed 
to the ABC Training School in Darlinghurst Road 
(now a community centre and library in the heart 
of Sydney’s Kings Cross), learning about radio and 
TV production techniques, honing our interviewing 
skills on unsuspecting denizens and tourists in Kings 
Cross (and indeed on USA troops from the Vietnam 
War, on R&R Leave in Sydney), editing the quarter 
inch audiotape with razorblade and edit block (I still 
have my edit block!) and then having our training 
exercises sternly analysed and critiqued by the 
Director of Education Mr Watts, in true headmaster 
style. At the 1984 ACE Silver Jubilee Conference in 
Canberra, a retired Mr Watts extended an invitation 
I thought would never happen – “Tony, please call me 
Frank”.

On behalf of the ABC Federal Education Broadcasts 
Advisory Committee and of Betty Parsons (who 
followed Frank Watts as ABC Director of Education), 
in 1979 Clyde Gilmour, Director-General of Education 
Queensland chaired a committee to record the 
national history from the early days in 1933 through 
to the then current contribution of the ABC to 
educational broadcasting. Often referred to as The 
Gilmour Report, it was issued by the ABC under the 
title The Role of ABC Educational Broadcasting (14). 
This is perhaps the only available comprehensive 
record of the contribution of Schools Radio and 
Schools Television through to the late 1970s, along 
with Doug Anders’ overview of Schools Radio in 
South Australia from 1933.

ABC Adult Education Radio
In the wake of the Dix Committee Review of the 
ABC (15) in the mid-1980s, the ABC underwent many 
structural changes, including a media split, into 
separate radio and TV divisions. Our College took 
a special interest in this review, establishing a task 
force in Adelaide, led by Lyall Fricker, to prepare a 
formal College submission to the Dix Committee. (16)

At this time, a new direction was emerging for me. 
From 1985 – 1991 and still based in Adelaide, I was 
national ABC Executive Producer Adult Education 
Radio, working in a lifelong learning context, with 
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Frank Watts, ABC Federal Director of Education, and sometime 
Chair of the NSW Chapter of the College, with Beatrice Watts

Science program in rehearsal, TV studio, Adelaide
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contributing producers based in all capital cities, 
and with growing contacts and involvement in the 
adult community education sector. It was a most 
satisfying time, particularly in working nationally 
with the Head of Schools and Continuing Education 
Radio, John Patrick.

The ABC Adult Education Radio unit was abolished 
in 1991. Redundancy was not an easy time, and of 
course, I’m not alone in that, but that is another 
story. However in the final months, the work of this 
unit did receive some highly valued recognition. 
With colleague and friend John Patrick, it was an 
honour to represent the Adult Education Radio 
unit at the International Literacy Year awards at 
Parliament House in Canberra for our range of ABC 
Radio National initiatives to mark ILY 1990, produced 
in every capital city during that year. The awards 
were presented by Margaret Whitlam, wife of former 
Australian Prime Minister Gough Whitlam.

Community Radio
But I was to continue working in the medium of 
radio, this time in the community radio sector and 
very much in the area of lifelong learning, including 
ten years from 1993 as Executive Producer Lifelong 
Learning with (5UV) Radio Adelaide at Adelaide 
University, and for a further ten years as Project 
Manager at PBA FM in Adelaide – again with a 
focus on lifelong learning projects using radio and 
eventually work on dedicated websites and podcasts. 
During this time, I worked closely with another 
national association, Adult Learning Australia.

In addition to the three years of the federally funded 
Talking Training project (17) on Radio 5UV and the 
eight years of Learning Works on PBA FM, funded 
by the South Australian Government, other discrete 
funded projects included work on youth suicide 
prevention, returning to learning, adult literacy, 
social history, redundancy, Federation, young people 
and internet safety, men’s health and wellbeing, life 
in rural and remote Australia, the environment, 
issues around palliative care and end of life, and 
most recently, and somewhat ironically, issues 

for men in retirement. An innovative professional 
development initiative, the award-winning four-part 
Brainwaves series, a collaboration of the College, 
Radio 5UV and The University of Adelaide, will be 
referred to later in this article.
 
In these twenty years to 2015, some 25 much 
appreciated state or national media awards 
have come my way (18). There were also many 
opportunities to contribute to teacher education 
and media courses, including working in the early 
1980s at Murray Park CAE with school leaders from 
Africa and several other developing countries, media 
course coordination from 1990 for three years at the 
Magill Campus of the University of South Australia, 
and also input from time to time to the Diploma in 
Education courses at The University of Adelaide, and 
as a visiting fellow for several weeks at UTS Sydney 
in 1990. Again, this work is another story.

