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Dear Colleagues,

It is my absolute pleasure to introduce to you two outstanding 
educational leaders who have recently joined the ACEL Board as 
Independent Directors.  Following an Australia-wide expression of 
interest process, I am very excited to welcome Dr Mary Oski and Dr 
Briony Scott, both of whom are ACEL Fellows and long-standing 
members of our organisation. In their role on the ACEL Board, they 
will contribute directly to ACEL’s valuable and ongoing work in 
supporting educators and the education profession.  

Dr Mary Oski, FACEL, is currently the Director of Learning and 
Regional Services at Melbourne Archdiocesan Catholic Schools 
and recipient of the 2019 Australian Council for Educational 
Leaders Victoria “Hedley Beare Educator of the Year” Award. Prior 
to moving into system leadership roles, Dr Oski had a long and 
fulfilling career in schools as both a teacher and school leader. Her 
doctoral thesis,  “The impact of a school improvement framework on 
school improvement planning processes on Catholic schools in the 
Archdiocese of Melbourne,” demonstrates her strong system-based 
expertise which she will bring to the stewardship of ACEL.

Dr Briony Scott, FACEL NSW, is the Principal of Wenona School, 
an independent, secular, day and boarding school for girls located in 
Sydney. Dr Scott has held this position for over a decade and has a 
long and distinguished career as a teacher and educational leader. She 
continues to write about education issues and she participates in a 
wide range of media forums where she discusses contemporary topics 
relevant to education and schooling. 

From the President
Stephen Gniel, MBA, BEd 
@stevegniel

Both Drs Oski and Scott have significant board director experience 
and expertise which will complement the knowledge and skills of 
our other ACEL Board Directors. These are exciting appointments 
to our strong ACEL Board and on behalf of the Board and all ACEL 
members, I would like to warmly welcome them to their new role in 
ACEL.  

Recently, we farewelled one of our ACEL Board Independent 
Directors, Professor Martin Westwell. Professor Westwell served 
on the ACEL Board for the past three years and his contribution 
will be sorely missed. Many of you may be aware that in April 
this year, Professor Westwell was appointed Chief Executive of the 
South Australian Department of Education. This is a wonderful 
appointment and a recognition of Professor Westwell’s ongoing 
commitment and dedication to the education profession. I would 
personally like to thank Martin for his outstanding support and 
contribution during my tenure as Board Chair and President. 
Moreover, I would like to congratulate him and wish him every 
success in his new role.

Finally, I am incredibly excited that our ACEL National Leadership 
Conference is just around the corner. The ACEL team has put 
together a sterling line up of educators from Australia and overseas. 
Not only that, but this year’s conference is going to be face-to-face 
which is a celebration in itself.  I would encourage as many members 
and supporters of ACEL as possible to attend what should be a very 
dynamic and enjoyable event.  I know that I am looking forward to 
catching up with friends and colleagues from around the country, and 
being part of this special learning event where the ACEL family gets 
together.  I hope to see you there.
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At ACEL, we continue to draw inspiration from all in our community 
who are responding with care, consideration, and compassion to the 
ongoing challenges that demand flexibility in the relentless pursuit of 
what lies at the heart of what education is and what educators do. 

Being connected as a community, we are encouraged by our members’ 
feedback provided through social media, post events we have run, and 
on our website regarding the professional learning and engagement 
opportunities we provide. As described by one of our members:

From the moment I joined ACEL it felt like finding my tribe.  
I love connecting with all the passionate, outward-looking, 
future-focused educators from different systems, sectors and 
phases.  It has enriched my professional journey so much.   

We value comments like these which are always received with much 
appreciation. “Just keeping being there for us!” is all the motivation 
we need to keep doing the work we enjoy so much. 

This feeling of belonging and connection was underscored during 
ACEL’s sixth annual Inclusion and Disability Conference delivered 
in collaboration with the Queensland Department of Education in 
May this year. I’m sure those who attended would agree that it was 
memorable for many reasons, not least of which was time to celebrate 
being face-to-face. Being energised by like-minded others who are 
fervent advocates for an inclusive and quality education for all 
students is hard to beat.  

If I belong I succeed, was beautifully woven through the contributions 
of our keynote speakers, our student, parent and stakeholder panels, 
and concurrent session presenters who provided valuable insights 
into how we can create more inclusive schools and settings for 
young people so that they can participate fully and meaningfully 
in a quality education to enhance their life chances and learning 
outcomes. 

We were fortunate to have Professor Jioji Ravulo from the University 
of Sydney as the conference host whose vibrant personality kept the 
delegates engaged, entertained, and energised throughout the two 
days. As he facilitated this process, Jioji emphasised how important 
it was to share space with educational leaders in exploring the 
importance of meaningful inclusion.

It was great to catch up with friends and colleagues, meet new 
colleagues, and interact with many delegates from across Australia 
representing the diversity of our education sector. Our conversation 
around inclusion and disability will continue in all that we do here 
at ACEL to contribute to opportunities that support every young 
person who enters our learning environments to leave with a sense of 
belonging, ownership, and success. 

Recently I had the opportunity to travel to Broome with NSW Branch 
President Dr Kylie Lipscombe to engage with 30 middle leaders from 
across the Kimberley as part of the ACEL Middle Leadership Matters 
program. It was such a privilege to collaborate alongside middle 
leaders and explore leadership identity, influence, and impact. We 
learned more about the incredible work taking place in regional 
and remote schools, with the personalised and proactive support of 
Brett Winfield and his team from the Kimberley Education Regional 
Office. A highlight was being immersed in a beautiful landscape of 
local culture for which the region is renowned.  

Programs like this are contingent upon the professional generosity 
of experienced leaders in providing mentoring and coaching for 
participants as they interact with the program content, learn with 
and from their peers, reflect on their practice, focus on areas of action 
learning, and determine areas of their own impact, influence, and 
leadership growth.  Members of the ACEL WA Branch executive lead 
by Mathilda Joubert and Sinan Kerimofski ensured that mentors were 
matched to the middle leader participants to support them in their 
growth and throughout the program.

In the national office, this program also coincided with the launch of 
ACEL’s Mentoring and Coaching Program.  We are using the terms, 
“mentoring” and “coaching” together because of the shared roles 
mentors and coaches play. As we know, mentors can play the role of 
a coach who facilitates and guides and, at other times, coaches can 
play the role of a mentor who provides more direct instruction and 
gives clear advice. ACEL’s mentors/coaches are a committed group of 
experienced professionals based around the nation who can offer an 
outstanding range of expertise to meet the individualised needs of 
mentee/coachee participants.

In the current issue of the Australian Educational Leader, we are very 
fortunate indeed to have so many engaging articles to read.  Our 
Patron Emeritus Professor Frank Crowther truly has a gift for writing.  
He shares with us a rich and beautifully described tribute to Dr Keith 
Tronc, an inspirational figure after whom the ACEL Teacher Leader 
Award was named.  As shared by Frank, Keith’s legal advice articles 
have been a part of ACEL publications for several decades. What a 
way to honour his memory and contribution.

Our two lead papers by Marcia Devlin and Fiona Longmuir, 
respectively, provide an interesting lens for us to consider Issue 3’s 
theme of “inspiring hope, leading our future.” Marcia’s message for 
leaders is very simple: “you don’t have to burn out to prove you care” 
and she proceeds to present several practical suggestions for leaders to 
preserve and renew their energy. Fiona’s paper, equally inspiring, uses 
the notion of “a capacity to aspire” as a way educators can support 
children and young people to develop more positive orientations to 
the future. A capacity to aspire emphasises the necessity for student 
voice and student agency. 

From the CEO
Dr Barbara Watterston 
@BarbKW
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We are very pleased to be able to publish Sandra Milligan’s 2022 
Headley Beare Oration that considers some of the significant 
educational reforms experienced since the 1970s including more 
recent reforms focused on learning, assessment design, recognition 
and representation of learner success, teaching and pedagogy, and the 
relationship between teacher and learner. 

Our five general articles cover a great deal of terrain from middle 
level leadership, to trauma informed positive education, to two 
papers considering the importance of culture:  a culture of collective 
assessment for improving student outcomes and the role of culture 
in determining outcomes for leaders, and to a delightful piece that 
explores the magical partnership between early reading and music. 
Similar to our general articles, we have three very different success 
stories in this issue: a school wide pedagogy approach used in an 
independent girls’ school; a story of building teacher capacity in 
classroom management; and a piece exploring the importance of 
collective leader efficacy. 

A wonderful addition to this issue is the inclusion of student voices 
from Cornish College in Melbourne. Two Year 12 students - Rose 
Wallace and Reagan Morrell – have provided an uplifting account of 
their individually chosen and pursued research projects that formed 
part of the school’s new “Design Futures” curriculum. Rose’s project 
enabled her to explore her passion for teaching and the role of play 
in transforming children’s learning. Reagan’s interest in men’s 

mental health issues led him on a path of discovery that revealed to 
him the central role of “connection” for positive mental health and 
wellbeing. He says, “The research I’ve done has helped me to navigate 
and resolve issues within my friendship group … as well as help my 
mates to speak up about their issues.”  The stories of our two young, 
passionate, and curious authors in this issue provide much needed 
hope for the future.  As described by lead author, Fiona Longmuir, 
“we need to believe that the necessary ideas, capacities, and resources 
to bring about new conditions of possibility are situated with our 
children and young people.”  

And, after three years, it is with much anticipation we look forward 
to presenting the 2022 ACEL National Conference, Inspiring hope, 
leading our future designed around 5 key sub-themes:  

• Recovering our people 

• Redesigning for inclusion and equity 

• Repositioning school leadership 

• Reclaiming learning 

• Reshaping the future of schooling 

There is certainly an air of excitement bubbling.  As shared by many 
of you, it will be wonderful to connect and be together again.

How will you inspire hope
and lead our future?

“Visit my booth, I will share
with you precisely how.”

futurefocusedlearning.net

Extend the professional capacity 
of your leadership team.

Simplify professional learning.

Cultivate learner agency and 
amplify learner outcomes.
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In memory of  
Keith Ernest Tronc 
Educator extraordinaire
Emeritus Professor Frank Crowther   
ACEL Patron
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From	ACEL

Keith Tronc passed away earlier this year, aged 86. His passing has left 
a void in all Australian educators’ lives. The inspirational figure after 
whom the ACEL Teacher Leader Award was named will no longer 
address awardees at annual conferences. The Keith Tronc legal advice 
articles that have been a part of ACEL publications for several decades 
will cease. The barrister services that have been provided to teachers, 
principals, and systems nationally and across Pacific nations will 
draw to a close. It is a huge void. 

We might well ask, “Who was this extraordinary educator and what 
can we learn from his life?”

I first met Keith more than half a century ago. I was struck then - 
and again when I last chatted to him, at an ACEL event in 2020 - by 
his seemingly insatiable thirst for both educational knowledge and 
deep human understanding. He completed ten degrees and wrote 28 
authoritative books during his career but always left the impression 
with his readers and audiences that more remained to be researched. 
He compiled more than 2000 witness reports as a barrister - but 
frequently reminded principals that there was more to the subject 
of educational law than what he alone could offer. He provided 
academic advice to hundreds of groups in scores of countries - but 
invariably left those groups with the feeling that they, too, were 
experts in the field. 

If we were looking for an exemplar of lifelong learning, we need look 
no further than Keith Tronc. His lesson is one of relentless search and 
inquiry overlaid with deep personal humility. There is a lesson in that 
for us all. 

Those of us privileged to know Keith well were very conscious of 
a second remarkable quality.  From day one of his career to the 
very last, Keith saw and defined himself as a classroom teacher. 
He reminded us all of that annually at ACEL Conference Awards 
Ceremonies.  Moreover, he also reminded us that teaching is the most 
prized of professions. 

It is relevant that Keith was a deeply religious man, a superb athlete 
in his youth, and possessed of a deep interest in the performing 
arts. He viewed “pedagogy” as substantially (though not totally) an 
extension of the individual teacher. Unsurprisingly, Keith’s view was 
that excellent pedagogy is inseparable from the values and personal 
gifts that teachers bring with them, individually and as a school staff, 
to their daily work. 

But the most striking feature of the life and career of Keith Tronc, I 
would say, revolved around education and the law. While his work 
encompassed the full breadth of legal issues and topics, I was always 
struck by his belief in the concept of Duty of Care to heighten the 
professionalism of educators and to elevate educational practice. I 
once heard Keith say, when we were discussing a controversial issue in 
relation to education, “If principals do what they think is right, and it 
is the right thing to do, they will have nothing to fear from a court.”

This statement is remarkable for its simplicity, but also for its 
depth. To Keith, it meant that the values, standards, and laws of a 
community must be understood and respected by principals. But so 
must the idiosyncrasies, individualities, and particulars that abound 
in every school. Can the two be brought into harmony?  To Keith 
Tronc, they can, should and, indeed, must. It follows that there is no 
more vital job, to Keith, than that of school leader. 

Can each of us achieve what Keith Tronc made look easy but we know 
must surely be extremely challenging for more ordinary humans such 
as ourselves? 

We can certainly keep an open mind to the world of innovative 
approaches that continuously descend upon us, viewing them as 
part of an educational thread to be seriously critiqued and possibly 
adopted as they present themselves in our lives. That is precisely what 
Keith Tronc did throughout his very lengthy career. 

And we can certainly remind ourselves, particularly when challenges 
seem overwhelming, that ours is the core profession, the foundational 
profession, in a sense a broadly defined “spiritual” profession. Keith 
Tronc believed that and lived it.

Finally, Keith’s implicit belief that true education occurs 
when society’s most vital values and the pedagogical gifts of 
classroom teachers come together in harmony is well within the grasp 
of us all. 

Keith Ernest Tronc was a humble Australian. He would not have 
asked to be remembered in a forum such as this. He was overwhelmed 
when the ACEL Award was named in his honour. But the lessons to be 
learned from his life should be remembered and used by us all.   

Thank you, Keith, on behalf of ACEL.
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Dr Marcia Devlin, Chief Executive Officer of the Victorian Academy of Teaching and Leadership,  
and registered psychologist.

Effective leadership is a lot about giving. It is my observation, over 
more than three decades in education, that for many colleagues who 
succeed as leaders in our field, both compassion for and generosity 
toward others are at the core of their very being. For these leaders, 
giving is an automatic, innate trait. Giving can be enormously 
rewarding, but it can also come at considerable cost. For leadership to 
be sustainably giving, a balance may need to be struck.

Our current context

To say that being a leader in education in the early 2020s is 
challenging would be a significant understatement. This is 
particularly so if you are an educational leader at the coalface in a 
school. 

Conscious of the challenges of two years of disruption on the 
continuity of learning and the needs of students and their families, 
many schools returned to face-to-face learning in the classroom at 
the start of 2022. The impacts of COVID continued to dominate 
educational experiences across the country, albeit differently from the 
previous two years. 

While most of us enjoyed the summer holidays over 2021-2022, 
school principals carefully attended to emails outlining new policies 
and practices required in schools as the pandemic entered its third 
year. They took delivery of large supplies of Rapid Antigen Tests, 
masks, and air purifiers. They created storage arrangements and 
distribution systems. They studied the latest and evolving rules for 
mandated vaccination statuses for staff and visitors, for mask usage, 
for testing, and for managing and reporting COVID cases. They 
set up mechanisms to manage these new, revised, and additional 
responsibilities.

When the school year formally began, they welcomed staff, students, 
families, and communities back. They supported, assured, and calmed 
everyone as best they could. 

Educational leaders do not need to be told about the ongoing impacts 
of the pandemic; they live the impacts with students and their 
families every day. There are students who have experienced multiple 
disruptions to their education, switches to and from remote learning, 
social and other isolation, loss of family employment and income, 
serious ill health, death of loved ones, and widespread mental health 
impacts. Unsurprisingly, many students have complex presentations 
at school. 

Alongside the still evident and lingering impacts of the previous 
two years, this year has been further complicated by cases of COVID 

The road to  
sustainable leadership

variants and flu among students, teachers, and support staff. Yet, 
school leaders continue to generously lead. Workforce pressures due 
to COVID- and flu-related absences have seen principals return to 
the classroom. New class arrangements, in addition to splitting and 
combining classes, have been created as leaders attempt to maintain 
continuity of learning for individual students and cohorts. And all 
the while, these leaders are concurrently supporting staff wellbeing 
and managing budgets, assets, general operations, governance, and the 
other business-as-usual demands of running a school.

Demands from the school community have also risen over the past 
two and a half years, as stretched families, parents, and carers have 
turned increasingly to school principals for advice and support in 
changing circumstances. School leaders continue to manage and 
respond to significant community anxiety, changes in parent and 
student behaviour, pent up frustration, and even anger and aggression 
at times.

As they have done since the pandemic began, school leaders continue 
to try to lead with dignity, grace, optimism, and hope in their unique 
and exceptionally difficult circumstances. They continue to do their 
best to ensure learning and teaching standards are as high as they 
could be across every year level. They continue to inspire, encourage, 
and support their teaching and support staff. They continue to offer 
a calm and professional ear to parents and carers who are worried 
about their charges. Moreover, they continue to ensure that student 
learning and wellbeing inform all thinking and decision-making.

These leaders have chosen to be present for their broader school 
community. Time for their families, indeed for themselves, has been 
given to support the needs and challenges of others. Their attention 
to the wellbeing of their communities has often left time for attention 
to their wellbeing, and that of their families, short. But they keep 
turning up every day and doing their best to serve others. As fellow 
educational leaders, as parents, carers and community members, we 
owe them a debt of deep gratitude.

But wait, there's more

Despite all they have done and continue to do, there is more to do. 
Principals and other educational leaders must now inspire hope and 
lead into the future. ACEL’s upcoming conference themes break this 
down into five sets of aims and I think they’ve nailed it:

• recovering our people;

• redesigning for equity and inclusion;

• repositioning school leadership;
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“Giving can be enormously 
rewarding, but it can also come at 

considerable cost.”

• reclaiming learning; and

• reshaping the future of schooling.

Are you ready? I’m definitely not. But I know a little about how to get 
ready.

The road to exhaustion

All of what we have done and have to do as educational leaders 
means many of us are now simply exhausted. If this sounds like you, 
I want to challenge you with a provocation I have borrowed from 
some researchers, if I may. “The road to exhaustion is often paved 
with good intentions” (Grant & Rebele, 2017, para 2).  Principals are a 
case in point. They are typically well intentioned, generous “givers.”  
Intending to help, they give their time, energy, empathy, sympathy, 
wisdom, expertise, thought, and care, everyday, and on and on the list 
goes. This is  fine, up to a point. 

But as Wharton Professor and psychologist Adam Grant, writing 
with Reb Rebele in 2017, points out, people who are givers and who 
consistently offer to help others often get “rewarded” with even 
more requests to give. Grant and Rebele suggest that while givers are 
often the most valuable people in workplaces, they are also at the 
greatest risk for burnout. I have been wondering recently how many 
principals and other leaders fall into this category.

When “givers” do not protect themselves – and particularly in 
contexts like our current one, coupled with our expectations of 
their continued leadership into the future – they are likely to feel 

overloaded and exhausted. They may end up simply not having the 
drive they need to continue to do all that is expected of them. They 
can lose track of the joy in their work, if it hasn’t already escaped 
them. They may consider leaving the profession. In the worst cases, 
they burnout. 

Grant and Rebele (2017) suggest that givers need to protect and 
sustain themselves and their energy. There is an urgency to this. If 
they are to remain effective as leaders, they must avoid complete 
exhaustion. At its best, by looking after their own needs better, they 
can continue to inspire and motivate others and to celebrate the joys 
of leadership. If you are an educational leader and a giver, you must 
work to sustain your leadership work and you must use your giving 
superpower on yourself, too, as well as on others. 

You don't have to burnout to prove that you care

By proactively protecting yourself from exhaustion and potential 
burnout, you may feel that you are being “less giving,” or that you 
are not leading well. Yet, you will possibly end up giving more, if you 
put yourself first. Hear me out. The most sustainable givers protect 
themselves, their time, and their energy.
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To illustrate this point, Grant and Rebele (2017) propose “the 
generosity spectrum,” which can be helpful to assessing your giving 
behaviour (and alert you to the potential impacts of those around 
you, who may not be as generous as you). They propose the following 
four categories:

• Takers, who see every interaction as an opportunity to advance 
their own interests. They can run everyone ragged, if those 
around them do not protect themselves. They act as if they 
deserve the help of others. They do not hesitate to impose on the 
time, energy, and/or goodwill of everyone else. 

• Matchers, who strategically trade favours evenly. They expect 
reciprocity. Matching can be transactional — resulting in less 
value for all involved, but a transactional approach can be helpful 
when you’re dealing with a taker.  

• Self-protective givers, who are generous, but know their limits. 
Instead of saying yes to everything, they look for high-impact, 
low-cost ways of giving so that they can sustain their generosity 
— and enjoy it. This is the category I am advocating that you 
explore.

• Selfless givers, who have high concern for others but low concern 
for themselves. They set few, or no boundaries. This makes them 
especially vulnerable to takers. By ignoring their own needs, they 
exhaust themselves and, paradoxically, end up helping others 
less.  This is the category I am worried you might be aligned to as 
a leader.