ACE - My Professional Association
Let me return now to my involvement in the College. 
Following the very successful College event in 
1974 in the new ABC Building in Adelaide, and my 
nomination to membership of the College, I began to 
take an active role in the College, including attending 
the Silver Jubilee Conference at the Australian 
National University in Canberra in 1984 and the 
National Conference in Adelaide in 1986, recording 
interviews for broadcast on Education Now, on ABC 
Radio National.

With encouragement of several College Fellows 
– including Douglas Anders, Peter Davies, Lyall 
Fricker and Colin Lawton, and of course, Alby 
Jones – in 1992, I joined the SA Chapter Committee, 
an involvement that lasted for many years, and 
led to my work on the Oral History Project for ten 
years and then for 14 years as College Archivist, all 
professional involvements that I have thoroughly 
enjoyed.

I was Chapter Secretary for four years to 2005; 
for some years I was a member of the Awards 
Committee in SA. For ten years, I chaired the A 
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International Literacy Year awards were presented by Margaret 
Whitlam in Parliament House, Canberra

Minister Paul Caica MP launched the PBA FM literacy project, 
Secret Codes, part of Learning Works initiative
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W Jones Lecture Planning Committee (and was 
event Master of Ceremonies, on several occasions 
broadcast in Adelaide as live-to-air radio). The 
inaugural AWJ Lecture was given by Professor 
Hedley Beare in 1989, other presenters included 
Professor Jillian Maling, Aboriginal Elder Lowitja 
O’Donoghue, Chris Sidoti (former Human Rights 
Commissioner), former National President of 
the Australian Institute of Management Peter 
Sheldrake, and Professor Freda Briggs, well known 
internationally for her work to protect children from 
all forms of abuse.

College Fellow Dr Robin Ryan has written a 
thoughtful review of the first decade of the A W 
Jones Lectures (19). And yes, in addition to many 
photographs taken during these Lectures, we hold in 
our archives an almost complete set of transcripts 
and audio recordings.

The year 1994 also saw the first of the oral history 
recordings, beginning in SA with interviews with 
Dr A W Jones (who originally suggested this project 
under the title The Wisdom of the Elders), and then 
the legendary Dr Jean Blackburn – a member of 
both Karmel Committees of Enquiry, South Australia 
(20) and National (21), and long time member of the 
Australian Schools Commission. Over three sessions, 
Professor Peter Karmel himself was interviewed in 
Canberra some years later.

Further interviews were recorded in Tasmania, 
Victoria, NSW, Queensland, WA and ACT. Edited and 
unedited interviews are held in our College Archives, 
and of the fifty recorded interviews, some 35 
interviews have been edited and are held in the Oral 
History section of the National Library of Australia 
in Canberra – most of these interviews are available 
online.
 
For the fortieth anniversary celebrations of the 
College in 1999, I was commissioned to prepare a 
CD with edited extracts from some of the Founder 
Members who were at Geelong Grammar School in 
May 1959. Later, ten selected oral history interviews 
were edited into a thirty-minute radio format, and 

broadcast in Adelaide, and made available to the 
Community Radio Network based in Sydney, with 
full credits in the programs to the involvement of 
the College. And for the 45th anniversary National 
Convention held at ANU in 2004, I worked with 
students from Glenunga International High School 
in Adelaide to produce a short video on the history of 
the College.

There was a further significant partnership in 
a broadcast initiative, involving the College in 
South Australia and Radio 5UV at The University 
of Adelaide. The Brainwaves (22) initiative was a 
series of four one-hour studio-based professional 
development radio programs, broadcast live to air 
for teachers across South Australia. The topics were 
as follows:
•  Modern Languages and the World of Work – 

Modern Languages Teachers Association 
•  So what is an Eco-school? – Australian Association 

for Environmental Education 
•  Listening and Speaking in Mathematics – 

Australian Literacy Educators Association
•  Visual Arts Education using the internet – South 

Australian Visual Arts Educators Association

Planned and produced in partnership with the SA 
Chapter of the College, and with project advisers 
Dr David Snewin (University of South Australia and 
College Fellow) and education consultant Vicki Butler 
from the SA Department of Education, the four radio 
programs went live to air and were simultaneously 
available online for listeners outside the Adelaide 
metropolitan area – an early experiment in linking 
the medium of radio with emerging internet 
technology.
 
The second Brainwaves program, an environmental 
education program called So what is an eco-
school?, was awarded the best new national spoken 
work program, at the 1998 National Conference 
in Adelaide of the Community Broadcasting 
Association of Australia. On behalf of the College, 
the final comprehensive report on the Brainwaves 
project (23), prepared by Project Adviser Vicki Butler, 
was launched in 1999 at The University of Adelaide 
by South Australian Minister of Education the 
Honourable Malcolm Buckby MP, and the Acting Vice 
Chancellor, Professor Clifford Blake. Full details of 
this project and the four audiofiles are held in the 
College Archives.

At the invitation of then ACE Executive Director Jim 
Cumming, and building on the oral history work 
undertaken since 1994, my work as College Archivist 
began in 2002 and continued through to the end of 
2015.

Our College Archives collection and the oral 
history recordings were located in a leased area 
of the national Lutheran Archives building in the 
Adelaide suburb of Bowden – a most fortuitous 
arrangement. Some 200 archive boxes hold extensive 
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Oral History recording in 1996 with South Australian educator 
and children’s author Colin Thiele  
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documentation of the contribution of the College to 
Australian education since 1959 – including National 
Council and state Chapter or Branch committee 
minutes, reports and submissions on a wide range 
of issues, many hundreds of photographs, lecture 
transcripts and audio recordings, and of course, a 
copy of most of the thousands of print publications 
issued over more than fifty years by the College, 
including books, conference proceedings, national 
and state newsletters and multiple copies of the 
college journal Unicorn.

We also hold details of extensive media coverage of 
the early national conferences, the regular Media 
Awards announced each year for the past 20 years 
by the Victorian Chapter/Branch, and the extensive 
coverage usually given to the College in NSW at the 
time of conferring of the Wyndham Medal. There 
is also a significant collection of media releases by 
various National Presidents. Many archival items of 
interest were sent to National Office, then located in 
Canberra, for possible inclusion in the publication to 
mark our 50th year in 2009 – the book was launched 
at Geelong Grammar School during the 50th 
year National Conference, by National President 
Professor Denise Bradley, and with Dr Lawrie Shears.

As has often been said, I do very much value the 
exceptional work of the nine members of the College 
Archives Fellows Research Group in Adelaide, 

supported by a wider group of College Fellows 
in Adelaide. It has been a joy to work with such 
a talented and committed group of educators, 
including on a series of nineteen Archival Briefs for 
the College website. And in 2009, A Short History 
of the SA Branch of the Australian College of 
Educators (24) was written by various members of the 
Archives
 
Fellows Group and skillfully coordinated and edited 
by Dr Jan Lokan, with both print and on-line 
editions. In true collegial spirit, we continue to lunch 
regularly at The University of Adelaide.
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The Brainwaves project launch at The University of Adelaide, with SA Minister for Education, The Hon Malcolm Buckby MP (left)

Presentation to the 2008 National Conference in Hobart
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Endings
In this article, and in addition to giving some of my 
own background in broadcasting and education, I 
have reflected on some of the strong links between 
the College and broadcast media; there are so many 
more themes that one could explore using our 
archival resources. It is a unique collection, and an 
invaluable treasure trove for future researchers 
into the history of education in Australia. During 
the 2014 Annual College Conference in Adelaide, I 
made a presentation on our unique collection, to a 
joint meeting of College Board and National Council. 
In May 2015, and with full support of the Archives 
Fellows Research Group in Adelaide, I recommended 
to our CEO and to the College Board that the 
College Archives should be moved to Melbourne and 
preferably be located adjacent to our National Office 
in the Melbourne Graduate School of Education, at 
The University of Melbourne. I’m pleased to say this 
has now happened, in a location that will be readily 
accessible to students and researchers alike, well 
into the future.  #
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Every year since 2001 Jennifer would approach me to see if I had talent spotted some 
keen primary students who enjoyed working with numbers or who independently 
toyed with science to join her after school sessions to offer some extension work 
providing stimulating inquiry into problem solving. She sent letters out to school 
principals in order to have a critical mass of students. Parents were quite keen to see 
their sons and daughters enrol in these after-school sessions and Jennifer took solice 
in knowing she was educating some very bright students who showed an aptitude for 
challenge, which is generally a far cry from the enthusiasm teachers need to generate 
in mathematics and science classes. Her contribution to promoting science and 
mathematics as important learning areas to secondary students was outstanding

I have since learnt that Jennifer also awarded prizes and  academic bursaries to 
reward excellence paid for by herself to students attending Murdoch University and 
UWA. It comes as not surprise that Jennifer was awarded a Medal in the Order of 
Australia (OAM) for her services to education and her generous nature poured out 
in bursaries and prizes to students to reward excellence in physical sciences and 
mathematics at both UWA and Murdoch.