If you would like to avoid (or recover from) exhaustion and burnout 
and remain effective as a leader in education, your mission – should 
you choose to accept it – includes:

1. finding ways to give and to keep giving, without exhausting your 
own energy;

2. doing more of what replenishes and energises you;

3. saying no to some things, so you can be available to say yes to the 
more important things; and

4. ensuring that the benefits of saying yes and helping (some) others 
outweigh the costs to you of doing so.

Preserving your energy

In terms of preserving, creating and maximising energy, I went to a 
talk a few years ago by Denni Francisco (2015) on “How to become 
your own CEO (Chief Energy Officer).” A slightly cheesy title to 
some, perhaps, but the ideas in the presentation captivated me and 
I have been sharing them ever since. Francisco drew her ideas from, 
perennial philosophy, empirical observations, and the science of high 
performance. She included findings from studies of elite athletes’ 
efforts to conserve and manage energy.

Three of the dimensions of energy she discussed were:

1. Physical, where energy renewal is focused on exercise, nutrition, 
sleep and the like;

2. Mental, where energy renewal might be found in moments of 
mindfulness, alone time and/or participating in joyful activities; 
and

3. Spiritual, where energy renewal may come from serving 
something beyond one’s own self-interest.

One central idea of Francisco’s work is the need to balance energy 
expenditure with energy renewal. She argues that the more intense 
the performance demand, the more important is the need to renew. 
There are few roles at present with more intense demands than a 
school principal. One suggestion Francisco makes is to consider 
“micro-rests.” Let me take you to some sporting examples that focus 
on physical energy.
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At the time of the presentation in 2015, Roger Federer had won more 
4+ hour matches than any other similar level tennis player. Studies 
of his on-court behaviour showed he had tiny breaks throughout his 
games. For example, he switched the racquet from his playing hand to 
the other hand for a few seconds at the end of every point. This rested 
the muscles and tendons in his playing hand and arm, his shoulder, 
and his side. He conserved his energy, which he later drew on for his 
outstanding performance in long games where muscle fatigue can 
be a challenge. Each rest was just seconds in length but cumulatively 
added up to a significant rest over games that lasted many hours. 

A second example can be seen in AFL players who perform 
intensively for short bursts, then leave the field to rest. Then repeat.

Renewing your energy

Another suggestion Francisco (2015) made, that I find useful, is 
“pit-stops.” She used the example of racing car driving. There are “pit-
stops” throughout races, often only seconds in length, to refuel the car 
and pump up the tyres, so the drivers can continue their important 
work of driving fast in circles. Imagine the impact if, as educational 
leaders, we gave ourselves a tiny fraction of the attention one of these 
cars get to maintain its performance at the highest levels?

Francisco’s work challenges us to ask ourselves not only whether we 
are taking the micro breaks we all need every day, but also, “What 
is the nature of my pitstops?”, “are they coffee?”, “sugary treats?”, 
“alcohol?” Are these helping long term? (I love all three by the way, 
but Francisco challenged me to think about their cumulative and 
ongoing impact in comparison to some other options).

Think about these notions of micro rests and “pit-stops” applied to 
the daily life of an educational leader. In the thick of things, you may 
start each day early and finish late, with back-to-back planned and 
unplanned commitments overlapping and pulling at your attention, 
energy, and efforts in a multitude of directions. All this, only to be 
further complicated by unexpected challenges as you move from 
one demand to another, all day. In the absence of a more luxurious 
alternative, could it be possible to create space for a “break” here and 
there, while moving from one duty to another during the day? 

Would it be possible to pause here and there and, simply, just take a 
breath? Could you close your eyes and take a deep breath – just one – 
and exhale fully? Try it. It strikes me that one of the major benefits of 
applying a technique such as this, is the opportunity to create a shift 
in thinking that can energise our leadership. The actual, or placebo 
effect, of the planning for several micro-rests throughout each day 
might prove just as useful as the micro-rests themselves. 

Well done if you managed to take a breath a paragraph ago. If you 
didn’t quite get there, take a few seconds now to try again. The article 
will still be here in a breath or two, I promise. You might feel a tiny 
fraction more centred, grounded, relaxed or calm, and slightly better 
placed for the next decision you must make.

Beyond breathing

In an inspiring speech at an ACEL conference in 2021, Georgie 
Harman, CEO of the national mental health agency, Beyond Blue, 
suggested educational leaders might do the following five things to 
practice better self-care:

• Move your body

• Relax

• Do things for fun

• Watch your alcohol intake

• Turn off the news

I really like this list. It’s from a national expert in the area, but it is 
simple, memorable and – my favourite – totally achievable. Move, 
relax, have fun, get off the beers/wine a bit and turn off the TV. What 
are you doing this evening?

At the Education State Principals Conference in Victoria in May 
this year, psychologist and keynote speaker Dr Ben Palmer, CEO 
of GENOS International, asked the 1400 or so mostly principal 
attendees to stand up and simply step from side to side with him 
while he demonstrated the simple moves. He then asked those present 
to keep stepping while he played a piece of music for about three 
and a half minutes. Most leaders present couldn’t help themselves 
and moves beyond the set steps took over. Arms began waving, hips 
began swaying, heads began nodding and before long, there was some 
serious boogying going on across the stadium. One principal took off 
her coat and did a forward somersault. Everyone was smiling, relaxed, 
engaged, and energised. Is moving your body a tiny bit possible for 
you? Could you put on your favourite song and try? Madonna’s Move 
to the Music has the advantage of a great beat and instructions in the 
lyrics. 

Are you serious?

I acknowledge that these ideas are small and may seem trivial 
or insignificant in the context of your workload and serious 
responsibilities. In the midst of year three of a pandemic, with no end 
in immediate sight, it is time for educational leaders to ensure they 
can keep doing their job of looking after others. They must also work 
to put themselves a little higher up their priority list, even if that is in 
a tiny and seemingly insignificant way at first.

As an educational leader and therefore, likely also a naturally 
compassionate and generous giver, putting your own wellbeing first 
may be the most powerful thing you can do for others.

Saying no

Saying no is not the superpower of most educational leaders I have 
met over the course of my career. Quite the opposite. Continuing the 
superpower analogy, a simple request can often be their kryptonite. 
What do you do if someone asks you for something? In many 
cases, the habit of saying “yes” will kick in. But what if instead of 
automatically saying “yes,” you paused for a few seconds to consider 
your response before speaking? What if you spent just a few seconds 
considering the possibility of a different response to the automatic 
“yes?” 

Here’s one provocation to help you consider this further. It is a 
perverse truth that being the one who does all the giving in your 
context can preclude others from giving.  By being the Chief 
Giving Officer, you could be denying capable others around you 
the opportunity to help – and to develop their leadership skills and 
experience. Because you are a good leader, I know you will want to 
develop others. If you always see the need first, will you be the only 
person that colleagues and others think to ask if they need help? If 
you are always the first to step in to provide all necessary support to 
everyone all the time, where is the space for emerging givers/leaders 
to practise and hone their leadership craft?

What if the next time you are asked to help with something, you 
respond by saying “Yes, I will introduce you to someone to assist you 
with that request?” And then take a breath and go find an emerging 
leader to assist? 
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Like any habit, the habit of saying “yes” can be broken and the habit 
of saying “no” or “I’ll get someone to help you with that” can be 
developed. This is easier said than done, of course, but educational 
leaders don’t choose their vocation because they are seeking what 
is easy. If you want to continue to succeed as an educational leader, 
getting better at saying “no” will likely help you achieve that 
professional goal.

Conclusion

We live in extraordinary times. As an educational leader, you have 
undertaken critical work for the past two and a half years. And now 
you have to: 

• recover your people; 

• redesign for equity and inclusion; 

• reposition school leadership; 

• reclaim learning; and 

• reshape the future of schooling.

all before recess, or so it might feel on a bad day. It is likely you will 
want to do all of this and want to give it your all. It is possible that 
turning your talent for giving towards yourself a little more and 
putting your own wellbeing first could be a very powerful thing to do 
for others. Why not give it a go?
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A capacity to aspire: 
Supporting children  
and young people to  
develop more positive 
orientations to the future
Dr Fiona Longmuir, Lecturer in Educational Leadership, Monash University

Understanding the concerns of children and young people

A common leadership training activity is to ask participants to “get 
on the balcony” in order to “step out of the fray” of daily demands 
and perch up above to look upon a broadly scoped view of their 
schools or organisations. This enables insight into external influences, 
trends and discourses that might be shaping daily arrangements and 
practices but are obscured by the urgent and immediate demands of 

the work. I suggest that leaders in schools also need to take time to 
step into the shoes of the children and young people in their schools. 
Although beliefs about what is best for students are at the centre of 
leadership work, the demands of policy implementation, governance, 
management, data-driven leadership and so on can obscure our 
capacity to engage with the opinions and perspectives of students. 
However, when we do, it can be powerful and transformative.
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Although the experiences of students in different contexts will be 
varied, we do know some broad commonalities in the issues that are 
important to children and young people. One study by the Centre 
for Youth Policy and Education Practice at Monash University 
surveyed over 500 young people and conducted a range of focus 
groups (Walsh et al., 2021). Issues of concern for young people 
included: the environment; discrimination; health; COVID-19; 
housing affordability; mental health; relationships; and education 
and employment opportunities.  Other research has suggested that 
some of these concerns are causing anxiety for many children and 
young people and that the associated stress is contributing to a 
range of health and wellbeing issues (Mission Australia, 2021; Reach 
Foundation, 2017). One further concerning piece of evidence is a lack 
of hope, with only around half of young people reporting that they 
feel positive about their future (Mission Australia, 2021).

The place of the future within education

If education is to respond in ways that better support young people, 
we need to firstly consider how students are positioned within the 
educational ecologies that shapes their lives. Do we understand 
students as capable of acting as productive citizens within their 
communities, or are we rather preparing them for future citizenship? 
Do we position them as passive recipients of knowledge and wisdom 
imparted by experienced citizens (i.e., the adults around them) 
or are they active agents who have valuable knowledge, ideas and 
perspectives that can contribute to the social good right now? In 
recent decades, often thought to be accelerated by the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), there has been a 
cultural shift that espouses the view of students as active agents. 
Often, however, the tension with traditional schooling structures as 
well as economic imperatives constrain schools to the passive view of 
students which results in disempowerment. 

The recent prevalence of crisis in our communities has exacerbated 
the sense of despair and malaise that imbues the lives of young 
people. A 16–17 year-old in Australia today has spent most of their 
years of adolescence amidst devastating bushfires, an ongoing 
pandemic and unprecedented flooding events – and these are just the 
crises that have impacted directly on our nation, never mind looking 
further afield to global issues such as the war in Europe and threats 
to liberal democracy in the United States of America (USA). At a 
time when young people are moving to independence and exploring 
possibilities for a future beyond the safety of their families and their 
homes, the world is presenting as a scary and uncertain place. 

As an illustration of the impact of the current crisis circumstance and 
uncertainty that pervades views of the future, in research undertaken 
in the latter half of 2020, we sought to understand how the upending 
of the space of connection that schools offer impacted students in 
Year 12. Over 220 survey responses from final year students around 
Australia illustrated that when the stability of schooling was removed, 
many students were unanchored and their wellbeing was impacted, 
as these quotes from students show, “It feels like every day just bleeds 
into one, with weeks and weeks just going on and on with zero breaks 
or reprieve” and concerningly, “With the build-up of events, stress 
of exams and countless other things, for some it has become too 
much to take” (Longmuir et al., 2021b, p. 6). In the depth of crisis and 
uncertainty, many students struggled. They lost sight of their futures 
and lost agency over their circumstances. 

Now more than ever, we need to consider how schooling supports 
students to imagine positive futures and empowers them to work 
toward that vision. Through positive mental frames, and skills and 
attributes that encourage activism, we might not only make a positive 
future more likely but can also influence the mental wellbeing of 

children and young people today. Feelings of agency, especially in 
the face of crisis, contribute to resilience and wellbeing (Australian 
Government, n.d.). Other research has shown that children and young 
people have dispositions that can be leveraged to embrace an agentic 
orientation to the future. With the right support, students “expect – if 
not embrace – the precarious futures that lie ahead of them, express 
confidence in their entrepreneurialism, strategic thinking and agile 
decision-making and planning abilities to pivot when needed” (Walsh 
& Gleeson, 2021, p. 14).

We have long needed to consider changing priorities

The arrangements and offerings of schools are not serving many 
students well. In Australia, prior to the pandemic, between  
50 000 to 70 000 students were conservatively estimated to be 
completely disengaged from schooling (Te Riele, 2014; Watterson 
& O’Connell, 2019). Further, we know that these numbers increased 
due to the pandemic. A study in the USA estimated that 3 million 
students disengaged from schooling in 2020 with most being from 
disadvantaged or marginalised backgrounds (Korman et al., 2020) and 
there are clear indications that this has also happened in Australia 
(Brown et al., 2020). It is worth noting that these numbers reflect only 
those students who completely disengaged from school and, therefore, 
are the tip of an iceberg. There is also an unknown number of 
students who are struggling to remain engaged but are still connected 
to schools in some ways (Hancock & Zubrick, 2015). 

There is the interconnected and alarming issue of mental ill health 
in children and young people, which is an issue that anyone working 
with students will agree has been exacerbated by the crisis conditions 
of recent years. But even prior, the mental health and wellbeing 
of Australian children was ranked 32nd out of 38 participating 
countries in a UNICEF study (UNICEF, 2020). Although our schools 
cannot be held solely responsible for these alarming circumstances, 
we know that schools have a role in mitigating or exacerbating 
feelings of stress and despair (Longmuir, 2021a; Riley, 2022). Feelings 
of belonging in schools is an important protective factor for students 
(Allen et al., 2018), but data from the OECD suggests that across high 
and middle income countries, one in three students feel they do not 
belong at school (OECD, 2019). This is despite the fact that – in the 
adolescent years particularly – friendship and social connections are 
an important aspect of students’ lives. Given that schools are a key 
organisation where young people come together, why is it that they 
are often places those students do not want to be?

In work that sought to understand this question, we spoke to young 
people who had left mainstream schools. What we found was that 
often it was an accumulation of “microaggressions” – the daily small 
ways that these young people felt disconnected and marginalised 
from their schools as these responses show: “I’d always play with 
pens… I’m always doing something with my hands to keep me 
occupied and the school just didn’t like it” and “I’d put up my hand 
and ask for help and they just kind of pointed at the board and 
explained again and everyone else knew what they were doing but I 
still didn’t understand but they’d just leave it and move on” (Reimer 
& Longmuir, 2021, pp. 68-69). Others told us that they felt the state 
of their uniforms received more attention than they did as people 
(Reimer & Longmuir, 2021). Further, the students we spoke with had 
usually internalised responsibility for their exclusion. They were 
sympathetic to their teachers and their schools, understanding the 
constraints of time and performance expectations. They felt that they 
were to blame for not being able to fit in. They saw that the system 
didn’t work for them and rather than education inspiring hope and 
equipping them for a positive future, they became disillusioned and 
disconnected.
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A capacity to aspire

In response to systemic challenges illustrated above, we do know that 
student voice, choice and agency are important, and have received 
greater attention in policy and practice over recent times (Longmuir, 
2020). My argument here for enhanced student voice and a focus on 
a capacity to aspire is captured by a quote from Beattie (2012, p. 158) 
who states that “the urgency of amplifying student voice, despite 
its complexity, is justified by the thesis that students are not the 
problem, they are part of the solution.” 

The concept of a “capacity to aspire” has been developed by 
anthropologist Arjun Appadurai (2004, 2013) and used in his work to 
understand the empowerment of communities living in poverty. He 
suggests that where there are mechanisms of power and disadvantage, 
those who are marginalised have diminished capacity to aspire to a 
hopeful and positive future. 

The more privileged in any society have used the map of 
its norms to explore the future more frequently and more 
realistically... The poorer members, precisely because of their 
lack of opportunities to practice the use of this navigational 
capacity (in turn because their situations permit fewer 
experiments and less easy archiving of alternative futures), 
have a more brittle horizon of aspirations. (Appadurai, 2004, 
p. 69)

Appadurai’s ideas are very relevant to education, particularly if 
students are subject to rigid arrangements, performance requirements 
and expectations designed to manage them efficiently, and to produce 
graduates with the narrow skills needed for the workforce of today. 
These ideas help leaders to ask, does an overcrowded curriculum 
implemented by overworked teachers, the next assessment task, and 
working toward an ATAR constrain them to a focus on the present, at 
the expense of innovative, alternative, future-focused possibilities? 

Figure 1: Proposed model of intersections that support a Capacity 
to Aspire 

This proposed model of intersections that support a Capacity to 
Aspire has been generated from findings from empirical studies 
over recent years (including Ellum & Longmuir, 2013; Longmuir, 
2019, 2021b; Longmuir et al., 2021; Reimer & Longmuir, 2021; and 
Wilkinson et al., 2020) as well as other yet unpublished work on 
student voice, agency and empowerment.  As the model in Figure 
1 shows, I suggest that developing a capacity to aspire for students 
sits at the intersection of embedded opportunities for: authentic and 
diverse student voices; students having agency and being empowered 
in their schooling; explicit attention to the framing of futures where 
potential and opportunity are highlighted; and developing schools 
where all students can find a sense of belonging and acceptance. 
These factors are enmeshed and entwined, but if they can be 
prioritised, they might arm students and young people with the belief 
and motivation to navigate volatility and uncertainty so that they are 
both more hopeful and resilient now and are more likely to manifest 
healthy, happy, and secure futures. 
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“A capacity to aspire requires a 
concentrated focus on both the 
possibilities of the future and 

combatting the disempowerment 
of students”

A capacity to aspire requires a concentrated focus on both the 
possibilities of the future and combatting the disempowerment of 
students. A capacity to aspire leverages imagination and activism 
to project these generative and hopeful conditions for the next 
generation. To enable this focus, we must ask what version of “the 
future” currently shapes the discourses in our schools. Are pessimistic 
futures pervading schooling? (For example, is the future presented as 
a place where students will need to compete to secure employment 
and economic security, or as a place of inevitable climate induced 
catastrophe, or where social and political unrest has led to the demise 
of liberal democracy?) There is no doubt that a range of challenges 
will face our current students in the future, but with the right 
priorities we can support them to see they are the most connected and 
well-resourced generation yet, and that through collaboration and 
innovation their potential is enormous.  

Kaukko et al. (2021, p. 1559) described our times as shaped by “nested 
crises” where social, health and environmental catastrophes are 
entwined, and they suggest that what is needed are “new conditions 
of possibility under which human beings can learn to live sustainably 
within the community of life on Earth.” By promoting and 
supporting students’ capacity to aspire, we recognise that we do not 
have the answers and that the ways of the past and the present will 

not work for the future. Rather, we need to believe that the necessary 
ideas, capacities, and resources to bring about new conditions of 
possibility are situated with our children and young people. In the 
words of a great 80’s singer, we need to think carefully about how to 
teach them well and then we must let them lead the way.
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The Hedley Beare Oration is an annual event of the Australian Council 
for Educational Leaders. It is dedicated to the memory of Emeritus 
Professor Hedley Beare who died in 2010 at the age of 72 after a long 
and distinguished career as a teacher, educational administrator, scholar, 
academic, writer, and politician. Hedley Beare was a highly respected 
contributor to Australian education, an intellectual leader who had the 
ability to challenge thinking, with a great command of the professional 
landscape of his time. The oration is held annually as part of the ACEL 
Annual Awards ceremony, and is delivered by the winner of the ACEL 
Victoria Educator of the Year. In 2022, this was Enterprise Professor 
Sandra Milligan, Director of the Assessment Research Centre at the 
University of Melbourne, recognised for her work in the reform of 
assessment and recognition of learning, especially in senior secondary 
education. In this oration, Professor Milligan identifies some of the 
signature themes emerging from the work of first mover educational 
leaders who may shape education over the next few decades.

Some years after his retirement from his academic post at the 
University of Melbourne in 1995, and shortly before his death in 
2010, Hedley Beare (2007) wrote a paper with an intriguing title: Four 
decades of body surfing the breakers of school reform: Just waving, not 
drowning.

I take from this title that Hedley knew, as I know, the exhilaration 
of surfing an irresistible wave. I assume, also, that Hedley knew, as 
I know, the exhilaration of working with colleagues on educational 
reform. There are few places where you can influence the future as 
much as if you are a teacher. As the world changes, so does the job 
of the teacher, and so shaping and reshaping is a necessary part of 
education leadership. The breakers of societal change, as Hedley Beare 
recognised, never cease to roll in.  By his own account, in the course 
of a long career, Hedley surfed three sets of breakers of educational 
reform.  

The first was the post war reconstruction, beginning when he was 
born in the 1930s and extended into the 1970s.  The signature themes 
of that era were expansion, and universal provision. The educational 
reformers of the day wanted to make sure that every child and young 
person got a good education. Public schooling expanded rapidly from 
primary into universal secondary education. This was the heyday of 
the great centralised bureaucracies of schooling.

The 2022 Hedley Beare 
Oration: Surf's up: 
Reflections on the current 
era of educational reform

This sometimes chaotic expansion created what Beare called the 
“upheavals of the 1970s.” From the 1980s, Beare argued, rapid 
expansion gave way to the era of improvement, effectiveness, and 
efficiency. Competition between providers, and privatisation were 
mobilised, in pursuit of these goals. As those of us who were there 
know, this period gave us the language of “teacher effectiveness,” 
“school effectiveness,” and “effect size,” along with the time-honoured 
“equality of opportunity.”  Private education expenditure burgeoned. 
Curriculum was codified and standardised, with emphasis on literacy 
and numeracy and on subject disciplines. “What works” in teaching 
became a hot research topic, based on the assumption that teachers 
can optimise learning and become more effective by applying 
techniques and methods uncovered by research. “Effectiveness” 
research often took test scores (usually of literacy and numeracy) as 
evidence of relative effectiveness. In the search for objectivity and 
fairness, assessments were standardised and calibrated. A whole raft 
of acronyms -  NAPLAN, PISA, GAT, GMAT, VCE, TEE, and ATAR – 
entered the language of schooling. Individuals’ scores were, and still 
are, aggregated to measure the “performance” of a school, a system, a 
country and turned into league tables, ratings, and rankings. At the 
level of the individual, the ATAR ruled the roost; at the national level, 
NAPLAN; at the international level, PISA. 

Towards the very end of his career, Hedley Beare identified an 
emergent third reform era, for which he saw the mobile phone as 
emblematic. He saw this era as born of societal changes such as 
population growth, natural disaster, and technological change. He 
predicted that the signature themes of the previous era, effectiveness, 
efficiency and the like, would not survive the change. He predicted 
that the teacher’s role would change, that classes and classrooms 
would be superseded, that the size of systems would be reconsidered, 
and that examinations, assessment, and certification would be re-
thought.   

In agreeing that a new set of breakers is upon us, I draw from my 
own experience of the decade and a half, since Hedley Beare died. I 
am fortunate in my work and in my colleagues in the Assessment 
Research Centre (ARC), an institution created 25 years ago by 
Emeritus Professor Patrick Griffin. The ARC continues to grow in size 
and stature by working at the cutting edge of thinking in assessment 
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Professor Sandra Milligan at the ACEL VIC  
Awards Evening on March 7, 2022.

and recognition of learning. The ARC is located in the Melbourne 
Graduate School of Education (MGSE), Hedley Beare’s old stamping 
ground, arguably Australia’s premier teacher education institution, 
itself located in the University of Melbourne, arguably Australia’s top 
ranking research university. This institutional base makes me very 
fortunate indeed in the depth of the resources I can draw on, and the 
brilliance of the colleagues with whom I work.  

But, this immodest representation of my workplace aside, I am most 
fortunate of all in the research partners we at the ARC are privileged 
to work with. We work with our “first mover” partners - many schools, 
school systems, government agencies and others, selected and self-
selected as wanting to lift and change provision for learners in their 
charge. They are responding to Hedley Beare’s third set of breakers. 
They have gone beyond looking for “recipes” for “effectiveness 
practice” because, by definition, there can be no settled evidence as to 
what will work for a learner who starts school today. Our first movers 
are intent on “re-forming” learning - what is learned, how it is taught, 
how it is learned, how it is assessed, and how it is recognised - so 
that every learner thrives.  Their work is governed by key themes or 
preoccupations. 

In the matter of what learning is valued, there is a shift in attention. 
The basics of literacy, numeracy, and subject disciplines are making 
room for deeper and broader learning, and for the development 
of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values needed to learn deeply 
in fields that are of interest, relevance, and use to them and their 
communities, and to become confident, capable life-long learners. 
This is more than a discussion about “curriculum coverage,” although 
that is signalled in curriculum statements that now include “general 
capabilities.” It is a shift in the schooling experience toward broad 
ambitions the community now has for every young person to thrive 
and to contribute to the community. It is a shift from an emphasis on 
cognitive knowledge, to learner confidence, and competence. 

In assessment design, we see in first movers a shift in how assessment 
is done and what it seeks to say. Standardised, high-stakes, objective, 
written tests and examinations are valued as tools for measuring basic 
skills and book knowledge. Assessment of that kind is not suited to 
the assessment of broader and deeper learning ambitions, however. 
It is now being complemented by developmental, judgement-
based, standards-referenced, assessments able to represent levels 
of attainment of complex competences, while retaining the long-
established virtues of trust, usefulness, reliability, validity, and 
comparability.  

In recognition and representation of learner success, first movers 
are shifting away from simple representations of pass/fail, or scores 
that rank, to accommodating a more developmental expression of 
learning, profiles of learners’ attainment, accurate depictions of 
what they know and can do, and of where they are up to in a range 
of learning domains. Even universities – yes, universities! —  are 
changing how they select school-leavers for entry, using a wider 
range of evidence instead of or as well as the ATAR. The shift in 
the underlying logic is from selection by ranking, to selection by 
matching, and from scores toward a broader range of evidence.

“In the white water of reform, it is 
difficult to see what will survive or 
how efforts at improvement will be 

viewed by history.”
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In teaching and pedagogy, the shift is away from the almost 
obsessive focus on “evidence-based” advice to teachers about what 
they should do in the daily round of class and classroom, to how to 
design the learning environment — in and beyond the classroom, in 
real life and virtually — to optimise the learning experience for each 
learner. To questions about pedagogy and pedagogical knowledge 
are being added questions about the shaping of the learning process, 
about teamwork engaging combinations of people such as  advocates, 
advisers, experts, mentors, and the students themselves, each with 
different skills, located within and outside a school. 

In setting new parameters of the what, how and when of learning, 
the first movers are changing the relationship between teacher 
and learner, and the teacher’s role, and in that way, challenging the 
sovereign role of classroom teachers in the business of learning. They 
are exploring how learners can develop agency in their own learning 
in matters such as what they learn, from whom they learn it, how and 
when they learn it, how and by whom it is assessed, how it is reported, 
and to whom.

In the white water of reform, it is difficult to see what will survive 
or how efforts at improvement will be viewed by history. But, in the 
work of our first mover research partners, clear themes do seem to be 
emerging, not inconsistent with Hedley Beare’s predictions of 2007. 

In channelling Beare’s insistence that the breakers of reform are 
ceaseless, I agree with him that we are in the early stages of a new era 
of reform; and that in the work of our first movers we can see shifts 
and themes that will shape schooling for years to come. My only 
regret is in not having the opportunity to have this discussion with 
Hedley Beare, as well as with you tonight. 

Thank you.    

Sandra Milligan
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Trauma informed positive education: 
Enabling students to be ready to learn

Associate Professor Helen Stokes, Melbourne Graduate School of Education, The University of Melbourne

School leaders are increasingly asking how do they support teachers 
to provide a classroom environment that enables students to 
be ready to learn? Early primary level leaders and teachers are 
reporting students coming to school not ready to learn after missing 
interactive school-based learning over the last two years since the 
COVID pandemic began. In secondary schools, the transition from 
primary to secondary has been disrupted and year 7 students have 
required further support to be ready to learn. These issues are further 
magnified in low SES communities where throughout the last two 
and a half years, incidences of complex trauma have increased with 
ongoing financial insecurity, lack of social connectedness, and a rise 
in family violence (Wilkins et al., 2021). 

Research in schools undertaking professional learning in Trauma 
Informed Positive Education (TIPE) points to a way forward (Stokes, 
2022; Stokes & Aaltonen, 2021; Stokes & Brunzell, 2019). These 
schools in low SES communities have been restructured to be trauma 
informed with a dual focus and interconnection of both learning 
and wellbeing. Trauma-informed positive education helps leaders, 
teachers, and all school staff understand the impacts of trauma 
on children and who, through professional learning, co-develop 
proactive strategies to position the school itself as a place for both 
healing and growth.

Trauma is defined as an adverse experience that compromises an 
individual’s sense of being safe in relationships and in the world 
around them (Brunzell et al., 2015). As West et al. (2014) note, it is 
more difficult for children impacted by trauma to be ready to learn 
as they struggle with independently forming healthy relationships 
with peers and moderating their emotions (i.e., their ability to self-
regulate). To successfully support children, teachers require training 
about trauma and exposure to risk and how it is expressed by 
children (Berger, 2019; Day et al., 2015; Stokes & Brunzell, 2019). It 
is important that teachers learn what might trigger a child and then 
produce power-laden behavioural responses from that child (Bath, 
2008; Carello & Butler, 2015; Shonkoff et al., 2012) as well as learning 
how they can care and support these children. Supporting leaders, 
teachers and all school staff through professional learning in TIPE 
assists them to identify the triggers and risks and then respond in 
proactive ways. 

The TIPE model is based on developmental strategies focussed on 
three trauma-informed positive education aims: 

1. To build the self-regulatory capacities of the body and emotions; 

2. To support students to build their relational capacity and 
experience a sense of relatedness and belonging at school; and

3. To integrate wellbeing principles that nurture growth, identify 
strengths and build students psychological resources (Brunzell & 
Norrish, 2021, p. 66).

TIPE was developed as a pedagogical practice model for teachers to 
assist them in supporting trauma-affected students (Brunzell, 2017; 
2021). As Overstreet and Chafouleas (2016) note, aligning trauma 

informed practices with ongoing educational practices can assist 
in the implementation of these practices into the school. The three 
developmental aims outlined above were developed to strengthen 
teacher practice through an understanding of the underlying causes 
of student resistance and other concerning classroom behaviours 
(Brunzell et al., 2015).

One secondary school in a low socio economic outer metropolitan 
area provides an example for how TIPE has been implemented 
across the school to bring about whole school change. Prior to the 
professional learning and subsequent implementation of TIPE, the 
school had struggled to deliver positive outcomes in both wellbeing 
and learning for the students. As a school there was agreement that 
the whole school staff would undertake the professional learning in 
TIPE. The TIPE professional learning was undertaken over the course 
of 18 months. In addition, there have been follow up master classes, 
additional staff sessions, and support and feedback from leaders in 
the school to assist with implementation. 

“Developing a trauma informed 
positive educational approach at 

school enables children and young 
people to improve their health and 
wellbeing while achieving success 

in education.”
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The four days of professional learning, underpinned by the three 
TIPE developmental aims followed an Appreciative Inquiry 
Participatory Action Research Cycle (AIPARC) (Brunzell, 2019; 
Ludema & Fry, 2008) of: Discovery; Dream and Design; Acting and 
Observing; and Destiny and Plan Forward. The four AIPAR cycles 
focused on the domains of: 

• Body, a suite of mindsets, strategies and interventions that help 
students to develop their self-regulatory capacities (Day 1);

• Relationship, supporting teachers to form strong and nurturing 
relationships to assist students to heal, grow and learn (Day 2);

• Stamina, supporting students to sustain effort in the classroom, 
and to demonstrate perseverance and resilience in learning (Day 
3);

• Engagement, pathways to cultivate student interest, curiosity, 
flow and positive emotions in the classroom (Day 3); and

• Character, building psychological strengths through crafting 
conversations with children about what they value and do well 
(Day 4) (Brunzell & Norrish, 2021, pp.  67-71).

The first part of the TIPE professional learning was understanding 
the impact of trauma on the lives of these children and young people 
and what this means for the way that the students behave at school. 
Leaders, teachers, and educational support staff (ES) became trauma 
aware which changed the way that they interacted and worked with 
students. All staff including school leaders worked together in groups 
to unpack issues they encountered in the school and then worked 
through TIPE strategies (Brunzell et al., 2015) that worked for their 
school context.

After each of the TIPE professional learning days, while teachers and 
ES staff took the strategies back to implement in the classroom, the 
leadership team developed strategies to implement across the whole 
of the school to support the work of the teachers and ES staff in the 
classroom. After attending the first day of TIPE professional learning 
on Body, the leadership team (after consultation with teachers 
and ES staff) began the development of a non-punitive behaviour 
management strategy to assist teachers in the classroom. This 
consisted of both in-classroom pedagogical approaches and teacher 
support when students were out of the class. Of importance was the 
understanding that teachers were not expected to manage escalating 
student behaviour on their own. 

One of the first strategies was the development of an orderly 
transition into the classroom and an emotional check in with each 
student. As students entered the class, teachers did a quick emotional 
check in to see how the students were feeling about school. Teachers 
checked one-to-five, how do they feel and how has the day gone so 
far. Once students are in the classroom one of the pivotal strategies 
to enable the move to a non-punitive disciplinary approach was 
the ready to learn plan where each student developed agreed upon 
strategies with their teachers to assist them to proactively manage 
their own behaviour. In the secondary school this included for 
example: students taking a bit of time out in a special designated 
quiet zone in the classroom or playing with “fidget” toys provided in 
the classroom; and students going out of the classroom briefly to get 
a drink of water. If a student decided to use their ready to learn plan 
to leave the classroom, the teachers texted the school engagement 
team who rostered on to meet with students who leave the classroom 
for short periods of time until they are able to return and be ready to 
learn. One of the teachers described some of the benefits of the ready 
to learn plan as: “It’s a more settled environment and the students also 
have a feeling that they’re being listened to. It gives them an opportunity 
to have a voice, but also to reflect on their own thinking and behaviours” 

(Stokes, 2022, p. 9). All leaders, teachers, and school staff have been 
trained in TIPE approaches to be non-confrontational, walk side 
by side with students, at all times be focussed on assisting students 
to understand their emotions, and then move when ready back to 
learning in the classroom. 

Throughout the class, teachers provided students with “brain breaks” 
which enable opportunities to move their bodies, take a breath, 
and build stamina for learning. The teachers found brain breaks 
could easily be added to their classroom routines. As one teacher 
commented, “I can’t imagine teaching without brain breaks anymore. 
How on earth do you make them concentrate that long? No wonder we 
had so much trouble” (Stokes, 2022, p. 9).

Additionally, school staff have learnt how to identify “micro 
moments of off task behaviour.” This strategy assisted staff to move 
towards an early-intervention mindset with a focus on instructional 
time. This sharpened the teachers’ collective ability to quickly 
identify the point of successful intervention and support students 
struggling to de-escalate.  One teacher commented on the impact and 
level of awareness needed: 

So, you’re watching for those moments and changing what 
you do for that student.  I think that’s a huge impact.  I’m not 
going to lie to you, it’s tough though, because you’re constantly 
looking for these moments and every single student needs to be 
in your mind and how they’re reacting and behaving to each 
other, to you, to the work, to the classroom setting.  (Stokes, 
2022, p. 10)

These strategies provided opportunities for learning and improving 
wellbeing which assisted in the implementation of the approach 
(Overstreet & Chafouleas, 2016) while Robinson and Gray (2019) note 
that a critical component for improving student learning capabilities 
required proactive strategies to build on-task abilities for students 
who are quick to give up and avoid the task.

Research conducted at the school undertaken over three years 
following the delivery of the TIPE professional learning and the 
development of the strategies both in and out of the classroom 
points to significant change in both the orderly and safe learning 
environment and wellbeing of the students in the school as well 
as improved collective teacher efficacy (Stokes, 2022; Stokes et al., 
2021). These changes have been reflected in both the school staff 
surveys and the student attitude to school surveys conducted at 
the school. In 2019, only 15% of staff reported that the learning 
environment was orderly and focussed. This changed to 53% in 2020 
and in 2021, 89% of staff reported that the learning environment 
was orderly and focussed. In comparison to the rest of the state in 
2019, 5.5 % of students reported there was effective teaching time 
in their classes while in 2020 this increased to 56.1% and then to 
88% in 2021. Regarding effective classroom behaviour, students 
reported a change of 8.8% in 2019 to 46.5 % in 2020 and then 86% in 
2021. As one student commented, “The teachers are like listening to 
students, sort of working with them, more cooperative” (Stokes, 2022, 
p. 10). This led to significant changes in student responses to their 
sense of connectedness with 15% of students reporting a sense of 
connectedness in 2019. This changed to 38.5 % in 2020 and 83.7% in 
2021. Similar changes occurred in students’ sense of confidence, self-
regulation, goal setting, and having high expectations for success. 

Prior to the changes undertaken at the school there was significant 
staff absenteeism and high teacher turnover. Following the TIPE 
professional learning and the implementation of the strategies there 
has been positive change in collective teacher efficacy (CTE). 
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CTE is the belief teachers have in themselves that they can make a 
difference as well as being a reliable measure for teacher engagement 
with their work. This has one of the highest effect sizes for growth 
in student achievement (Donohoo et al., 2018). The changes in staff 
responses include staff now believe every child can learn changed 
from 43% in 2019 to 63% in 2020 and 96% in 2021 and that staff keep 
trying with the children changed from 36% in 2019 to 65% in 2020 
and 92% in 2021 (Stokes et al., 2021). Staff turnover and absenteeism 
have also decreased.

Although challenged by the impact of lockdowns, COVID, and the 
return to the classroom, engaging with TIPE professional learning 
and subsequently implementing whole school changes to behavioural 
management and instructional approaches in the classroom 
have enabled students to be in the classroom and ready to learn. 
Developing a trauma informed positive educational approach at 
school enables children and young people to improve their health 
and wellbeing while achieving success in education. 
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In an era of increasing external pressures such as recurring 
environmental and ecological crises, global threats, and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, more than ever, educators working in 
leadership/administration and teachers working in classrooms are 
called to demonstrate a higher level of adaptability and flexibility 
to change. Amidst a growing shortage of the teaching workforce and 
a massive rapid switch to online curriculum delivery, educational 
institutions all over the world have experienced a disjoint in 
learning between home and school/organisation, piecemeal 
technologies to mimic physical teaching, and a real disconnect 
between teacher professional development and classroom practices 
which have contributed to diminishing efforts in productive and 
transformative learning

It is during such times, interactions between stakeholders are noted 
to shift from disjointed relations in different hierarchical levels to a 
more spread-out network community of people (Teo et al., 2021). It is 

Middle leadership in an age of  
uncertainty and change

Dr Siew Fong Yap, Honorary Teaching Fellow, University of Western Australia

argued in this paper that middle leaders are well-positioned to work 
with and beside teachers by providing sustained assistance to advance 
their knowledge-building practices, as well as working with leaders/
administrators to facilitate valuable professional learning in response 
to local needs and external pressures for change.   

Middle leadership in the Australian schooling context

Research to date is replete in its claim that school leadership is 
critical for school improvement (Leithwood et al., 2020; Robinson 
et. al, 2009). While school principals are known to lead school 
improvement by sharing leadership with others (Urick & Bowers, 
2014), it is the distributed leadership approach that has been shown 
to be effective in supporting schools to meet increasing demands 
(Harris & Deflaminis, 2016) and facilitating educators’ collective 
influence to school improvement (Elmore, 2000). As for middle 
leaders, they operate at the interface between different sources 
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“Middle leaders lead and influence 
through trusting and collaborative 

relationships”

of influence and change within the school. While they are not 
responsible for the overall organisation of schools, they are “key 
brokers within [an] organisation” (Earley & Bubb, 2004, p. 162) and 
actors who play a significant role in distributed leadership approaches 
to school improvement (Larusdottir & O’ Connor, 2017). 

Middle leaders are leaders in schools who have both an acknowledged 
position and some teaching responsibilities. According to 
Grootenboer et al. (2014, p. 509), it is middle leaders who have some 
positional responsibility to bring about change in their schools yet 
maintain close connections to the classroom as sites where student 
learning occurs. In one sense, middle leaders bridge the educational 
practices of classrooms and the management practices of the 
administrators/leaders. The proximal positioning of middle leaders 
to the classroom affords them opportunities to lead teaching and 
learning from the core site of a school. There are inherent challenges 
for middle leaders as “brokers” as they attempt to work between 
principals and their teacher colleagues. The findings from a review 
by Lipscombe and others (2021) highlighted a set of leadership 
dichotomies faced by middle leaders. These include support and 
monitoring, and leading and managing, and the authors outlined 
key conditions essential to support middle leaders to work within 
these tensions. Balancing these tensions becomes more critical when 
change is constant and agility to respond to crisis is essential.

Distributed leadership

To help create the conditions for knowledge building and 
transformative learning that leads to higher capacity and capability, 
leaders will need to develop two distinct mindsets (Bailey, 2021). First, 
both formal and informal leaders need to understand how conditions 
lay the groundwork for more in-depth learning. Second, leaders need 
to create a mindset that distributing leadership and sharing power 
can significantly accentuate the speed and agility of one’s school 
learning and response to change.

Designating leaders is especially important for content area 
leadership. This is where middle leadership is critical. Research 
suggests that naming a formal subject-specific leadership position 
“increased the odds of a school staff member being sought for 
instructional advice and information within his or her school” 
(Leithwood, 2016, p. 119). Subject discipline (or curriculum specific) 
leaders are especially important in larger secondary schools where 
“there is increasing evidence to suggest that more widely distributed 
patterns of leadership equate with greater potential for organisational 
change and development” (Spillane & Camburn, 2006, p. 23). 

In addition, helping to create positive conditions requires multiple 
leaders who can carry the vision and culture beyond formal 
leadership. The conditions of a positive organisational culture cannot 
be merely mandated but need to be nurtured through and with all 
other conditions and processes to help build the capacity of a school 
to learn and change over time. In this respect, middle leaders have 
a significant responsibility to create positive meaning and develop 
positive relationships. Positive energy filtering down from this tier of 
leadership can help to strengthen the necessary intensity and increase 
the pace of learning to cope with change, thus enhancing adaptability 
and generativity.