With her partner Ray Tauss, Jennifer attended most- if not all the functions that the 
Western Australian Branch of ACE hosted. We are sadened by Jennifer’s death and 
celebrate the life of an educator who was totally committed to her students. Our 
condolenses to Jennifer’s family and friends.

Patrick Bourke FACE

A Tribute to Jennifer 
Searcy MACE  

Jennifer Searcy was an amazing teacher, a proactive woman, a brilliant student and a 
loyal Australian College of Education member. She died on 3 March 2021 and will be 
remembered for her dedication in promoting mathematics and the physical sciences to 
talented primary students amongst her many accomplishments. 
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The inaugural ASG-ACE Teachers Report Card 
concluded in 2017 that “we must work as a community 
to ensure the standing of the teaching profession is 
more valued and respected by the broader public.” This 
too has been a primary goal of the NEiTA Foundation 
and Awards since 1994.

How the NEiTA awards were instituted
The National Excellence in Teaching Awards (NEiTA) 
were established 26 years ago by the member-owned 
education-focused friendly society Australian Scholarship 
Group (ASG). They were designed at the outset as a 
community-centred awards program where teachers 
were (often anonymously) nominated by the key 
stakeholders of education, particularly parents, as well 
as school councils, parent associations, management 
committees, secondary student councils, and community 
organisations. 

ASG’s official history, the ASG Chronicles  show that 
long-time General Manager (and later Chairman) 
Terry O’Connell, first proposed the idea of the Awards. 
O’Connell said that the NEiTA awards were sparked off 
by negativity about teachers in the media: “I was furious 
one day when I saw press headlines which read ‘Only the 
worst can teach’,” Terry had said. 

Concerned over the psychological effects such negative 
publicity could have on students, teachers, and parents 
as well as the long-term harm to the nation, Terry 
sought a way to recognise excellence in teaching, to 
offer motivation to teachers to keep up the extraordinary 
work they were engaged in and to raise the status of the 
teaching profession in Australian society.

After initial unsuccessful attempts to find like-minded 
corporate sponsors, ASG (now Futurity Investment 
Group) decided to sponsor the inaugural awards itself, 
which were launched by the then Federal Minister for 
Schools, Ross Free, in 1994. (ASG, and now Futurity, have 
supported NEiTA to this day.)

NEiTA winners represent all aspects of teaching 
across Australia
Over 26 years, NEiTA awards have been awarded to 
teachers and educators spanning the education system 
– from early childhood to primary and secondary, and to 
teachers assisting children in special schools. 

The NEiTA Foundation, which conducts the NEiTA Awards, 
has also instituted special awards such as the Terry 

O’Connell Regional and Remote Teachers’ Award, to 
elevate recognition of teachers in schools in regional and 
remote parts of Australia. The 2020 recipient of this award 
was Shelley De Ruyter of William Ross State High School 
in Annandale, Queensland. She was selected in part for 
connecting her school with local industry, academia and 
the community and being instrumental in developing 
her school’s innovative aquaculture education program, 
which is linked to the local economy and two university 
campuses in Townsville. A native New Yorker, and 
mature age entrant to teaching, she has found her calling 
teaching in regional Australia.

Other special NEiTA awards have been created to 
acknowledge early career teachers with less than four 
years of teaching experience. Also leadership awards 
have been awarded to educators who have been in the 
field for decades, particularly principals and school heads.
 
Meeting objectives of the NEiTA Foundation
The NEiTA Foundation was founded with the objectives to:
•  Recognise teachers and leaders who represent 

excellence within their teaching profession through 
their contribution to the advancement of education at a 
local, regional, or national levels.

•  Maintain and raise community confidence in the 
teaching profession.