Middle leaders: An under-utilised leadership resource

It has been noted across most schools, that middle leaders are an 
“under-utilised leadership resource” (Javadi et al., 2017, p. 494) as 
more often than not, middle leaders are managed rather than led.  
The responsibilities outlined for middle leaders generally lack clarity, 
resulting in management rather than the leadership of teaching. 
Research shows that if schools and school systems want middle 
leaders to lead rather than manage, there are conditions which 
facilitate this, including an ethical school culture founded on respect 
and trust (Edwards-Groves et al., 2016; Fitzgerald & Gunter, 2006), 
autonomy and respect for teachers’ professionalism (Fitzgerald & 
Gunter, 2006), school-wide collegial relationships (Edwards-Groves 
et al., 2020), and principal and school executive conditions which 
support leading (Gurr, 2019; Larkin & Grootenboer, 2019) for middle 
leaders by making provisions for the necessary time, space, and 
legitimate authority (Fitzgerald & Gunter, 2006). It is only when 
management practices become seamless that middle leaders will be 
able to lead school teaching and learning reform as well as respond 
nimbly to the challenge of constant changes (Farchi & Tubin, 2019). 
All of these conditions point to an expressed need for targeted 
professional learning for middle leaders (Bonfiglio-Pavisich, 2022).

Impacted areas where middle leaders can be more effective include a 
range of strategies associated with communication structures (Bryant 
et al., 2020), cross-disciplinary collaboration across the schools 
via team meetings to explore planning, designing, and aligning 
curriculum (Gurr, 2019), role modelling and innovation of teaching 
practices (Koh et al., 2011), coaching and mentoring (Gurr, 2019), 
and opportunities to positively influence teachers’ perceptions and 
participation (Li et al., 2021). Of significance, is the importance of 
building collegial relationships including brokering between the 
principal and teachers (Edwards-Groves, et al., 2019; Koh et.al, 2011).

Relational leading practices

Middle leaders lead and influence others through trusting and 
collaborative relationships. Because they are sandwiched between 
senior leaders and teachers, they are in an advantageous position to 
positively influence the direction of growth and development of staff. 
To do so requires the important task of building relational trust with 
all parties, and modelling pedagogical practices to bring about lasting 
changes in improved outcomes. 

In the context of a pandemic where schools are facing constant 
changes and disruptions, the call for middle leaders to lead and 
manage, support and appraise, and motivate and monitor becomes 
all the more critical, as teachers’ needs for both professional direction 
and support as well as personal support via their well-being and 
mental and physical health, are high priorities deserving of full 
attention. Middle leaders perform significant relational work through 
their ascribed teaching and leading roles, and fostering relational 
trust in an environment of collegiality is a key part of it. 

Fostering relational trust in an environment of collegiality

According to Kemmis et al. (2014), relational trust has been described 
as a social-political condition critical for cultivating a culture of 
care and collaboration. Relational trust has been described also 
as a fundamental organisational resource because its constitutive 
elements are socially defined in the reciprocal exchange among 
participants in a school community, and its presence or absence has 
important consequences for the functioning of the school (Bryk & 
Schneider, 2002, p.22). 
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Trust is integral in social discourses, mutually understood 
responsibilities and designations, and interactions and relationships 
formed among key stakeholders in schools. In the context of middle 
leadership, it is critical to foster relational trust in cultivating an 
environment of authenticity and collegiality.

Research examining what constitutes the multi-faceted nature of 
“relational trust” as experienced in educational practice has been 
somewhat under-theorised. Kutsyuruba and Walker (2015) argue 
that school leaders as “brokers of trust” (p. 118) model and mediate 
trusting relationships in education settings. These processes form 
leadership practices ecologically related to establishing, maintaining, 
sustaining, breaking, reconciling, and restoring of trust among 
educators in schools. Relational mutual trust is crucial for creating 
openness to change, and generating momentum and commitment to 
develop new practices on a more sustained basis.

Edwards-Groves, Grootenboer and Rönnerman (2016) outline five 
dimensions that form interdependent dynamic social resources 
essential to facilitate pedagogical change in schools, and these have 
been adapted and presented in Table 1. 

As can be seen from Table 1, relational trust, in all its five 
dimensions, is a framework of practice for context-based educational 
development. It empowers the individual for growth and inspires 
the collective team to build and sustain conditions for professional 
change. Exercising the principles in this framework requires 
confidence to expose emotions, securities and insecurities, as 
well as demands honesty, transparency, and trust inasmuch as a 
commitment to time, energy, and convictions (beliefs and values). It is 
argued that these principles can only be put in practice if the culture 
is real enough to develop it.

Self-efficacy and professional learning

Research has shown that there is often a disconnect between teachers’ 
professional development and actual in-class teaching practices 
(Ebert-May et al., 2011; Larson & Archambault, 2019; Nahal, 2010).  
It is not surprising, then, that since the advent of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the number of online support groups and online resources 

created for teachers flourished (Ferdig et al., 2020) as teachers sought 
materials and strategies to teach on-line effectively. The emergence 
of these virtual support communities and collection of resources is 
encouraging for providing just-in-time support and resources for 
teachers. However, beyond providing resources, tips, and strategies, 
there is a limit to the extent online communities can bring about 
sustained change beyond the crisis. It is argued that a well-established 
synergy between middle leaders and teachers can serve as a 
sustainable mechanism to tackle ongoing disruptions.

Helping staff improve requires middle leaders to enhance teachers’ 
self-efficacy which in turn leads to collective teacher efficacy. Teacher 
efficacy is defined as the “extent to which the teacher believes he or 
she can affect student performance” (Tschannen-Moran et. al, 1998, 
p. 233). Self-efficacy is specific to a particular task and a person’s 
perception of competence versus their actual skill. According to 
Liou et al. (2019), schools and school leaders need to pay attention 
to understanding teachers’ beliefs about their self-efficacy. Teacher 
self-efficacy belief is the most influential among all belief constructs 
regarding teachers’ practices/actions. 

Middle leadership plays an important role in creating both 
conditions and processes for teachers to  grow and move past the edge 
of their current competence. In times of constant change, fostering 
a learning ethos and attitude will accelerate adaptability to the ever-
changing teaching and learning environment. The challenge for 
middle leaders is to help teachers to move from being routine experts 
(where professional development is all about developing a set core 
of competencies that lead to greater efficiency over time) to being 
adaptive experts where core competencies are changed to expand 
the breadth and depth of their expertise (Bransford et al., 2005). In 
teaching, a routine expert is highly efficient and would be considered 
a reliable teacher but may struggle when deeper or newer pedagogical 
ideas appear. In helping teachers to develop a more robust approach 
to learning called “deliberate learning” (Ericsson & Pool, 2017, pp. 
xxii-xxiii), middle leaders are called to set a clear purpose with their 
team of teachers in order build teachers’ belief system and sense of 
efficacy in a teaming situation that exhibits psychological safety for 
exploring new ideas.

Table 1: The Five Dimensions of Relational Trust 

Dimension Characterised by Description

Interpersonal dimension Relationships building Middle leaders demonstrated approachability, empathy, care, acceptance of difference 
and expertise, mutual respect, trustworthiness, related responsively and genuinely, 
and engendered confidence among teachers.

Interactional dimension Courageous conversations Middle leaders created open and safe spaces for inter-thinking, co-operation, dialogic 
integrity, collaboration and democratic dialogues among teacher participants.

Intersubjective dimension Coping alongside with changes Middle leaders demonstrated “with-it-ness,” consensus, and collegiality through 
shared language, a productive dialogic, sense-making, problem-solving, activities 
and community because they, too, were invested in the change agenda for their 
own teaching.

Intellectual dimension Growth mindset Middle leaders conveyed self-confidence, professional knowledge, expertise and 
wisdom regarding the focus of the development work and course improvement.

Innovative dimension Creativity, flexibility and risk-taking Middle leaders led activities and professional learning agendas in ways that were 
innovative, practical, relevant, realistic and achievable.

Adapted from “Facilitating a culture of relational trust in school-based action research: Recognising the role of middle leaders” by C. Edward-Groves, 
P. Grootenboer and K. Rönnerman, 2016, Educational Action Research, 24(3), pp. 381-389.
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The concept of “psychological safety” is defined as “the belief that the 
work environment is safe for interpersonal risk taking” (Edmondson, 
2019, p. 8). Although bringing this concept into the educational 
setting has not been easy (Brinsfield, 2013), middle leaders play a 
vital role in make a psychologically safe environment an important 
norm of the team’s culture where rich benefits of enabling learning, 
innovation, and growth can take root and flourish.

Middle leaders can bring about teacher professional learning that 
relates to the power of self-regulation as modelled in the middle 
leader in assuming personal and professional responsibility that leads 
others to also see themselves as agents of that kind of change. The 
role of the middle leaders lies at the centre of modelling successful 
and sustainable professional learning. It is a practice that underlines 
effective leading and teaching in schools in navigating through 
unrelenting streams of change.

Conclusion

Middle leading can bring about real and sustainable adjustments as 
well as creative and constructive developments. This is especially 
critical in uncertain times because these leaders are well-positioned 
to empathise with and relate to teachers in the localised context 
of teaching in the school as well as having the capacity to lead 
significant change and sustained growth. Middle leading can be 
considered as collaborative-relational-adaptative-generative when it 
is based on a trained sensitivity to adapt, adopt, enrich, and enlarge 
the realm of teaching and learning. Moreover, it is considered to be 
each of aforementioned practices when it is formally supported and 
empowered to facilitate sustained and focussed professional learning 
in response to local needs and conditions in the face of ongoing 
external pressures for change.   
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Creating cultures of knowledge sharing between schools is an 
essential way for schools to engage in improvement (Bryk, 2015). 
This story of student and system improvement across 22 schools in 
Queensland highlights how a focus on strategic collective learning 
over a five-year time frame (2016-2021) led to a common assessment 
capacity and a knowledge sharing culture across multiple schools. 
The catalyst for an assessment culture change occurred after regional 
data had highlighted that there were inconsistencies in the way A-E 
grade data were being calculated in different schools within the 
same region. Teachers and leaders had different understandings of 
important state policy documents especially the P-12 Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Framework (CARF) (Department of 
Education, 2022). Together, these priorities indicated a critical need 
to increase teachers’ understanding of assessment literacy. 

Three interconnected professional learning inquiries were initiated, 
each building on the previous one. First, the regional curriculum 
team focussed on helping teachers have pre-moderation collective 
conversations. The second developed the assessment capabilities 
of middle-leaders in primary year levels (Prep-Year 6) in order 
to build a collective culture of assessment literacy across schools. 
Third, a sustainable process to help teachers engage in Collaborative 
Assessment of Student Work (CASW) was developed. Each of these 
inquiries  is highlighted in this case study, with outcomes and 
implications identified for how similar work may be achieved in 
other contexts.

Context

The regional curriculum team works closely with North Coast 
curriculum leaders, a group comprised of heads of curriculum/
department, principals, deputy principals, and teachers, located in 
schools spanning 500 kilometres from Pine Rivers to Agnes Water 
in Queensland. Schools represented within this cluster included 

A culture of collective  
assessment literacy

Sally Rankine, Principal Advisor, Teaching and Learning, North Coast Region, Education Queensland; 
Heidi Reitsma, Curriculum, Teaching and Learning Manager, North Coast Region, Education Queensland; 

Associate Professor Jill Willis, Faculty of Creative Industries, Education and Social Justice,  
Queensland University of Technology

state primary schools, Prep-Year 6, as well as Prep-Year 10 schools. 
Regional curriculum team members began the process by creating 
clusters amongst small schools, and this was the first time that 
there had been sustained and purposeful collaboration across the 
schools within the region. A culture of collective assessment literacy 
simultaneously built the confidence of school-based curriculum 
leaders which resulted in increased teacher assessment capability 
and improved levels of achievement for students. As an illustration, 
Figures 1 and 2 provide evidence of student achievement in 
the subject area of English between 2017-2020 and 2017-2021 
respectively.   

As can be seen in Figure 1, the students’ 2020 results indicated a very 
high level of impact in level of achievement results in English (i.e., 
students’ overall level of achievement against targeted aspects of the 
English achievement standard including students from Prep-Year 
6). Overall, there was an increase from 73.7% to 84.5% of students 
achieving a C or better, and 45.4% of students achieving a B or A (in 
2020) as compared to 33.32% of students in 2017. 

Figure 1: North Coast Region English Achievement Data - C or 
better and B or A (2017-2020) 
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Comparatively, the North Coast Region was the most improved 
region within Queensland regarding English level of achievement 
for Prep-Year 6 students between 2017-2020. Figure 2 compares the 
North Coast Region level of achievement of the Grade C or better 
to the Queensland state school average. From Semester 1 2017 to 
Semester 1 2020, there was an improvement of 15.6% compared with 
the state average of 7.9%. Of note, is that there was no regression in 
achievement from Semester 2, 2020 to Semester 1, 2021.

During the timeframe of the system-wide initiative, pre- and post- 
tests were distributed to curriculum leaders across the schools to 
determine if there had been any change in their perceptions of 
assessment literacy and practices used to enhance student learning 
and outcomes. As can be seen in Figure 3, there was a significant 
shift in scores, revealing that moderation and monitoring of student 
progress as well as targeted feedback provided to students from 
teachers had become routine. 

 

 

Figure 2: Regional Comparison: English Achievement Data – C or better (2017-2021)

Figure 3: Curriculum Leader Pre- and Post-test Survey Results measuring Capability Improvement 
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A focus on assessment 

When teachers confidently interpret, enact, and align a wide array of 
assessment knowledge and skills simultaneously, they are developing 
assessment literacy (Willis et al., 2013). A teacher’s assessment 
literacy grows as they develop confidence (Looney et al., 2018), and 
confidence grows through a shared language and when the broader 
assessment culture is focussed on learning rather than merely testing 
(Adie et al., 2021). Shared assessment principles, as identified by the 
Queensland Department of Education (DoE, 2020), were a focus for 
the collaborative inquiry.

Timperley’s inquiry and knowledge building cycle (2011) 
underpinned continual knowledge-building and increases in 
student achievement (Robinson et al., 2009). When a similar inquiry 
occurs and is shared within collaborating schools, they generate 
context specific knowledge and new ideas. Yet changes in personnel, 
challenges of location, and the need to compete in the education 
marketplace can make such collaboration challenging to sustain 
(Ainscow & Harris, 2018). The next part of the paper considers the 
three interconnected professional learning inquiries. 

1. Shared understanding of curriculum and achievement 
standards through Pre-moderation collectives

Pre-moderation collective activities were designed to target student 
learning needs and teacher learning needs simultaneously. Clusters of 
schools nominated a middle leader to develop a deeper understanding 
of the Australian Curriculum, quality-planning processes, clarity 
around curriculum intent (including learning intentions and success 
criteria), an understanding of student work, and proficiency when 
using quality standards-based assessment for meaningful reporting. 
These curriculum leaders then led pre-moderation meetings 
with teachers to fore-front assessment in curriculum planning. 
Teachers engaged in activities with peers to interrogate the relevant 
achievement standard and year level expectations. This in turn 
informed teaching and learning, consistent teacher judgements, a 
deep understanding of the learning intention, and success criteria. 
In addition to this, pre-moderation assisted with the development of 
effective and regular descriptive feedback processes for students and 
teachers.   

The pre-moderation process strives to establish reliability around 
A-E data and build expert teaching teams. Pre-moderation provided 
a platform for rich conversations and created an environment of 
intentional collaboration. Collaborative cluster groups similarly 
engaged in the pre-moderation process and provided teachers with 
the clarity to articulate what they were teaching. Moderation is one 
part of a cyclical and iterative process, also involving post-moderation 
and reflection or the before element of the “Before - After – After - 
End” cyclical moderation process (DoE, 2020).      

2. Curriculum leadership - Capability building

Curriculum leaders who could both lead learning within a school 
and share their learning between schools were pivotal to success. 
In regular cluster meetings they learned about the instructional 
leadership model (Robinson, 2007) where explicit goals and 
expectations established from a deep data analysis are supported by 
a focus on professional relationships.  Teams engaged in structured 
evaluations of existing teaching and learning practices and 
curriculum implementation, and an inquiry cycle in light of key 
policy documentation (including the P-12 CARF) and the Australian 
Curriculum. Additionally, regional and school leaders promoted 
teacher learning and development, ensuring supportive, organised, 
and systematic processes of strategic planning and resourcing. 
Principals and middle leaders accessed frequent, targeted professional 
learning opportunities to build curriculum leadership led by the 

Regional Curriculum Manager and Principal Advisors – Teaching and 
Learning. These included: 

• Curriculum roadshows to develop a curriculum assessment and 
reporting plan and begin a shared understanding of assessment 
literacy.

• Middle leaders’ days to build understanding of Australian 
Curriculum English, what it means and how to teach it well, 
which allowed for precision in expectations and planning.

• Pre-moderation events (one per term led by the regional 
curriculum team) that allowed for an understanding of 
curriculum intent, success criteria, and evidence-based pedagogy 
resulting in quality unit planning documentation.

• External moderation events at multiple junctures targeting 
consensus and confirmation.

• Online Collaborative Assessment of Student Work (CASW) sessions 
(4 per term) to build capabilities of assessment and curriculum 
knowledge, pedagogy, and feedback.

• Timetabled school professional learning calendars to foster 
collaborative opportunities and facilitate pre-moderation and 
CASW sessions. 

• Collaboratively developed resources including anchor charts, 
success criteria, and multiple supporting resources through the 
pre-moderation process. 

• Fortnightly collaborative conversations about student samples of 
work involving the ascertainment of class and individual student 
trends, identifying next steps, and effective pedagogical practice.

Improvement in research calls on leaders and teachers to work 
together to achieve quality student outcomes reliably at scale (Bryk, 
2015).  The Senior Leadership Team of the North Coast Region aimed 
to create a culture that was open to learning and focussed on student 
level of achievement data.  They provided structures, modelled ways 
of working, and were instrumental in mobilising resourcing including 
human, financial, and physical resourcing. The following key actions 
were implemented progressively by the Regional Director, Assistant 
Regional Directors and Directors (System Leaders) from 2016 and 
ongoing to support capability building:

• Developed a strategic operational plan to encompass both learning 
inquiries of Pre-moderation and CASW, detailing leadership 
challenges for schools.

• Planned region-wide professional learning for school leadership and 
teaching teams, including the creation of a regional teaching and 
learning calendar.

• Modelled evidence-based practice during principal forums.

• Commissioned resources to align with the learning inquiries.

• Developed collaborative learning circles to support principals to 
facilitate changes in thinking and ways of working in schools.

“Developing a culture of collective 
assessment literacy for improving 

student learning outcomes has 
included developing leadership across 

multiple layers of a system to build 
knowledge and capabilities through 

sustainable conditions and processes.”
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• Developed and led network clusters, incorporating visits to schools 
as professional learning, to identify effective classroom and 
leadership practice.

3. Collaborative assessment of student work 

The final phase of the spiral of inquiry was the CASW (Collaborative 
Assessment of Student Work). This process was an outcome of the 
ongoing collaboration that involves an analysis of student work 
samples. Teaching teams, within and across schools, identify evidence 
of learning and short-term feedback opportunities by collaboratively 
answering four simple questions each fortnight. If teachers do not 
review students’ individual responses to an assessment task to work 
out where and why they were stuck, provide effective feedback to each 
student, and reflect on the implications of students’ results for their 
own practice, teaching and learning are unlikely to improve (Goss et 
al., 2015).  CASW enabled teachers to achieve a deep understanding 
about how the assessment of a student work sample:

• Reflects the success criteria of the assessment task.

• Sharpens teachers’ use of assessment data to drive precise 
instruction.

• Broadens teachers’ individual and collective instructional 
repertoire (pedagogy).

• Challenges historical assumptions about student achievement.

• Improves descriptive feedback strategies.

• Moves students forward.

CASW became an explicit professional learning commitment, 
intentionally engaging leaders and teachers in collaborative 
conversations occurring at regular planned intervals throughout each 
unit of work.  It required in-depth conversations to ask, with the help 
of relevant experts, what knowledge and skills they require in order 
to address students’ identified needs, through to some more detailed 
questions (Timperley, 2010).  By asking these questions, teachers 
begin a formative assessment cycle that mirrors that of students 
(Black & Wiliam, 1998).  The power of this process culminates when 
teachers identify the next steps for teaching students and provide 
students with descriptive feedback to deepen their understanding 
of what is needed in their growth and achievement (Sharratt, 2018). 
Consequently, CASW provided deep knowledge building for leaders, 
teachers, and students resulting in improved student learning 
outcomes.   

Discussion 

A culture of knowledge building within schools and across schools is 
challenging to create (Little et al., 2003; Timperley, 2010).  Teachers 
are time poor. The professional learning inquiries utilised in this 
case study were embedded within the important work of classroom 
teaching and learning, which promoted the inquiry as being valuable. 
What the professional learning inquiries have indicated, is that if 
teachers are to engage together in the tough work of instructional 
improvement, school leadership teams must organise the system 
conditions for it (Little et al., 2003). Established processes including 
time for collaboration and planning, protocols including disciplined 
dialogue (questioning), preparation, and precise conversation 
implemented within a systematic timetable helped create the 
expectation that analysing student work was critical and that time 
would be set aside to discuss it.  

Unexpected benefits have been evident also. With shared processes 
and language across schools, the relocation or transfer of staff is much 
less of a threat to sustainable, consistent, and shared professional 
language and practices.  Consequently, this is beneficial for student 
learning for families that move between schools which is a feature 

of the region.  Systematic provision of professional learning 
opportunities embedded within the school context and timetables, 
plus sustainability of practice, have improved teacher confidence 
and readiness to learn. It has also developed a culture of reflection 
amongst leaders and teachers, using processes identifying what is 
working well and should remain, and what is not working so well and 
needs to change (Timperley, 2010).  Furthermore, this study has been 
replicated across many schools and contexts via shared professional 
conversations and processes and is now influencing secondary 
contexts.

The sustainable process has grown over time. Pre-moderation has 
been implemented and expanded in phases since 2016, starting in 
the Gympie, Maryborough and Bundaberg small schools’ cluster (45 
schools).  It has been scaled up and replicated to provide resourcing 
and professional learning in diverse contexts across multiple North 
Coast Region locations.  CASW was initially implemented in a local 
Maryborough school and has since been replicated in 22 schools 
(86 leaders, 8,534 students) across multiple locations in the region.  
Pre-moderation has also been scaled up and replicated to provide 
resourcing and professional learning within eight secondary schools 
focusing on the 7-9 juncture. CASW has been implemented across 
Year 7 within eight secondary schools.  All professional learning has 
been developed using digital technology so now school teams can 
connect and collaborate across the region on a regular basis. This 
strengthens the alignment and precision of A-C achievement within 
and across regional schools.  These two inquiries have also been 
replicated within the region’s Senior Leadership Team meetings, 
where the strategies are used to engage in professional learning to 
enhance senior leaders’ instructional leadership.

What would be needed for others to do something similar?

Developing a culture of collective assessment literacy for improving 
student learning outcomes has included developing leadership across 
multiple layers of a system to build knowledge and capabilities 
through sustainable conditions and processes. As Timperley 
(2010) advises, it typically takes time depending on the starting 
point and the extent of change required to make a difference to 
student outcomes.  A sharp focus on student assessment outcomes, 
professional learning, and the alignment to policy and priorities of 
the system are critical. In the current case, the regional curriculum 
team valued the ongoing support of the Senior Leadership Team who 
endorsed the effectiveness of the professional learning inquiries. 
This support and recognition from the Queensland Department of 
Education in a State Showcase Award has  provided the momentum to 
share the successful processes of this study.   
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I would teach the children music, physics and philosophy. But 
most important is music, for the patterns of the arts are the keys 
to all learning.   
(Plato)              

Introduction, rationale, and significance

School leaders need no reminders that implementing a new 
curriculum is mandatory and executive leaders in schools have a 
key role in ensuring its smooth transition. Australia is currently 
undergoing unprecedented curriculum reform, as governments and 
education systems strive to incorporate the agreed knowledge, skills, 
and understandings that best prepare students for an uncertain 
future. 

Reading is widely regarded as the most fundamental academic 
skill, the linchpin for all academic success. School leaders share 
an important responsibility, both for curriculum implementation 
locally, and ensuring early reading programs and pedagogical 
practices are based on trustworthy, seminal educational research. 
A highly regarded meta-analysis of reading research, The National 
Reading Panel Report (NRP, 2000), identifies the essential components 
of teaching reading, colloquially referred to as, “The Fab 5.” Although 
contested, with Konza adding oral language to the Fab 5, making it 
the “Big 6” (Konza, 2014), those essential components of effective 
reading instruction comprise phonemic awareness, phonics, oral 
reading fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, and oral language. The 
NRP (2000) research, along with significant studies that followed, 
including The Australian National inquiry into the teaching of reading 
(Department of Education, Science and Training, 2005), and a British 
study, The independent review of the teaching of early reading (Rose, 
2006), ubiquitously underpins literacy policy.  

Learning to read and learning music are highly correlated, 
complementary cognitive processes (Collins, 2020; Rubinson, 
2009; Telesco 2010). The inclusion of music in early reading 
programs has many cognitive, educational, and social benefits 
that can scaffold students along the path to becoming successful 
readers. Cognitive benefits include improved inhibitory control 
and executive brain function which assist students to concentrate, 
stay focused, and manage their emotions (da Silva et al., 2021; Jones, 
2010; Levitin, 2006). Educational benefits of integrating music in 
early reading include improved rhythmic abilities, sound to symbol 
correspondence, phonemic awareness, and reading prosody1 (Collins, 
2020; Godde et al., 2020; Wennerstrom, 2001). Socially, music has the 
propensity to calm and engage reluctant learners as well as facilitate 
cooperative group learning, ensuring students feel comfortable and 
confident in the classroom (Curtis, 2007; Saefudin et al., 2019;  Snow 
et al., 2005). 

Early reading and music:  
That magical partnership

Dr Lorraine (Lorri) Beveridge, sessional academic and education consultant, primary English

In this paper, I discuss curriculum reform and how widespread high 
stakes testing (Curtis, 2007; Debreceny, 2021; Wexler, 2020) has 
culminated in a back-to-basics approach to education, thus narrowing 
the curriculum with a lesser emphasis on the arts, which is a negative 
outcome of “back-to-basics” (Collins, 2020; D’Agrosa, 2008; Dwyer & 
Ross, 2021). Next, I briefly outline the explosion of research linking 
learning to read and learning music. A field of neuroscience, referred 
to as neuromusicology (Holmberg, 2010; Jones, 2010; Telesco, 2010), 
which is the study of the effect of music on the brain, supports the 
view that music and early reading, taught consecutively, provide 
proven benefits for young children because they draw on the same 
neural networks in the brain (Gregory & Parry 2006; Jones, 2010; 
Levitin, 2006). Finally, I summarise how school leaders can ensure 
that the well-established link between learning music and learning to 
read is fully utilised in early reading classrooms, maximising young 
learners reading progress. 

Figure 1: Making music to facilitate vocabulary development  
and comprehension 

Back to basics

High stakes testing has resulted in a narrowing of the curriculum 
with a focus on basic skills (Frawley & McLean-Davis 2005; Luke, 
2010; McGaw et al., 2020). The back-to-basics approach, where 
most of the class time is spent teaching literacy and numeracy, has 
resulted in a winnowing of the curriculum exacerbated by a basic skill 
testing regime which has infiltrated education systems worldwide 

1. Prosody is reading aloud with expression. Prosody comprises the 
variables of timing, phrasing, emphasis and intonation that speakers 
use to convey meaning (Godde et al., 2020). It is defined as the music 
of speech (Wennerstrom, 2001).
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(Hill-Clarke & Robinson, 2004; Muthivhi & Kriger, 2019; Rich et 
al., 2013). Schools are held accountable for their students’ data, 
with implications both for leaders and teachers in schools. Whether 
intended or not, the back-to-basics movement has resulted in teachers 
spending considerable class time preparing students for testing at 
the expense of other curriculum areas.  Other subjects deemed non-
essential or not as important as literacy and numeracy, are given a 
lesser priority in schools. Longer term reading improvement because 
of focusing on the basics has made a varied, yet negligible difference 
to students’ overall reading scores, as evidenced by NAPLAN, 
Australia’s National Assessment Program-Literacy and Numeracy, 
which began in 2008 (Dwyer & Collins, 2022; McGaw et al., 2020; 
Thompson, 2013). 

The jury is in, in relation to the high gravitas of synthetic phonics 
instruction, including phonemic awareness and alphabetic 
knowledge, being taught explicitly in the early reading classroom 
(Konza, 2014; Moats, 1999; NRP 2000).  Notwithstanding, other 
subjects at school also lay strong foundations for young learners 
becoming successful readers. The undisputed purpose of reading is to 
construct meaning from text. The knowledge base required to activate 
background knowledge, make connections, and make sense of reading 
is accrued through students’ life experiences and interaction with the 
arts (Wexler, 2020). There exists a wide body of evidence that suggests 
the arts, in particular music, enhance other learning, providing and 
activating valuable background knowledge that naturally connects to 
the acquisition of formal reading skills. The explicit teaching of early 
reading and music together can yield powerful learning for students, 
the conflation of which improves and accelerates both reading and 
music mastery (Bonacini et al., 2019; D’Agrosa, 2008; Hill-Clarke & 
Robinson,  2004).      

Australian Curriculum

The year 2022 is a significant one in relation to curriculum reform. 
The Australian Curriculum Version 8.4 (ACARA, 2020) was reviewed 
through a widespread consultative process, and Version 9 (ACARA, 
2022), the latest version, is now available with most states planning 
to implement it from 2023. The new Australian curriculum aims 
to “build a more socially inclusive and productive nation through 
education” (Gillard, 2008, p. 3), ensuring excellence and equity for 
all students. The Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting 
Authority (ACARA) Chief Executive Officer, David de Carvalho, 
reported that the curriculum review aimed at decluttering the 
curriculum, so students can shape their own future and that of their 
community more broadly (de Carvalho, 2021). 

Not all states draw on the Australian Curriculum without 
modification. New South Wales (NSW) and Victoria have their own 
curriculums, and “adopt and adapt” (Visentin, 2022) the national 
curriculum. Other states draw on the national curriculum exclusively 
(Dwyer & Ross 2021; Visentin, 2022). The Australian Curriculum 
English (ACE) (ACARA, 2020, 2022) emphasises phonics in teaching 
early reading, reflecting the approach adopted by New South 
Wales, whereas Victoria advocates a balanced literacy approach. In 
November 2021, the NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) 
released the K-2 English syllabus, for trial in schools in 2022 and 
mandatory implementation in 2023, prior to the release of the 
ACE. With the current and impending changes to the Australian 
Curriculum, the time is ripe to widely disseminate the research in 
relation to the advantages of integrating music into K-2 English 
classrooms, which complements the teaching of early reading (Fisher 
& McDonald, 2001; Iwasaku et al., 2013; Muthivhi & Kriger,  2019). 

Links between music and early reading

Music precedes language development in our brains. From music, 
students move to song, then speech, then to alphabetic knowledge 
and reading.  Children need to be able to keep a beat to learn to read. 
Rhythm helps organise events into conventional and logical patterns. 
Rhythm is the main element that creates the sequence of sound and 
silences in music. In learning to read, aural processing helps us to 
select and identify phrases, words, syllables then phonemes from an 
ongoing speech stream, the identified continuum of phonological 
processing (Collins, 2020; D’Agrosa, 2008; Pufpaff, 2009).  Developing 
rhythmic skills is important for music learning and for language 
development and communication (Fisher et al., 2001; Holmberg, 
2010; Kraus & Chandrasekaran, 2010).  When sounds can be 
identified aurally, the next sequential step is identifying the sound 
symbolically which could either be a musical note or a letter of 
the alphabet. A child needs to hear the sound and identify its 
corresponding symbol.  Kraus and Chandrasekaran (2010) describe 
a phonological loop, a symbol to sound system in which the brain 
hears a sound and instructs the child how to make a particular sound. 
A child hears the sound, speaks it, identifies the sounds and symbols 
in the word, then reads it (Collins, 2020; Kraus & Chandrasekaran, 
2010).  Being able to aurally distinguish sounds is a foundational 
building block in learning to read. Collins (2020) uses an envelope 
analogy to describe how children need to be able to aurally identify 
the beginning, final, and medial phonemes in words. They usually 
identify the initial phoneme of a word first (the front of the envelope), 
the final phoneme (the back), then the phoneme in the middle (what’s 
inside). This analogy supports the view that children hear, identify, 
and manipulate initial sounds before the final, and medial sounds 
in words (Pufpaff, 2009, p. 689).  Phonics instruction reinforces 
connections between spoken sounds and written letters. Both 
language and music utilise parallel reading instructional strategies 
such as phonemic awareness, sight identification, orthographic 
awareness, and fluency. 
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Neuromusicology    

The neuromusical research identifies how our brains process sound 
(Holmberg, 2010; Jones, 2010; Telesco, 2010). The auditory processing 
system in our brains hears the music in sounds. When we play music, 
various parts of the brain light up like fireworks. “Music is organised 
sound” (Levitin, 2006, p. 111). Through exposure to music, the human 
brain is preparing for learning to read as speech, language, and music 
draw on common neural resources in the brain’s frontal and temporal 
lobes, the higher cognitive, most advanced regions in the brain. See 
Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Illustration of the Brain  

 
Copyright 2022 by Michael Brind.

The human brain is divided into two hemispheres, the right and 
left hemispheres.  Several brain regions in the left hemisphere 
are involved in reading and comprehension. The temporal lobe 
is responsible for phonemic awareness, identifying sounds, and 
decoding. The frontal lobe is responsible mainly for speech and 
language.  Different parts of the brain link together to identify letter 
shapes and encode them to form words. Magnetic Resonance Imaging 
(MRI) shows beginning readers have more “fireworks” in the parietal-
temporal regions of their brain whereas more experienced readers’ 
brains have more “fireworks” exploding in the occipital and temporal 
lobes.  As we learn to read, our brain changes through a process called 
neuroplasticity, a term which describes the brain’s ability to change 
and adapt based on life experiences and environment. 

Juxtaposed to how the brain supports early reading, when students 
create, play or listen to music, both hemispheres of the brain light up, 
in a spectacular “neural symphony” (Jensen, 2000, p. 246). Previously 
it was accepted that the right hemisphere was where music originates 
in the brain; however, through MRI imaging, we now know that music 
engages the whole brain. When the two halves of the brain work 
together harmoniously, in a state of “hemispheric synchronisation” 
(Benett & Benett, 2010, p. 284), students are in an optimal state for 
learning to take place. By learning music from an early age, students 
are well-situated to benefit from brain coherence, typified by 
improved concentration, learning and memory, setting them up for 
the best chance of reading success and learning at school. 

Practical implications for schools

Musical training improves students’ listening skills and phonemic 
awareness both of which are prerequisites of learning to read. Both 
music and speech connect sound to meaning through sound–symbol 
associations. The cognitive–sensory aspects of music training promote 
neural plasticity, and this improves the auditory processing of music 
as well as of other sounds, such as speech. Children who begin music 
training before or around the age of seven display superior sensory or 

motor integration, compared to those who begin music training later 
in life, or not at all (Collins, 2020; Fisher & McDonald, 2001; Kraus & 
Chandrasekaran, 2010). These findings suggest that teaching music 
should occur in the early grades, alongside learning to read. Engaging 
language activities such as nursery rhymes, stories, songs, rhythmic 
clapping, and chanting in unison make the brains of young learners 
more receptive to learning to read. Music builds a child’s love of 
literature whilst engaging them joyfully in the learning process. 

All children deserve the academic benefits of learning music in the 
early reading classroom. It is a question of equity (Dwyer & Collins, 
2022; Pascoe et al., 2005; Wexler, 2020). These benefits include 
improved phonemic awareness and listening ability, precursors to 
phonics, the instructional approach to reading that teaches letter 
sound associations, and the application of the alphabetic principle 
in learning to read and write (Beck & Beck, 2013; Moats, 1999; NRP, 
2000). Phonics instruction is the preferred reading approach of the 
ACE (Visentin, 2022), based on seminal research on how children best 
learn to read (Konza, 2014; Moats, 1999; NRP, 2000). 

Figure 3: Using song to reinforce phonic knowledge  

Reinforcing alphabetic knowledge through song helps students build 
neural pathways in the brain and improve memory. Singing and 
making music together increases the feel-good brain chemicals such 
as dopamine and cortisol. Singing reduces stress hormones, helping 
children to concentrate, building a sense of community in the 
classroom, and learning together through action songs and play. 
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Figure 4: Learning language through action songs   

Students who can maintain their attention have a much better chance 
of being successful at school. The simple act of reading lyrics and 
following along to a favourite song whilst singing together improves 
reading prosody, defined as fluent, accurate and expressive oral 
reading (Godde et al., 2020). From a musical stance, Wennerstrom 
(2001) reinforces the high gravitas of the music and reading link 
when she describes prosody as “the music of everyday speech … the 
foundation of communication” (p. 14).

Figure 5: Singing builds reading prosody and a sense of 
community   

Reading prosody increases when students practise reading texts 
accurately and fluently, achieved through repeated reading of song 
lyrics, focusing on meaning. Teaching vocabulary in the context 
of a song helps children to understand the meaning of the words 
they encounter, as making meaning is the reason why we read. 
Comprehension is a key ingredient, one of “the Fab 5” (NRP, 2000) 
and “Big Six” (Konza, 2014) in learning to read.  

Future directions/ conclusion

Active engagement with music adds value in the early reading 
classroom. It provides an enjoyable social experience that improves 
listening skills and phonemic awareness, situating students for 
reading success (Del Ray, 2017; Muthivhi & Kriger, 2019; Newland, 

2013). As Australia is currently undergoing unprecedented 
curriculum reform, school leaders’ current, shared foci are on 
delivering the new curriculum seamlessly in their schools. Executive 
leaders are currently engaged with ensuring teachers are supported, 
prepared and confident in their impending implementation of the 
new curriculum, situating young learners for the best chance of 
reading success. Teaching reading, that most fundamental academic 
skill, is enhanced through integrating music in the early reading 
classroom; a move well supported in the broad academic literature 
cited in this paper. Teaching music and early reading together is a 
magical partnership because the skills necessary for learning music 
cohere with beginning reading skills. Participation in music in the 
early reading classroom sets students up for success in their literacy 
journey, consecutively building a love of both reading and music. 
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There is a plethora of research and theorists to provide unwavering 
substantiation to what experienced educational practitioners already 
know – “A healthy school culture will affect more student and teacher 
success than any other reform or school improvement effort” (Phillips 
&  Wagner, 2003, p. 7). The most successful school leaders understand 
the role of organisational culture in building a successful school 
(MacNeil et al., 2009) and therefore continuously monitor and check 
the health of their school’s culture.

Wong (2020) defines organisational culture as “the collection of 
values, expectations, and practices that guide and inform the actions 
of all team members” (p. 1).  In practical terms, she refers to it as 
a collection of traits wherein a great culture exemplifies positive 
traits, while a dysfunctional culture brings out qualities that hinder 
success. Irrespective of definition, culture like water around a 
fish, surrounds and envelopes principals, teachers, students, and 
parents, and not only shapes but conforms and confirms their 
beliefs, assumptions, decisions, and actions. These are the shared 
orientations, values, norms, and practices that hold an educational 
unit together, give it a distinctive identity, and often vigorously 
resist change from the outside. 

How does your workplace measure from the perspective of Wong 
(2019)? As a “culture consultant” in the business world, she notes that 
the five traits of top-rated workplaces are that they:

• treat their people like adults.

• view culture as a product.

• discourage internal competition.

• hire for fit with culture.

• recognise employee effort (Wong, 2019, p. 1).

If these are the traits to be strived for, then the focus of leaders is 
not only in modelling these but understanding and deliberately 
structuring for their development, emergence, and embedding as 
“the way we do things around here” (Deal & Kennedy, 1982, p. 4, 
in Bolman & Deal, 2021). Utilising an organisational perspective, 
these two recognised school researchers meld together “simple ideas 
for coping with cultural ambiguity and complexity” (p. 20) and 
suggest rather than an organic approach, that a methodical approach 
is in place to support organisational development. Bolman and 
Deal’s approach implies that rather than being a simply intuitive 
and largely uncontrolled event, leaders can create, modify, and re-
create culture. They do so if the leader looks at the structure of the 
organisation and how it functions, and then deliberately brings 
people together to develop relationships and then to collectively 
discern what is important and how “we” should behave.

In a similar way, but with a focus on schools as educational 
learning organisations, Kaplan and Owings (2013) bring together 
a wide range of theory and experiences as educational leaders to 
produce an extremely practical and transferable set of strategies 
for recognising and transforming school culture. Their text: Culture 
re-boot: Reinvigorating school culture to improve student outcomes, 
and particularly in chapter 1, School culture and change as learning, 

Culture determines outcomes,  
leaders determine culture

Dr Ken Avenell, Director of Formation and Identity for Toowoomba Catholic Education

summarises the highly collaborative and cyclical sequence into 
combined cognitive, emotional, and behavioural tasks.

The first action is to consciously identify the school’s influences 
which are the basic underlying assumptions, norms, values, and 
organisational rules that staff have been practising and that students 
and parents have been following. Doing so surfaces and crystallises 
assumptions that have become presumed, unchallenged, and 
habitually been taken for granted. These are then examined publicly 
with respect to how well the underlying norms, assumptions, and 
practices support or hinder student learning. Subsequently, unhelpful 
behaviours and practices (culture) deemed outdated or incompatible 
are replaced through a process of collaborative discernment with 
beliefs and actions that foster student achievement. Then as 
maintenance, these changed behaviours are monitored and adjusted 
when needed to create a school where all students can achieve 
academically and where teachers feel professionally satisfied that 
they are doing important and high-quality work (Kaplan & Owings, 
2013, p. 3).

But does all this leadership effort towards clarity and vision and 
values, lead to any discernible difference for students? Unequivocally, 
yes! 

Vielmetter (for the much-respected UK based global HR 
consultancy Hay Group) in 2008 noted that 50 to 70% of variance in 
organisational climate can be explained by differences in leadership 
styles, and that 30% of variance in outcomes can be explained by 
differences in organisational climate. Isci et al. (2015) replicated the 
Hay Group study in 2015 with similar results. That is, the behaviours 
of the school’s leader(s) directly determine the vast majority of the 
school’s climate, and this has a 30% plus or minus variation effect on 
the learning outcomes of students. 
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“leaders have the biggest direct impact 
on climate and even small improvements 

in organisational climate can lead to 
substantial improvements in results.”