NEiTA award winners: 
representing excellence  
in the teaching profession

Shelley De Ruyter of William Ross State High School in 
Annandale was the winner of the Terry O’Connell Regional 
and Remote Teachers’ Award 2020



•  Encourage and support increased professional 
development of teachers.

•  Provide grants and award prizes to teachers and leaders 
who have demonstrated a particularly high level of 
dedication and professional expertise and excellence.

•  Encourage the enjoyment of learning.

And from the inception of the Awards, the idea was to 
encourage teachers, from across the length and breadth 
of the nation, and its different education systems to feel 
part of a community of excellence that could learn from 
and encourage one another. 
An inspirational example of this sense of community and 
learning is Sophie Fenton. NEiTA’s expert judges elevated 
Sophie above her peers to select her for the ultimate 
prize as the Australian representative to the International 
Space Camp for Educators in 2013. She came back from 
the United States with a reignited passion to help children 
be the best version of themselves. 

Sophie has since been recognised as an education pioneer, 
specialising in school design, curriculum adaptation 
and pedagogy innovation. Ms Fenton co-founded the 
entrepreneur-funded social impact-focused Sandridge 
Independent Secular School in Williamstown in part 
to infuse positive psychology into the pedagogy. Now 
Associate Dean (Urban School) School of Education at 
RMIT University, Sophie has also been an advisor and 
panel member of the Victorian Curriculum Authority 
(Global Politics) and Social Education Victoria. 

Another inspirational story is Barbara Langford 
who was recognised in 2000 with a NEiTA Award 
for her excellence in teaching preschool at her first 
Montessori centre. Ms Langford has since founded 
five more Montessori centres in South Australia 
and been honoured with a Telstra Business Woman 
of the Year Award. Barbara now teaches part-
time at Jescott Montessori and cites the personal 
transformation of first being nominated and then 
receiving a NEiTA Award, as giving her the additional 
confidence she needed to become a better teacher - and 
businesswoman.

While a few NEiTA Award winners have founded 
their own education businesses, many recipients 
have progressed their teaching careers, and all have 
become more influential and confident, with the 
encouragement provided by community recognition.

So far, the NEiTA Foundation has received more than 
40,000 nominations for excellent and inspirational 
teachers. Nearly 1,100 teachers across Australia and 
New Zealand have received NEiTA awards, and the 
NEiTA Foundation has awarded around $1.2 million in 
professional developments, grants, and endowments. 
For some years each NEiTA award recipient has been 
presented with a handblown crystal apple trophy, 
a certificate of merit and a $5,000 professional 
development grant, or more recently a $10,000 grant 
for winners of the NEiTA Principals’ Leadership Award. 
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Sophie inspired the NEiTA Awards recipients through her keynote address at the 2019 awards presentation ceremony.



86 Professional Educator • 2020/21 Double Edition • Volume 24

ADVERTORIAL

NEiTA awards are backed by parents and 
guardians 
NEiTA Foundation is a charity registered with the 
Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission 
(ACNC). To date NEiTA has been funded primarily by 
its founding organisation ASG, now known as Futurity 
Investment Group, as part of the latter’s commitment 
to “advancing teacher quality development and 
recognition”. Futurity strives always to add “mutual 
value” and makes this commitment to teachers on behalf 
of its beneficiaries and members who are predominantly 
school age children and their parents and their guardians.

Ross Higgins, Futurity CEO, said, “As a member-owned 
organisation, Futurity exists to support the education 
journeys of Australian families. We aim to inspire and 
empower people to reach for a brighter future through 
education. These aims are absolutely aligned with the 
calling and values of the teaching profession. So, it gives 
us great pleasure to recognise teachers and educational 
leaders who contribute to the advancement of education 
at a local, regional and national level.” 

In tune with present times
Although the Awards have been running for more 
than a quarter of a century, each year there is renewed 
motivation to recognise teachers facing current 
challenges. For instance, recognising 2020 for the 
extraordinary year that it was, the NEiTA Foundation 
refocused the awards to better recognise innovation in 
online teaching for primary and secondary teachers, 
and to properly acknowledge the pivotal leadership role 
of principals and school heads particularly at a time of 
great uncertainty. 

In a year where parents often could not enter school 
grounds, for the first time, NEiTA Trustees sought 
nominations by peer teachers; it was considered that 
peers (and principals, who must provide an endorsement) 
are often the best judges of a teachers’ excellence. 