In both of these studies, climate was defined as “the environment or 
personality of the school, and behaviours of the teachers, students 
and other members and stakeholders of the educational institution” 
(Dulay & Karadağ, 2017, p. 200). That is, climate and culture are used 
interchangeably.

To summarise this research, leaders have the biggest direct impact 
on climate and even small improvements in organisational climate 
can lead to substantial improvements in results. In effect, the success 
of any school is visibly and strongly reflected in the leader’s ability 
to lead themselves (i.e., be aware of and know how they work as a 
person). This involves being highly emotionally intelligent and 
using these skills to best lead others and, in doing so, create a high 
performing organisation. 

Landry (2019) says that such emotional intelligence accounts for 
90% of what sets high performers apart from their peers in creating a 
performance culture. The traits of an emotionally intelligent leader 
are reflected in the cultural components of Wong (2020) but are 
summarised best by Goleman and Boyatzis (2008) who maintain that 
“self-awareness [is] … at the core of everything and predicates [an] 
ability to influence, coach, and mentor others, and resolve conflict 
effectively” (p. 75). Goleman and Boyatzis (2008) note that the leader-
follower dynamic is not a case of two (or more) independent brains 
reacting consciously or unconsciously to the leaders’ behaviours but 
rather, the individual minds become, in a sense, fused into a single 
system known as culture.

In an adaption from Wilson (2015) who was describing teachers, 
the profile of 21st century leaders is that they are not experts in 
curriculum or technology; they are experts in habits of mind and 
engaging people. In a rapidly changing educational landscape, 
modern leaders create culture. They:

• choose to be vulnerable.

• see themselves as co-learners and facilitators.

• invite mistakes and allow themselves to fail, often.

• don’t wait until everyone is an expert to introduce something.

• move into their teachers’ world, even if it’s foreign.

• are comfortable not knowing what is going to happen.

• dream big and ask “why not?”

• empower their teachers to teach each other.

• embrace change.

• feel secure asking colleagues for help.

•  model resiliency and perseverance.

• tailor their interactions to the needs of the person (Wilson, 2015).
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School wide pedagogy as a 
conduit for active change: 
The experience of an  
independent school for girls
Dr Bruce Addison, Deputy Principal (Academic) at Brisbane Girls Grammar School; 
Ms Susan Garson, Director of the Centre for School Wide Pedagogy at Brisbane Girls Grammar School

This paper examines the change forces leading to the development of 
a school wide pedagogy model, resulting in cross-faculty professional 
dialogue, at an independent school for girls. It considers a number 
of change forces leading to the possibility of complex pedagogical 
change in an organisation that once, for a variety of reasons, was 
resistant to such thinking. Dynamic principal leadership, reflective 
of a deep understanding of school culture, combined with an 
inclusive approach to leadership, fostered a new spirit of openness 
and cross-faculty co-operation. Harvard University’s (2022) Project 
Zero’s Cultures of Thinking, specifically incorporating inquiry action 
projects, is the process used to demonstrate how the concept of a 
school wide pedagogy can pivot school culture and foster genuine 
cross-faculty deep learning and visible thinking.

School culture and inclusive leadership

Schools are complex organisations. Long established schools are 
proud of their traditions and entrenched “capital.” Change can 
often be difficult and any change momentum difficult to maintain. 
At Brisbane Girls Grammar School our academic structure is 
idiosyncratically deeply discipline specific, within a high functioning 
faculty structure. Teachers only teach in one subject area. Heads of 
Faculty and curriculum leaders have high levels of autonomy and are 
essential to the success of any overarching school-based change. It is 
within this middle leadership space that important initiatives can 
sink or swim. All of this sounds as if change in general would be very 
difficult to realise. However, this has not been the case. The last ten 
years have witnessed profound change across the school, particularly 
in the academic space. Sometimes there has been systemically 
imposed external change. At other times school-based change. The 
convergence of both has created an environment ripe for well-
conceived and inclusive broad-based change.

The year 2013 saw the arrival of a new Principal who had been 
previously a teacher and a middle leader (Head of House) at the 
school. Her intimate knowledge of the complexities and the culture 
of the organisation meant that the settling in time was minimised 
which, as Dinham (2016) highlights, is vital. Several key senior 
leadership positions had become or were about to become vacant 
after long periods of incumbency. This meant that new appointments 

could be made across the senior leadership level, with the scope to 
challenge and refresh accepted practice. In 2014, two new senior 
leadership team appointments were made. A Deputy Principal 
(Academic) was appointed and a new position, Dean of Curriculum 
and Scholarship, was created. In 2016 a new position, Dean of 
Studies and Learning Analytics, was also created. In addition, a very 
experienced teacher-administrator was appointed to a redesigned 
role of Dean of Administration. Occurring at the same time as the 
principal and senior leadership refresh, 2015 would see secondary 
schooling in Queensland undergo significant change with the 
inclusion of Year 7. At the same time, planning was continuing for 
the implementation of the new Queensland Certificate of Education/
Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank (QCE/ATAR). Thus, change, in 
its many forms, has been a constant over many years.

This principal-led team worked dynamically and rigorously to ensure 
that the change forces at play would be folded dynamically into our 
educational and operational spaces. Bruce’s recollections of this time 
are included in italics: 

I was part of the senior leadership team refresh as the Dean of 
Curriculum and Scholarship. The position description required the 
incumbent to teach. It also provided a considerable amount of time to 
research, write, and reflect on pedagogy and practice. I too had worked 
previously at the school, predominantly as a middle leader. I had 
experienced the frustrations with middle leadership, especially that 
uncomfortable wedge between the imperatives emanating from senior 
leadership and the concerns emanating from the teaching staff (Dinham, 
2016; Gurr & Drysdale, 2012; Irvine & Brundett, 2014). Over the years 
I had observed some wise and deft senior leadership; leadership that knew 
when not to respond to perceived fad or fashion. The flip side to this 
was the loss of occasional opportunity. This experience had taught me 
much about how to conceive change for our unique learning organisation. 
In 2014 the principal asked me to investigate the possibility of 
implementing a learning framework. 

Past knowledge had taught us that learning frameworks were 
perceived as a fad and to be avoided assiduously. There were very 
good reasons for this. Given the functional balkanisation of our 
faculties, any top-down approach would have failed. Any move 
towards changing or pivoting the school’s learning culture had to 
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be achieved through collaboration, upward seep, and broad-based 
acceptance. Given the enormity of the change forces at play, any 
additional change had to be managed deftly and spaciously. When 
referring to learning communities, Kilpatrick et al. (2003) conclude 
that they are

made up of people who share a common purpose. They 
collaborate to draw on individual strengths, respect a variety 
of perspectives, and actively promote learning opportunities. 
The outcomes are the creation of a vibrant, synergistic 
environment, enhanced potential for all members, and the 
possibility that new knowledge will be created. (p. 3)

Figure 1: School Wide Pedagogy Diagram  
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Taken from the Centre for School Wide Pedagogy, Brisbane Girls 
Grammar School. Retrieved April 15, 2022, from https://www.bggs.
qld.edu.au/academic/teaching-and-learning/centre-for-school-wide-
pedagogy

The development of a school wide pedagogy model

It is amazing how things can collide for good. At much the same time 
all of this was happening, the IDEAS approach to pedagogy from 
a group of distinguished scholars from the University of Southern 
Queensland (Crowther et al., 2013) was gaining traction. They had 
written about the power of school wide pedagogy and how it could 

be developed and honed to enhance both teaching practice and 
student learning. The IDEAS approach focused on three mutually 
supportive concepts: Personal Pedagogy (PP), Authoritative Pedagogy 
(AP) and School Wide Pedagogy (SWP). The richness and trinitarian-
like connectedness of these concepts was very appealing. At last it 
appeared that a model of pedagogy could well work in our unique 
learning culture.

The SWP concept is very powerful especially if it is conceived as 
an umbrella concept as opposed to a highly prescriptive top-down 
concept. Our faculty specific disciplinarity is renowned for its depth 
of curriculum delivery. For many years this led to a link being 
established between deep curriculum delivery and depth of student 
learning. The question we started to ask ourselves was whether this 
link was real or rhetorical? We soon realised that we had to do more 
to ensure that our claims of deep learning could be backed up by 
pointable evidence. This was one of the fundamental issues we were 
endeavouring to solve in our deliberations relating to the potential 
introduction of a school wide pedagogical framework.

A school wide pedagogy committee was formed which comprised 
an eclectic mix of educators from beginning teachers to very 
experienced teachers. Hierarchy was left at the door as everyone had 
a voice, and the dialogue was always inclusive. Various frameworks 
were investigated; however, a decision could not be made that was 
deemed suitable for our needs. In 2016, quite by chance, our Head 
of International Studies attended a Cultures of Thinking conference 
at Melbourne Grammar School. When reporting to a Head of 
Faculty meeting about Project Zero, the seeds for adopting Cultures 
of Thinking, as an important component of a school wide pedagogy 
model, were sown. After a period of gestation, the idea grew, and a 
number of staff enrolled in a Harvard University online Cultures of 
Thinking course. A relationship was established simultaneously with 
Melbourne’s Bialik College, the site of Dr Ron Ritchhart’s ground-
breaking research establishing the Cultures of Thinking methodology 
(Ritchhart, 2015). Our Head of International Studies attended 
Harvard University for a Project Zero colloquium and Simon Brooks 
Educational Consultancy was selected to provide school-wide regular 
in-servicing for our academic staff. Thorough planning, good fortune, 
and an inclusive approach to educational change ensured that our 
pedagogy has undergone elements of transformation all stemming, 
in part, from pivotal senior leadership changes from 2013-2016. A 
deep understanding and a lived experience of the School’s culture was 
essential to the success of this massive school-based change.
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Cultures of Thinking, as the foundational principal component of our 
school wide pedagogy, has provided the means by which staff have 
been encouraged to reflect on their teaching practice. Our concept 
of “professional review” has also had a considerable impact on this 
space. We call our model of professional review, Open Doors. It is 
unashamedly teacher focussed and founded on teacher agency. It 
is not about “appraisal;” rather it is about professional growth and 
development. As a part of our three years Open Doors model, teachers 
are encouraged to participate in “cultures of thinking inquiry action 
projects.” The key word here is “action” as these projects are all about 
the doing and the observing of teaching. They are focused on teachers 
reflecting on their practice as a way of deepening student learning 
whilst establishing a genuine culture of thinking (Paterson, 2022, p. 
8). Inquiry action is a rich opportunity for teachers to tell their own 
stories, prioritise time for colleagues to learn from each other, and to 
develop reciprocal relationships grounded in shared passion (Kemmis 
et al., 2014).

Inquiry action and inter-faculty professional learning

The notion of inquiry action has been part of our suite of professional 
learning since 2018. The benefit of teachers learning in study groups 
is that they are never about correcting or fixing the approach of the 
presenting teacher, but rather about growing our collective practice 
by listening to and learning from others. The emphasis is therefore 
very practical and encourages teachers to make small but meaningful 
changes in their classrooms (Kemmis et al., 2014). Our inquiry 
action model prioritises an ongoing cycle of planning, action, and 
reflection across an academic year (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). 
This is a continuous process of active reflection where teachers do 
more “problem posing than problem solving” (Paterson, 2022, p. 35). 
Participating teachers are encouraged to be open, press one another’s 
thinking, while constantly investigating various puzzles of practice in 
the safe and supportive context of a study group. 

In order to facilitate this, our external Cultures of Thinking 
consultants were pivotal as they had the experience and confidence 
to challenge entrenched mindsets. Growing from within was essential 
for this change of practice to succeed and to succeed deeply. A core 
group of staff were trained at the outset in the art of facilitation. 
Core qualities of artful facilitation were emphasised: curiosity, 
listening, recognising what is powerful, believing others can learn 
and, above all, the willingness to be disturbed (Allen & Blythe, 2004). 
Once trained in a range of questioning methods, as well as thinking 
routines and protocols in order to structure and guide conversations, 
facilitators gathered interested teachers in cross-faculty groups of up 
to six staff for hour long meetings twice per term. Central to this was 
the way facilitators promoted participation, ensuring equity and trust 
building among their colleagues. All of this was important for both 
bottom up and horizontal seep across and within faculties.

Celebrations of learning also formed part of the process. The model 
used was non-digital and overwhelmingly old-school in nature. 
Participants created a poster as a way of making their thinking visible 
in relation to their chosen focus question. The posters are designed on 
butcher’s paper and are not supposed to be a polished artefact; rather, 

they show the participant’s journey, messy thinking, as well as their 
challenges and successes in pursuit of their chosen question. Poster 
creation is guided by these prompts:

My inquiry action question is ...

Some actions I took were ...

The payoffs were ...

What is next ...?

There are many benefits of teacher involvement in inquiry action. 
Developing a community of practice amongst teachers where the 
important moments of teaching are explored and discussion about 
teaching, learning and thinking is valued, says a great deal about 
the culture of a school. Inquiry action projects have no doubt been a 
factor in shifting culture, increasing collaboration, and developing if 
not transforming aspects of classroom learning. The beauty of them is 
that they create valuable opportunities for cross-faculty enrichment. 
The reflections below demonstrate a teacher’s thinking about how she 
encouraged her students to take more artistic risks in drama: 

I am flipping the focus from being about outcomes, to being 
more about process.

I have learnt about modelling my own thinking to students – I 
started to say things like it’s ok to get it wrong, please ask 
questions, I don’t know the answer to that, what I might try is 
this. 

I liked being able to come together with other teachers from all 
different teaching areas and share ideas, and ... it was surprising 
to take things from what somebody was doing in French ... I can 
apply that in my discipline.

I have pivoted my practice and was inspired by sparking 
curiosity and encouraging students to ask their own questions.

I will continue to show students I am learning too, trying new 
things, but in a way that inspires students ... I use “What makes 
you say that?” all the time.

“An inclusive model of leadership 
combined with a very strong 

understanding of school culture 
has every chance of successfully 

stewarding change.”

54	

AEL	44	Issue	3	

Success	Story



This shift remains a work in progress; in particular, diligence is 
needed to ensure that these practices remain part of our professional 
dialogue. Several factors combined to ensure that this school wide 
pedagogy was accepted and willingly implemented. To most staff, 
it is akin to an operating system working quietly underscoring the 
workings of our approach to pedagogy. Change forces can be both 
harnessed and developed in an era of disruption. An inclusive 
model of leadership combined with a very strong understanding of 
school culture has every chance of successfully stewarding change. 
Sometimes the stars can align to enable the creative disturbance of 
entrenched and trusted cultures. As Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) 
conclude:

when we add reflective capacity and action research to 
stocks of human and social capital, we hone our decisional 
capacity to take informed decisions. Like medicine, teaching 
is an imperfect science, and we need thinking professionals 
working together to maximise effectiveness. (p. 101) 
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Building teacher capacity to 
manage the classroom: 
A Western Australian program
Jamie Mawer, Teacher with Western Australia’s Department of Education,  
School of Special Educational Needs: Behaviour and Engagement

when thou didst not, savage, 
Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like 
A thing most brutish, I endow’d thy purposes 
With words that made them known. 
(Prospero, The Tempest, Shakespeare, 1611/2016, 1.II.  
358-363)

We think in language and where there is no word there may be 
feeling, but there is no thought. When Prospero teaches Caliban to 
speak, he provides him with the most powerful way to create meaning. 
The following is an account of a small division within the Western 
Australian Department of Education (DoE) that translates teacher 
behaviour into language, with the power of this consciousness-raising 
to transform teaching. 

The School of Special Educational Needs: Behaviour and Engagement 
(SSEN:BE) designs, facilitates, and delivers professional learning to 
schools through Classroom Management Strategies (CMS) programs 
and the Western Australian Positive Behaviour Support (WA PBS) 
framework. CMS can be further split into the Foundation Program 
(FP), Instructional Strategies for Engagement (ISE), Conferencing 
Accreditation Training (CAT), and Education Assistant Modules 
(EA). CMS has a regional model, university workshops, a cadre of 
school-based presenters, and also offers workshops in goal setting and 
feedback. The focus of this article is the Foundation Program. 

CMS professional learning supports schools and educators at the 
whole school, small group, and individual levels.  Schools are 
supported to adopt whole school practices to increase teachers’ 
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conscious awareness, develop a common language to describe their 
practice, and increase their repertoire of strategies designed to 
encourage engagement. Its mission statement states: “CMS seeks to 
improve student outcomes and staff well-being by providing quality 
professional learning to enhance effective practice in classroom 
management, instructional strategies and skills” (WA DoE, 2004, 
p. 1). CMS, then, provides information and practical strategies 
designed to improve engagement and reduce student unproductive 
social behaviour by establishing a positive, proactive classroom 
environment.  

A description of the Foundation Program

The Foundation Program is the bedrock of CMS. It is a program made 
up of workshops spread over a couple of weeks that are followed by 
in-class observations and feedback that allow schools and teachers 
the opportunity to move towards developing a positive classroom 
culture in their schools. The workshops are based on Bennett and 
Smilanich’s (1994) classroom management research with supporting 
research from others.  After each workshop, the presenter visits each 
participating teacher individually to observe and provide feedback. 
The Foundation Program changes teacher behaviour by making 
explicit a teacher’s repertoire of classroom management skills. This is 
because change, even positive change, requires care. The parameters 
of the workshops are made explicit to help teachers recognise the 
complexity of teaching and the limitations of any single change to 
practice. These parameters are based on the following assumptions: 
that the power of teaching does not rest in single innovations; the 
workshops bring to a conscious level the complexity of teaching; 
perfection in teaching is impossible; when students are engaged 
in learning, escalation of poor behaviour is prevented; and that 
the presenters are not experts. The complexity of change is further 
emphasised in the “Key Understandings:” 

unless educational change results in altered teacher practice 
in the classroom its impact on student achievement will not 
be great; most educational change that is directed towards 
classroom practice fails not because the original ideas are 
without worth, but because the change is implemented so 
poorly; it is sometimes easier to behave your way into a new 
way of thinking than it is to think your way into a new way 
of behaving (and) there is no one right way to teach, but 
some are more effective than others. (Smilanich, 2004, in 
conversation with DoE) 

In this way, presenters encourage the teacher to have a go and the FP 
is arranged in a way that makes success more likely. 

The first workshop’s contents are: key understandings of the CMS 
professional learning model; universal needs /belonging; self-
awareness; bumps theory (where each student escalation in behaviour 
is described as a “bump”) (Bennett & Smilanich, 1994, p. 41) and 
Bump 1 – Low Key Skills. The skills observed in the subsequent visit 
are “winning over,” defined as using skills to encourage students 
to bond positively with the teacher and Low Key Skills (LKS). LKS 
are used to prevent and/or respond to unproductive behaviours. An 
example is “responsive proximity” where a teacher moves towards 
an off-task student, and the “pause,” where the teacher intentionally 
pauses during verbal instructions or discussion to make an off-task 
student aware they have been noticed. At this level, the teacher 
takes responsibility for managing behaviour while continuing 
to teach. There are 17 LKS teachers can draw upon and none of 
these interrupts the flow of the lesson. They are often responded 
to positively by students with little conscious thought and if they 
are not labelled or explicitly defined, make it look like the teacher 
has a whole class of really well-behaved kids with no behaviour 
management concerns at all. 

The LKS stem from research on the behaviours of effective teachers. 
Building a language around teacher behaviours allows them to 
be discussed, brought into conscious awareness and therefore 
deliberately chosen over a teacher’s unthinking default strategies, 
much like Prospero giving Caliban language that translated his 
feelings into thoughts that could then be communicated. Many 
teachers use these strategies already albeit unconsciously and find the 
fact they are using them very affirming. 

Workshop 2 includes workshop norms; Bump 2 – the re-direct/ 
square off; Bump 3 – Effective Choice; and an introduction to 
Instructional Skills for Engagement . Bump 2 describes a series of 
actions a teacher uses to respond to students who continue to be 
unproductive and, unlike Bump 1, there is an interruption to the 
flow of the lesson. Bump 3 is where the teacher presents the student 
with options to allow them to generate solutions that prevent further 
escalation. Back at the participating teacher’s school, the presenter 
and the teacher complete an observation on Active Participation 
(AP). Active Participation is the aim of classroom management which 
equates to an effective level of student engagement. To achieve AP 
requires the judicious use of skills that creates the conditions whereby 
students feel able to participate combined with the skills that ensure 
they deliver a suitable response, whether written, verbal, or an action. 

The final workshop covers student engagement, functions 
of behaviour, informal agreements, strategies to defuse escalation, 
and reflection on the three days. The observation is on the informal 
agreement which is a strategy designed to change student behaviour 
from chronic low-level unproductive behaviour. The teacher and an 
individual student converse, with the teacher bringing the student to 
a conscious awareness of the behaviour which has been quantified. 
Strategies for signalling the limit to the number of occasions this 
behaviour is permitted are discussed, and the teacher sets out their 
response if the student exceeds this limit. On many occasions, the 
results are positive providing the agreement is followed up the 
first couple of times it is needed. The result is usually an enhanced 
teacher-student relationship.  

The observation and the conference

The FP’s professional learning model is informed by the “conscious 
competence model” attributed to Gordon Training International 
(2021). It is based on the idea that presenters bring teachers back 
from unconscious competence to conscious competence as this allows 
them to consciously choose the behaviours they now have a language 
for. Joyce and Shower’s (1982) work on coaching underscoring the 
importance of having a repertoire of strategies to improve practice, 
is vital, as these researchers have shown input alone may mean a 5% 
take-up in the classroom by the teacher, whereas input, modelling 
and demonstrating, practising and checking for understanding, and 
observation followed by coaching can mean a 90% take-up. It is for 
this reason workshops are followed by observations and conferences. 