The season’s theme was ‘Acknowledging exceptional 
educators during exceptional times’.
Chairman of the NEiTA Foundation Allen Blewitt said, 
“When the COVID-19 pandemic followed close on the 
heels of the December 2019 megafires, forcing countries 
across the world to go into lockdown and for schools 
to close for undetermined periods, many communities 
were caught unawares. The speed at which teachers and 
principals rose to the occasion, supporting children of 
frontline workers in schools and those in lockdown via 
remote learning, truly makes them superheroes.”

The 2020 NEiTA awards were testimony to this, 
recognising the achievements and efforts of teachers and 
educators who rose to meet the year’s unique challenges 
of school closures and lockdowns. This included the 
implementation of digital methods to enhance learnings 
and, importantly, supporting the wellbeing of students 
during a difficult year. The special 2020 NEiTA awards 
also acknowledged specifically for the first time, 
school principals for their ‘outstanding stewardship of 
student education and welfare, and exemplary school 
community leadership in a year of pandemic’. Four of the 
six secondary teacher awards went to Victorian teachers 
who had had to evolve the pedagogy furthest to serve 
students online. All of 2020’s Award-winning educators 
at every level demonstrated great agility, resilience and 
collegiality. 

Teacher superheroes
Among the 2020 NEITA recipients were teachers like 
the Futurity Parents Award winner Denis Overberg of 
Brighton Secondary College, Victoria. Denis entered 
Victoria’s remote learning period with the view that 
everything created must be re-usable and learnt that 
there is nothing that could not be shared widely with 
students and colleagues. 

Denis was able to repurpose hundreds of instructional 
videos he’d already created to engage students one-
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on-one and to support collaborative learning among 
students. As a Secondary Maths teacher and Learning 
Specialist Denis actively works to develop the profession 
and nurture and mentor new graduates. A mature entrant 
to the profession, he brings great passion for teaching 
and an “always learning” mindset. During Queensland’s 
remote learning period, fellow Futurity Parents Award 
winner Merilyn Westrop of Fraser Coast Anglican College 
found a way whenever possible to extend learning 
outside for her primary school students. To engage 
and captivate her primary school students, and with 
most devices portable, Merilyn and her colleague were 
able include artistic creativity outside as part of online 
learning. 

Another great example is Kye Foster of Koonawarra 
Public School in Dapto, NSW, who as a first-year teacher 
won the 2020 NEiTA Early Career Teaching Award for 
primary teaching in recognition of his ability to more 
than meet the specific learning needs of students within 
a few years of entering the teaching profession. Kye, who 
is a teacher of Indigenous heritage, proved that he was 
already a leader by example in his school community 
by bridging the digital divide. Where necessary he helped 
get devices out to lower socio-economic students and 
families during the COVID-19 crisis. With some children 
under the care of guardians with low computer literacy, 
he implemented a manual scorecard system. In class 
he implemented a flipped classroom and an innovative 
spelling program. His other innovative applications within 
and outside the classroom included a ‘Yarnin Circle’ and 
mindfulness spaces.

The 2020 NEiTA Awards were broadcast on 8 December 
2020 and a recording can be found at https://neita.com. 
In each teachers’ (pre-recorded) acceptance speech there 
are great insights into what makes an exceptional teacher. 

Further insights are in the award citations which reflect 
elements that impressed NEiTA’s panel of expert judges 
from across Australia.

NEiTA Trustees consider that any teacher who receives a 
NEiTA nomination should recognise it as evidence that the 
members of the wider school community acknowledge 
and value their contribution. (Nominees also receive a 
printable certificate.) Trustees hope that teachers and 
principals will then take the next step in personally 
accepting the nomination and applying for a NEiTA 
Award. Mr Blewitt noted that “NEiTA recipients tell us they 
found the application and online interview process to be 
most rewarding.” 

Fostering deeper connections with teachers 
through the College
Through the NEiTA Awards, Futurity plans to continue its 
support for the teaching profession by acknowledging the 
valuable contribution inspirational teachers make in the 
development of youth in Australia. 

As a next step, NEiTA Foundation, is collaborating in 
2021 with the Australian College of Educators to update 
the joint Teachers Report Card, which is a vital tool for 
understanding and communicating teachers’ perceptions 
of the education system and their profession. It is intended 
to provide a constructive forum for all matters teaching, 
including testing, stress, engagement, and the use of 
technology.
 

https://neita.com
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