“CMS, then, provides information 
and practical strategies designed to 

improve engagement and reduce 
student unproductive social behaviour 

by establishing a positive, proactive 
classroom environment”
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The classroom observation usually takes place in a teacher’s 
classroom setting, a few days after the relevant workshop, with the 
conference in a quiet and undisturbed spot.  The process is usually 
scheduled for one hour with three phases.

First, there is a 20 minute classroom observation where the lesson 
is scripted. This includes writing a lesson script of what the teacher 
does and says during the lesson and may include drawing of a 
movement (or proximity) map of where the teacher goes during the 
lesson. The observer then labels the script with the relevant skills 
(e.g. LKS) and then, meeting with the teacher, holds a conference 
lasting 20-25 minutes. This conference is non-judgemental, non-
evaluative, confidential, and positive (that is, only discusses what has 
been seen) and the only topic of conversation is what was discussed 
in the workshop. Talk is a cognitive tool, and the observer, in this 
role, will try to have the teacher reflect through a focussed discussion 
on the decisions they made in those 20 minutes and the skills they 
used. Anecdotal feedback from the teachers is that this conference 
is a powerful impetus to positive change. According to teachers, the 
conference provides a welcomed opportunity for them to discuss their 
classroom practice with another which is not something that occurs 
frequently.

Figure 1 reflects a segment of an observation of a teacher teaching a 
primary class during the first few minutes of the lesson. Translating 
the annotations, this teacher used proximity, meaning she 
moved around the classroom, particularly to specific areas where 
unproductive behaviour was occurring, or was likely to occur. She 
is “winning over,” that is, using skills to encourage students to 
bond positively with her – she is demonstrating personal interest 
(several times), using students’ names, being polite, and employing 
non-verbals, such as smiles. There are many active scans (^), where 
she is overtly monitoring student behaviour – sometimes known as 
“withitness” which mostly gives away the age of the observer. Another 
skill, private dialogue, is a quiet, almost unnoticed conversation 
between the teacher and the student and it includes the teacher being 
at the same level as the student, kneeling rather than stooping or 
leaning over. Only after this does the teacher use a signal to begin, a 
routine sequence of teacher behaviours resulting in the whole-class 
becoming attentive, quiet, and compliant. The annotations are not 
exhaustive; often, the observer misses some teacher behaviours, 
or moves on to other behaviours before writing down everything 
that’s been seen. These annotations do not include any pedagogical 
decision making. 

Figure 1: Low Key Skills   

Figure 2: Active Participation   

 
Reprinted with permission from the teacher and observer.  
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In the primary classroom, less often in the secondary classroom, an 
observer can write six pages of dialogue in twenty minutes with at 
least one teacher action on each of the page’s 32 lines. Often there 
are more. For example, in Figure 1 the observer records 44 teacher 
actions in five lines, as the teacher uses proximity, names, private 
dialogue, active scanning and demonstrating personal interest, all 
of them multiple times. The same conditions apply in the secondary 
classroom, but there an observer is more likely to have four or five 
pages. Six pages of 32 lines with one teacher action on each is 192 low 
key skills in twenty minutes. If this teacher is in class all day, that 
20 minutes can be repeated eighteen more times, giving 3,724 low 
key skills in a face-to-face teaching day. Often those low key skills 
require another thought sequence, because that teacher perceived 
a student action, evaluated it, clearly responded with a deliberate 
choice from their repertoire, and then saw the result of that and 
evaluated if it needed a further response. Onto this we may add all the 
low key skills and other teacher actions missed or skipped during the 
scripting process. Then we may add the pedagogical decisions made 
by the teacher such as:  how does the teacher in that moment, get 
the optimum learning from an individual, a group, or a class? What 
instructional strategies, what teacher talk, what formative assessment 
processes have been used? Whatever the answers, it’s clear a dedicated 
teacher is carrying an immense and immediate cognitive load.

During the second observation, scripting occurs as in the first 
observation but the focus is on the safe and accountable classroom 
skills that together create active participation. A simple continuum, 

safe classroom skills to the left and accountability classroom skills 
on the right, provides for the teacher a graphic example of the 
agility required to have students actively participating. In Figure 
2, the numbers represent skills such as 1. Winning Over through 
humour and smiling; 2. Encouragement of individual, group or the 
whole class; 3. The type of response required from students, in this 
case, hands up and 7. Distribution of response: who is being chosen 
to answer and how were they selected? The skills are spread across 
the continuum as the observer, later with the teacher, decides on 
the levels of safety and accountability shown. In CMS terms, safety 
means the skills the teacher uses to encourage students to feel safe 
and supported in the classroom and the extent to which students will 
risk public failure. Accountability covers the skills the teacher uses to 
intentionally increase the levels of public responses from students. 

The informal agreement is covered in Workshop 3. It is where a 
teacher discusses with an individual student their chronic low-
level unproductive behaviour. Figures 3 and 4 show the teacher’s 
preparation for an informal agreement with a Year One student, who 
had previously called out at least six times per mat session (i.e., that 
is when the class is sat in front of the teacher for whole-class learning 
before moving to individual desks). The teacher’s plan is to reduce the 
calling out to three times. The conversation happens at a time of calm 
when the teacher has time to work with this student alone. Within a 
short time, this particular student was able to reduce their callouts to 
less than three times.  

Figure 3: The start of the Informal Agreement   

Informal Agreement                          Student:                                          Date:

Greet Student Hello                       . lntroduce Mr Mawer. He has visited our class twice before and he loves seeing 
Year 1 classrooms.

Did you enjoy the assembly?

Are you enojoying our discussions on money?

I am liking hearing about your interest in Australian coins and Polish coins. 

I am interested in what you know about Poland. I loved visiting that country and using the Zloty.

Identify Challenges What has our class been focusing on during mat sessions?

Give me 5/interrupting and calling out.

How have you been going with that?

Calling out/talking when speaker is talking. Yesterday I kept a tally of how often everyone was 
calling out during our mat sessions.

Figure 4: The conclusion of the Informal Agreement   

Review                       , can you tell me what I’m going to do if you call out?

Tally, remind you after 3 times by holding 3 fingers up, record in diary if more than 3 times.

Check in with you at end of the day.

Conclusion Could you ask Mum and Dad if we could see some more Polish coins? I’ll search for my coins from 
Germany, Poland, France, Italy that I collected on my overseas trips.

Thank you for talking with me today                       .

Reprinted with permission from the teacher.   

Reprinted with permission from the teacher.   
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Conclusion

Since its inception, over 15,000 teachers in the WA Department 
of Education have undertaken the Foundation Program, or its 
precursor, CMS Level 1. All other programs mentioned nearly 
double this number of educators. In a survey at a senior high school, 
90% of teachers surveyed (n = 34) indicated that CMS helped in 
their classroom, including improving engagement and thus the 
educational outcomes for all students. In written feedback from 
participants, comments such as, “interesting content that can be 
applied straightaway…”; “how many low key skills there are and how 
many I use already…”: “acknowledges the complexity of the job – 
therefore praising our efforts – even if we’re not perfect!” are common. 
However, the evaluation also shows a deeper change at times: “The 
PD has significantly improved my confidence in the classroom and 
my ability to deliver CMS effectively. It has restored my confidence 
in myself and (my) desire to keep teaching.” FP, by providing a menu 
of LKS and other proven strategies, shows teachers a less stressful 
way of managing their classrooms and most of them choose these 
more effective ways. Success reinforces success, hence many teachers 
who undertake FP return for ISE. Schools show the benefits of FP 
indirectly, in also participating in ISE and EA workshops as they build 
a whole-school approach to classroom management and effective 
pedagogy. Workshop numbers are determined by expressions of 
interest, so when interest in FP falls, it is made up for in an increase 
in ISE and EA workshops, as schools broaden the skills base of staff. 

The full repertoire of CMS/ WAPBS programs aligns with WA 
Department of Education policies and makes the aims of the policies 
more likely to be achieved. Much anecdotal evidence supports its 
efficacy in building calmer classrooms where more learning happens. 
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Collective leader efficacy
Dr Peter DeWitt, Author, Leadership Coach

In October of 2021, I released a book entitled “Collective Leader 
Efficacy: Strengthening Instructional Leadership Teams” published 
by Corwin Press /Learning Forward. Much of the work that the book 
is based on is personal and draws upon my experience as a member 
and leader of school-based teams. My experience has not always been 
positive. Through my leadership coaching and workshop facilitation, 
I have come to learn that there are many teachers and leaders who 
have had similar experiences to mine.  

What I will do in this article is provide some background on the 
inspiration behind my focus on school leadership teams or, what I 
will refer to as, instructional leadership teams, as well as introduce 
the concept of collective leader efficacy. I will also consider the eight 
drivers necessary for teams to develop collective leader efficacy. 

The inspiration from a frustrating moment in time

When I was a young teacher, I sat on my school’s building leadership 
team (BLT). It was actually called the BLT, and I remember how proud 
I was that the principal chose me to be on the team. Our group was 
not large, mostly made up of the school building leader, assistant 
principal, a parent, and a couple of teachers, which included me. 
I don’t remember much about our focus, but I do remember how 
authoritative the school building leader was as he dominated the 
conversation every time we met. 

What I remember most about that year was that I didn’t really have 
a voice on our BLT. I was merely window dressing, used to look as 
though we had a teacher representative. Each meeting I sat quietly, 
wondering why I was asked to be on the team, until I figured out 
that it wasn’t my voice that was valued, but my compliance. The 
principal was not one who accepted discourse, which was something 
the staff learned time and time again at staff meetings and individual 
conversations. Not only was I compliant, but I was also actually scared 
to speak up. 

After 11 years in the classroom, I became a school principal, and I 
wanted something different for our building-based team. We called 
it the Principal’s Advisory Council (PAC), but I didn’t just want the 
name to be different from what I was used to as a teacher; I wanted 
the experience to be much more engaging, because I knew that it was 
the power of the group that led to improvement and innovation. 

It wasn’t until a few years ago that I found the research name for 
what we were trying to do at the school where I led, and it was called 
“collective leader efficacy.” Why was it called that and not “collective 
teacher efficacy?” Simple. When you have a school-based leader on 
the team, they come with a different type of status than others on the 
team, because that school-based leader also happens to be the boss, 
and very few people want to stand up to the boss. This was certainly 
my experience as a young teacher sitting on the BLT. 

Collective efficacy is the shared commitment that a group of teachers 
and leaders can positively impact student achievement and growth 
(Hattie et al., 2020). As a former school principal, I want school 

“Schools are powerful places where 
students learn the tools they need to 
be successful in life, but those same 
schools can be equally as powerful 

learning environments for the adults 
that work there too.”

leaders to be people who not only run meetings, but also engage 
in learning with their staff, and that learning should focus on 
instructional strategies and student engagement. 

Dictatorship or democracy?

All too often our leadership teams are a dictatorship, where leaders 
enforce the focus and put parameters around the conversation. 
Instead, leadership teams should be a democracy where each 
participant has a voice, even if their voice gives an alternative view to 
the leader’s. 

In order for a school-based team to really come together and have 
impact on student learning, there are certain drivers that must be 
present. Fullan (2011, p. 3) writes that drivers:

1. foster intrinsic motivation of teachers and students; 

2. engage educators and students in continuous improvement of 
instruction and learning; 

3. inspire collective or teamwork; and 

4. affect all teachers and students – 100 per cent.

Eight drivers for collective leader efficacy

In my work on collective leader efficacy, I have included eight drivers 
that are necessary for how a leadership team comes together. Within 
the eight drivers, I cite two from pre-existing drivers researched 
by Ken Leithwood and colleagues which include organisational 
commitment and context beliefs. Leithwood and his colleagues’ 
seminal work on the topic of collective leader efficacy (see Leithwood 
& Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood & Mascall, 2008) offers a few more drivers, 
but these in particular stand out as important, which I will explain 
below. 

While doing research for my book on collective leader efficacy, I 
found that COVID-19 brought about new challenges which required 
other drivers that I had not considered before, so I have introduced 
four new drivers. Three of these are mindset, wellbeing, and 
professional learning and development, and the fourth is working 
conditions inspired by Leithwood and Mascall (2008). Two further 
drivers have come from Hattie et al. (2020), which are the skills to 
work in collectives, and the confidence to work in collectives. 
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Below, I offer an explanation of each of these eight drivers.

Mindset 

Rhinesmith (1992) defines mindset as “a predisposition to see the 
world in a particular way ... a filter through which we look at the 
world” (p. 63) and expanded on this definition in 1993 by saying it 
“is a way of being rather than a set of skills. It is an orientation of 
the world that allows one to see certain things that others do not” 
(Rhinesmith, 1993, p. 24). 

This is the first new driver I am introducing. What we know is that 
our experience of COVID-19 impacted our mindsets in a variety of 
ways. We began hearing phrases like COVID learning loss, and this 
resulted in deficit mindset thinking. How we approach our students 
and situations is very important, because our words can either build 
a bridge to a better relationship or create a barrier where those 
relationships are never fostered, and we put ourselves more at risk 
as educators of having students leave us feeling like we never really 
cared for them. However, mindset within collective leader efficacy 
is about how we engage with each other as well. We must have the 
mindset, whether we are teachers or leaders, that we can learn from 
one another especially when it comes to ways to enhance student 
engagement. 

Wellbeing

The second new driver I am introducing is wellbeing. Our mental 
health and wellbeing are impacted by two factors: the stress we feel at 
home/on the job and the emotions we feel when we are going through 
stress (DeWitt, 2021, p. 55). In Permission to Feel, Brackett (2019) 
writes, “emotions are the most powerful force inside the workplace— 

as they are in every human endeavor. They influence everything 
from leadership effectiveness to building and maintaining complex 
relationships, from innovation to customer relations” (pp. 219-220). 

Too often these days people believe wellbeing is all about taking 
time to breathe. As important as breathing may be, it’s equally as 
important for school leadership teams to set boundaries where work 
is concerned.  We cannot be fully present in teaching and leading if 
we are burned out on the job. Finding space for those activities we 
love to engage in on the job every day is important, and so is knowing 
when we must shut down our day in order to go home and be with 
our family. 

Professional learning and development

It’s important that members of a leadership team commit to learning 
with and from one another. I specifically added this driver due to the 
rich nature of team learning. Fullan and Hargreaves (2017) suggest 
that professional learning is a lot like student learning where the 
team focuses on a strategy and then looks for outcomes. The authors 
go on to say that professional learning is when a team develops 
mindfulness and engages in team building. The concept of learning 
and team building connects the first few drivers I have introduced to 
the next one, which is working conditions. 

Working conditions

The driver of working conditions is inspired by the work of 
Leithwood and Mascall (2008) who write that it’s important to 
develop a school climate where the “working conditions in the school 
will support teachers’ efforts to instruct in the manner suggested by 
the school’s improvement initiatives”(p. 536). 

	 65

AEL	44	Issue	3	

Success	Story



Yan (2020, p. 96) found that there are “four major dimensions of 
principal working conditions [and these are] (a) job benefits, (b) 
workload, (c) school disciplinary environment, and (d) principal 
influences on school matters.”  The reality is that working conditions 
are not just about the level of pay for those who work in a school, 
although important, but also about the psychological safety we 
develop in our interactions with others. 

What we know is that the amount of work we are expected to do in 
school has increased over the years, and within this driver of working 
conditions is the concept of de-implementation. According to van 
Bodegom-Vos et al. (2017), de-implementation is the process of 
“abandoning existing low value practices” (p. 495). In other words, if 
we are to truly do something about our wellbeing, we need to focus 
our workloads on what is impactful, as opposed to busy work that 
doesn’t have a positive impact on student learning. 

Organisational commitment

Leithwood and Jantzi (2008, p. 504) contributed the original 
driver of organisational commitment which focuses on how the 
division, district, school board or school building is committed to 
student learning. I believe an expanded thought on organisational 
commitment should consider how the organisation is committed to 
the teachers, students, and leaders within it, and how these groups are 
committed to the organisation. 

The reason for this suggestion is due to the fact that countries from 
around the world, including Australia, have seen a high level of 
teacher and leader burnout. I believe organisations should see this 
as a cautionary tale and focus on how to minimise burnout as we all 
move forward and away from COVID. 

Additionally, it’s important to understand how leaders, teachers, and 
students are committed to the organisation. It’s too easy to avoid 
accountability when a district makes a decision that doesn’t make 
us happy, but we have to realise that, unless it’s harmful to students, 
all of us have to take the good with the bad because we are supposed 
to be in it together. After all, we applied to work in the school, and 
can’t simply be on board with decisions only when it suits us (DeWitt, 
2021, p. 131) 

Context beliefs

Leithwood and Mascall (2008) write that context beliefs “are beliefs 
about whether, for example, the working conditions in the school will 
support teachers’ efforts to instruct in the manner suggested by the 
school’s improvement initiatives” (p. 536). This, of course, is not easily 
done, because teachers often say they don’t feel supported by school 
leaders (Education Week Research Center, 2019). 

Leaders and teachers can enhance their context beliefs by developing 
a common language and common understanding around words like 
support. Leaders would do well by engaging in dialogue with teachers 
about how they can support teachers’ success in the classroom, and 
not just assume they know what support looks like already. 

Skills to work in collectives 

Within any instructional leadership team, we must look at five 
important attributes of the skills necessary to develop an impactful 
team. I have identified these attributes as: 

• Emotional intelligence – How a team thinks together. 

• Communication skills – Does each individual on the team engage 
in one-sided monologue or two-way dialogue?

• Social sensitivity – Do we understand how others on the team 
receive our messages? Do we differentiate the way we talk to each 
member to account for their social-emotional needs? 

• The ability to contribute ideas – Within the collective leader 
efficacy work that I do, I have developed roles in which each 
individual on the team can engage. Too often the person who 
talks the loudest or the most is the one who dominates the air in 
the room, but through different roles that take into consideration 
the talkative and the quiet among the group, teams can get the 
best out of each individual member. 

• Ability to contribute to collective responsibility – It’s only through 
understanding drivers such as mindset, wellbeing, and context 
beliefs can an instructional leadership team set the foundation 
where people feel that they can fully contribute to the collective 
responsibility of the team (DeWitt, 2021, pp. 154-166). 

With these attributes in place, individual members of a team will gain 
a better understanding of each other. The skills to work in collectives 
help to encourage the collective knowledge of the group while also 
enhancing individual learning. 

Confidence to work in collectives 

What makes all of these drivers for developing collective leader 
efficacy work is how they coincide with the experiences laid out in 
the seminal research of Albert Bandura (1997), who is known for his 
research on efficacy. Those experiences are:

• Mastery experiences – Challenging activities and experiences 
impact our efficacy in positive ways.  

• Vicarious experiences – Learning from others, through concepts 
like social learning theory, help develop our self-efficacy. 

• Verbal persuasion – The feedback we give and how we talk with 
one another helps us develop self-efficacy. 
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• Affective states – Anxiety diminishes self-efficacy and excitement 
increases self-efficacy (p. 80). 

Bandura’s (1997) seminal work on efficacy provides us with an 
opportunity to look at groups from more than just what they focus on 
as a group, but how they come together, talk with one another, and 
encourage each other. 

Final thoughts 

In order for teams to truly come together and have a positive impact 
on their community, members of the team need to have to work 
through the status issues that can come with mixing school leaders 
and teachers. The reality is that it takes time for individuals to learn 
how to disagree with the supervisor to whom they report. Leaders 
will help move this along by establishing a psychologically safe 
environment where people can challenge each other’s thinking. 

The eight drivers discussed in this article are all inter-related. For 
example, when teams set boundaries where they value a work-life 
balance, it positively impacts mindset, wellbeing and working 
conditions, and can strengthen their organisational commitment. 
When people understand that their contributions are valued, it 
enhances their context beliefs, where they feel that they can try new 
and innovative strategies without the worry of negative repercussions, 
which can also positively impact their working conditions and 
organisational commitment. Lastly, when teams develop the skills to 
work in collectives, and raise their confidence as individuals and as a 
team, the impact on their goals only becomes stronger. Success breeds 
more success. 

Instructional leadership teams are ripe for engaging in deep learning 
together because they are tired of the COVID conversation, and want 
to refocus on student learning using all of the information they 
learned through their COVID experiences. Schools are powerful places 
where students learn the tools they need to be successful in life, but 
those same schools can be equally powerful learning environments 
for the adults that work there too. 
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Classroom Vibe: Practical strategies for better classroom culture
Timothy M. O’Leary
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The sub-title of this book tells it all. True to his word, Dr Timothy 
O’Leary does indeed set out the journey to create a classroom that has 
a positive culture to engage students in learning. This is a book for 
teachers at all levels in their careers. School leaders will also find this 
book helpful as they plan for, and navigate, school improvement. 

The book begins with accolades from contemporary educators:

Classroom Vibe is a superb read for educators new and 
experienced alike. [It] … offers a clear guide for teachers to 
identify the impact they are having on students’ learning and 
encouragement to ensure their practice is student-centred 
and learning driven.

[It] provides an honest, well-written and thoughtful account 
of teaching accompanied by practical strategies that will 
equip classroom teachers with the tools … to be successful.

The personal narrative style and humble tone make it really 
readable and accessible. [Readers are] invited to reflect on 
their own lived experiences to identify how they can engage 
with the ongoing process of learning and growth.

The foreword, written by Professor John Hattie, alludes to the 1997 
classic Australian film The Castle, explaining the impact of the title 
word, “vibe.” He says “that students know the vibe when they walk 
into a class, … [just as] teachers know the vibe when they walk into a 
school.” There are other words like culture, climate, mood, “but the 
book’s title captures the feeling of classrooms and staffrooms.” It is 
therefore paramount that teachers know how to create this vibe in 
every classroom. Timothy O’Leary tells us how and why.

Based on evidence the advice given is practical, successful, and 
easy to follow. The book has been inspired by leading experts in 
the educational field; giants like Professor John Hattie, Professor 
of Education and Director of the Melbourne Education Research 
Institute at the University of Melbourne; Dr Robert Marzano, the 
cofounder and chief academic officer of Marzano Resources, Denver, 
USA; and Professor Viviane Robinson, Emeritus Distinguished 
Professor at the University of Auckland, New Zealand. All are 
passionate about the importance of data to improve practice.

Good teaching means good pedagogy and demonstrates an 
intellectual quality, a quality environment, and significance for every 
student. O’Leary’s book demonstrates how to put the theory into 
practice and what that would look like when teachers use evidence, 
collaborate, implement, and reflect.

We learn about the author and his journey in education. This honest 
account is refreshing as he talks of the difficulties he experienced 
in becoming (or learning to become) a classroom teacher. Many 
will identify with his words – maybe not the easiest of careers but 

certainly one of the most rewarding! Timothy O’Leary has also been 
an educational leader and is now an Honorary Fellow and Adjunct 
Lecturer at the University of Melbourne. He has published on data 
interpretation and analysis giving him enormous credibility in 
the field to advise educators on practical solutions to create the 
environment in which each student is supported to learn.

In the introduction to the book, O’Leary says he has written the book 
to “support teachers to reflect on and improve their practice.” He 
says he has “discussed research when necessary, but my focus is on 
providing strategies to enhance classroom vibe.” 

There are five chapters to guide teachers with a logical sequence of 
practical ideas and solutions to improve pedagogy. Each chapter starts 
with Learning Intentions which clearly describe what follows. Each 
chapter then ends with a summary and Reflection Questions which 
will engage the reader on a personal level.  In this format, O’Leary 
is speaking directly to teachers, engaging them to identify how to 
improve their own practice.

There are tables and diagrams that depict evidence making this book 
easy to read, reflect upon, and remember. It continually demonstrates 
the importance of evidence and how to use it to lead change in the 
classroom.

O’Leary writes: “we need to step up and take responsibility for the 
vibe that we cultivate in our classrooms.” This is not a directive but 
rather common sense in providing a learning environment in which 
students feel comfortable and supported to learn - and best of all, he 
has shown us how to do it!

This is a book written for teachers by someone who clearly 
understands the teaching profession and what it means to be a 
successful teacher. As an educator and former school principal, 
my wish would be that all teachers could create an engaging and 
supportive classroom culture – yes, it could be called the vibe! This 
book is highly recommended as a practical handbook for teachers and 
their school leaders.
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Educational achievement matters more now 
than at any time in the past. It matters for 
individuals, and it matters for society”

“
- Dylan Wiliam, Embedded Formative Assessment, 2nd Edition

Learn more and register at

hbe.com.au
Hosted by

Dylan Wiliam is the world’s leading authority on formative assessment. In these 
two interactive masterclasses based on his bestselling books, Dylan will introduce 
educators and school leaders to the principles and practices of assessment in 
support of student learning and achievement.    

Embedding Formative Assessment
This one-day masterclass will explore strategies 
and practical techniques for embedding 
formative assessment and will support teachers 
to develop their use of minute-to-minute and 
day-by-day assessment.

Leadership for Teacher Learning
This one-day masterclass will show leaders 
how they can support teachers to improve their 
classroom practice through an understanding 
of the research on habit change, including best 
ways of organising and prioritising teacher 
learning and how to monitor progress.

Masterclasses with Dylan Wiliam

Dylan Wiliam is the co-author, 
with Paul Black, of a major review 
of the research on the effects of 
classroom formative assessment Melbourne
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10 Steps to Develop Great Learners

John Hattie, Kyle Hattie

What can concerned parents and carers do to ensure their children, of all ages, develop great learning habits which will 
help them achieve their maximum at school and in life? This is probably one of the most important questions any parent 
can ask and now John Hattie, one of the most respected and renowned education researchers in the world draws on his 
globally famous “Visible learning” research to provide some answers.

Writing this book with his own son Kyle, himself a respected teacher, the Hatties offer a 10-step plan to nurturing 
curiosity and intellectual ambition and providing a home environment that encourages and values learning. These 
simple steps based on the strongest of research evidence and packed full of practical advice can be followed by any parent 
or carer to support and enhance learning and maximise the potential of their children.

Australia Day

Stan Grant

“As uncomfortable as it is, we need to reckon with our history. On January 26, no Australian can really look away.”

Since publishing his critically acclaimed, Walkley Award-winning, bestselling memoir Talking to My Country in early 
2016, Stan Grant has been crossing the country, talking to huge crowds everywhere about how racism is at the heart of 
our history and the Australian dream. But Stan knows this is not where the story ends.

In this book, Australia Day, his long-awaited follow up to Talking to My Country, Stan talks about our country, about 
who we are as a nation, about the Indigenous struggle for belonging and identity in Australia, and what it means to be 
Australian.

The Quest for Revolution in Australian Schooling Policy

Glenn C. Savage

This book seeks to critically examine the impacts of “grand designs” in public policy through a detailed historical analysis 
of Australian schooling reforms since the “education revolution” agenda was introduced by the federal government in 
the late 2000s. Combining policy analyses and interviews with senior policy makers and ministerial advisors centrally 
involved in the reforms, it offers a detailed interpretive analysis of the complexities of policy evolution and assemblage. 
The book argues that the education revolution sought to impose a new order on Australian schooling by aligning state 
and territory systems to common policies and processes in areas including curriculum, assessment, funding, reporting 
and teaching. Using a theory and critique of “alignment thinking” in public policy, Savage shows how the education 
revolution and subsequent reforms have been underpinned by uncritical faith in the power of nationally aligned data, 
evidence and standards to improve policies and unite systems around practices “proven to work.”

Presence

Dr Amy Cuddy

Don’t fake it till you make it, fake it until you become it - the essential guide to body language

Amy Cuddy shows how your body language influences others and even changes the way you see yourself.

Social scientists have shown that we make sweeping inferences and judgements based on body language, judgements 
that can predict meaningful life outcomes like who we hire, who we promote, who we ask out on a date, who we invest in 
and who we trust. In Presence, Amy Cuddy reveals that we have the power not only to affect how others see us but also to 
change how we see ourselves and even the ability to alter our own chemistry, simply by changing body positions.
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Future School

Valerie Hannon, Julie Temperley

What will the schools of the future look like? What will guide their design, and what is happening now to create them? 
As we enter the age of disruption and hyperchange, it has become increasingly clear that our education systems are not 
adequate to the task of enabling young people to thrive in a very different future.

FutureSchool offers system leaders, principals, and teachers research-based design principles upon which the evolution 
of schools might be based. Shaped by an awareness of changing economies, technology, and the climate emergency, it 
suggests specific ways that leaders can address the challenges of moving forward, grasping the opportunities presented by 
the disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Ferocious Warmth - School Leaders Who Inspire and Transform

Tracey Ezard

At the best of times leadership is messy. It’s about a way of being, not doing. It’s nebulous, nuanced and elusive, as much 
to do with feeling and energy as thinking and planning. It’s contextual and responsive and can never be one size fits all. 
When great leaders are in balance, they are both ferocious about the moral purpose and courageously making a stand, 
while warmly building strong and enduring relationships. This seeming paradox comes together in what Tracey Ezard 
calls Ferocious Warmth. Leading within the tension of both epitomises the daily dance of leadership.

In this book, Tracey Ezard unpacks the elements of the Ferocious Warmth leader. 

Resources In Action 2022 - Bundle Deal

Subscription gives you access to all 24 2022 issues no matter which point in the year you renew or subscribe.

Leadership In Action - Offers hands-on strategies and tips to support school leaders at all levels. This series assists leaders 
at any level in education to tackle the challenges of a constantly changing landscape head-on through application of 
research-based, innovative strategies and practical ideas. Themes covered include change management, transforming 
schools, and leading and developing staff.

Teaching In Action - One of the greatest challenges faced by busy teachers is the need to keep skills up-to-date and 
relevant. This series presents information you can rely on, with a focus on ideas that can be applied easily to the 
classroom and pedagogy. 
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Clarity : What Matters Most in Learning, Teaching, and Leading

Lyn Sharratt

Shared knowledge between educators breeds shared success in all systems and schools comprehensive in scope, CLARITY 
illustrates how system and school leaders must come together to boost student achievement and build teacher capacity 
to learn, teach, and lead. By emphasizing collaborative processes, Lyn Sharratt’s detailed design demonstrates how shared 
knowledge, equity and expertise can make every classroom more impactful and every teacher more empowered. Readers 
will uncover these “Big Ideas”: 14 essential parameters to guide system and school leaders toward building powerful 
collaborative learning cultures; Case studies, vignettes and firsthand accounts from gifted teachers and leaders bring 
important theories and practices to life; From all points in the organization, a “line-of-sight” directly to students’ FACES 
in every classroom to ensure continuous improvement; Data-driven tasks and tools to tackle solutions needed in all facets 
of education.

USE CODE AELSAVE AT THE CHECKOUT WHEN YOU PURCHASE 
FROM THE ACEL BOOKSHOP TO SAVE 10% ON YOUR ORDERS

visit our online bookshop today to order the above titles  
& view our full range of educational leadership resources

acel.org.au/shop
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ACEL’s Inclusion and Disability Conference held in May, 2022, 
brought together an audience of school and system leaders from 
across the nation.  As colleagues, we came together eager to extend 
our professional knowledge with a clear intention to strengthen and 
deepen practice within school communities.

The conference paid attention to diversity and disability and 
provided a strong narrative to celebrate the progress many schools 
across the nation are achieving. The conference opened with a vibrant 
performance from the cultural dance team of the Ipswich State High 
School where students of all cultures are connected, respected, and 
celebrated.

The two-day program led with evidence-based practice and research 
while importantly shining a light on the voices of lived experience. 
Together we listened to the voices of a parent and current students 
sharing their challenges and also the supports that have assisted them 
to succeed.  Thank you to Jade Newshaw, Tamanna and Liza Aziz 
from St James College, and also Billy Neale from Mabel Park State 
High School. Billy quoted Rita Pearson imploring all of us to know 
the importance of every child needing a champion.  Billy called out 
the many champions who have made a difference in his schooling 
success.

Jahin Tanvir shared his story of leading and influencing culture and 
change, with access for all being the minimum standard.  Dinesh 
Palipano inspired the room as he told his life journey exposing almost 
every vulnerability factor but nonetheless achieving a successful 
and empowered life as a medical professional in a Gold Coast 
hospital.  Dinesh used his story to demonstrate that “education is an 
enabler” and that every child needs a hero; someone to pay attention 
to their needs and who removes the barriers that impede their success.  

An important message from the conference was that the voices 
of lived experience continue to build a strong “why” for our 
learning.  Success is more than improving attendance and school 

ACEL Inclusion  
and Disability 
Conference  
May 2022

“If I belong  
I succeed”

Maree Neilsen,  
Acting Executive Director,  
Disability and Inclusion Branch,  
Department of Education, Queensland.

ACEL National 
Inclusion & Disability 

Conference 2022

16TH - 17TH 
May 2022, 

Sofitel, Brisbane
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performance; it is building belonging and empowering our children 
to contribute within and beyond their schooling years. The “how” 
and the “what” require explicit purpose and collaboration with 
intent.  The breakout sessions across the two-day program assisted 
participants to explore their own thinking and consider next steps.

Professor Suzanne Carrington from Queensland University of 
Technology shared her research about transformative leadership 
for equity and inclusion and she posed the following challenging 
questions:

1. Who is included and who is excluded?

2. Who is advantaged and who is disadvantaged?

3. Who is marginalized and who is privileged?

4. Whose voices have been heard and whose have been silenced?

System leaders in the room shared our ongoing challenges as we 
engaged with Sam Brain of Deloitte who explored a future outcomes 
framework for students with disability that requires us to measure 
what matters.  The pillars of the Queensland Department of 
Education’s inclusion policy were clearly recognised as measures, and 
further to this valuing family and community engagement, transition 
pathways and post-school engagement are critical.

Todd Macbeth led a rigorous panel discussion with recognised 
experts and stakeholders highly regarded for their leadership to 
create belonging through inclusive education.  Thank you to Ric Day 
(President of Queensland Association of Special Education Leaders), 
Kathy Shelton (Brisbane Catholic Education), Danny Pinchas 
(Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership), and Selwyn 
Button (Lowitja Institute/PWC’s Indigenous Consulting). This panel 
challenged all system leaders to meet their accountability of creating 
equity and holding all sectors and communities to a high standard.  

High accountability messaging was clear from Deb Dunstone – A/
Deputy Director General Queensland Early Childhood, Department 
of Education, who clearly articulated the importance of building 
belonging and connection for every child from birth.  Deb explained 
the school data reflection tool for every student from Kindergarten to 
Year 2 to succeed. Clear success measures identified include wellbeing 
and development of all children prior to school and successful 
transitions into school.  The Kindy FOR ALL funding reform and 
Kindy Uplift programs are exciting initiatives in the year before 
school that work towards ensuring we have stronger connections 
with services and families to enable participation, engagement, and 
seamless transitions for children and families.  

Dr Scott Avery challenged us to consider the convergence of 
culturally responsive and inclusive education for our first nations’ 
children with disability to foster a greater sense of belonging within 
the classroom. 

My overall reflection of a great conference this year is the conviction 
and shared commitment from teachers, middle leaders, and school 
and regional leaders together forming a strong system inspired by 
two of the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration’s goals. 
These are goal 1: providing “all young Australians with access to 
high-quality education that is inclusive and free from any form of 
discrimination” (p. 5); and goal 2, that all young Australians will 
“have a sense of belonging, purpose and meaning that enable them to 
thrive in their learning environment” (p. 6). 

Reference

Department of Education, Skills and Employment (2019). Alice Springs 
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from, https://www.dese.gov.au/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-
declaration/resources/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-declaration

	 73

AEL	44	Issue	3	

ACEL	Event	Report

https://www.dese.gov.au/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-declaration/resources/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-declaration
https://www.dese.gov.au/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-declaration/resources/alice-springs-mparntwe-education-declaration


AD

1300-789-422

info@realschools.com.au
www.realschools.com.au



AD

1300-789-422

info@realschools.com.au
www.realschools.com.au

1300-789-422

info@realschools.com.au
www.realschools.com.au

Bleed 5mm

 



Introduction by Laurent Julicher, Director of Student 
Learning, Cornish College

At Cornish College, a coeducational independent school for early 
learning to Year 12 students in Victoria, we educate for sustainable 
futures. Our goal is to create citizens who will make a difference in a 
variety of arenas. Where these emerging citizens are from does not 
matter, nor does the colour of their skin, their age, their gender or 
their religion matter. They will be, indeed are, citizens who care for 
our surroundings. A critical part of my role as the Director of Student 
Learning is to foster the inseparable link between well-being and 
curriculum. In so doing, we endeavour to truly equip our students 
with current and contemporary skills.

Design Futures, a new Cornish College curriculum initiative, 
embraces the visionary tone of our College. Students make the 
curriculum their own as they dive deeply into an inquiry through 
systems and design thinking. We are proud to see how this cultivates 
genuine student agency. Below, two Year 12 students from Cornish 
College share their experiences of Design Futures. 

The benefits of play in education by Rose Wallace 

Meetings were being held in the principal’s office about a new 
Cornish curriculum initiative called Design Futures. In true Cornish 
style, I wasn’t going to wait to be asked, I took it upon myself to find 
out more, to see if this could parallel my VCE studies. It was a pretty 
quick sale from key staff and I signed up because here was an avenue 
to pursue my passion for teaching, but I had authorship of the story. 

I came into the class and firstly learnt how to use my words and that 
my creativity was valued, in fact highly valued, and promoted, which 
was in stark contrast to what I was used to. 

We started by building our knowledge of systems thinking, gaining 
an understanding of it as a tool to delve deeply and move beyond the 
superficial. A key component of this was concept mapping through a 
systems lens. I mapped my passion “teaching” to further understand 
the complexities of teaching, what initially drew me to teaching, the 
diversity around pedagogy, and to identify problems to broaden my 
educational perspective. Initially doing this on paper was great, but 
then whiteboarding it brought in other views and helped gain an 
understanding of leverage points, i.e., the intersection of key areas to 
systematically address problems. 

I started way back, the historical beginning of education from the 
industrial model, and what became blatantly obvious was society’s 
lack of progression in education. What was really missing, was the 
true reason why we educate and teach. We are so focused on making 
sure students know things such as cramming from a textbook, whilst 
missing the real message which is to understand how things work and 
how we can actually address the challenges in our current world.

I had regular conversations with Nicola Forrest, our Principal, to 
unpack my personal quandary around why I am so interested in 
and passionate about education, my desire to make a difference, and 
times of invalidation in my learning because I think differently. I 
am a passionate learner but question how this fits in a traditional 
schooling structure. Feeling myself and my learning style to be 
legitimised was transformational. I often thought about little Rose 
and how she had to copy the smart kids just to “get by” and “pass” but 
the kids she copied couldn’t light a fire at 8 years of age, nor did they 
know how to tie rope or how ocean systems work, but little Rose did. 

It was an unlocking moment and so comforting to incrementally 
begin to shift the narrative, even amongst my class group. I did not 
want to allow what I was made to feel to be the experience for other 
students. I am reassured that intelligence is not purely based on a 
score at the end of my school life. 

Student 
Voice
Cornish College students 
share their experience  
of “Design Futures”
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For me, moving forward on this exploration needed to start at the 
primary level, and a focus on play, and how this can be a catalyst for 
making inroads to improving secondary schooling and structures. 

I dove into research and read perspectives from many international 
educational gurus. I also had the opportunity to attend a conference 
and ask questions of Professor Yong Zhao, Professor of Educational 
Leadership at the University of Melbourne. This was truly a light bulb 
moment, seeing the parallels in our thinking and his focus on the 
very real challenges of the current ATAR system and the resistance 
some in the teaching fraternity have to giving students agency, voice, 
choice, and control.   

Then I attended a Cornish Conversations - a parent forum at our 
school, and sat on the panel in front of 50 plus parents with Peter 
Hutton, founder of Future Schools, and Nicola Forrest. It was 
refreshing to further see my developing perspectives shared by other 
key people in education.  

A must read for everyone in education is Let the children play: How 
more play will save our schools and help children thrive (Sahlberg 
& Doyle, 2019).  I was so very fortunate to have a zoom call with 
Professor Pasi Sahlberg. He has worked as a schoolteacher, teacher-
educator, researcher, and policymaker in Finland. He has advised 
schools and education system leaders around the world and has been 
instrumental in shifting education forward. 

During a number of my Design Futures classes I had the chance to get 
to know and work with a gifted educator, Amanda Davis. I was able 
to work alongside Amanda and see her knowledge and expertise in 
incorporating play into students’ learning and the importance of it, 
backed by the scientific evidence and real-life experience as she has 
been in the primary education world for over 25 years. I also worked 
in the ELC, Prep and Grade 1 classes, all with a lens of “play.”

Design thinking was a key focus of Semester 2 in Design Futures, and 
that was a very natural follow on and thread from systems thinking. 
It was interesting to employ design thinking on the less tangible 
topics, and actually immersing yourself amongst our young students, 
watching, observing, and participating certainly reinforced my desire 
to be in education and to challenge it. The natural next step was to 
really define what I need to do to make a difference and the obvious 
threads to the timetable and incorporating more play. 

My Design Futures journey has taught me so much about myself and 
my own metacognition, the need to challenge traditional education, 
and the significance of play. I was fortunate to meet many people 
along the way, in and out of education, each providing valuable 
insights, even around the importance of failure from a small business 
owner. My thanks go to all of them.

Connecting through vulnerability to create belongingness 
by Reagan Morrell 

The Victorian lockdowns of 2020 and 2021 changed perspectives 
on so many levels. Perhaps for me, the silver lining and profoundly 
influential aspect of that period was the time for introspection, 
learning about myself and people around me, what makes them 
tick and shapes their decisions, and it was this that was the catalyst 
for my Design Futures, a Cornish College curriculum initiative of 
student driven curriculum. At that time, I was also going through 
the selection process to become a crew member of the REACH 
foundation, an organisation based on bettering youth mental health 
and self-discovery. This, too, further spiked my interest in mental 
health. 

As we know, in life it is often about moments rather than milestones, 
and one chat with another member in the group set my course in life. 
He openly told me he suffered from depression, anorexia, and anxiety. 
This hit me like a Mack truck, as I’d never heard of, or met a guy 
my age, who willingly and openly shared their very personal inner 
battles. This triggered a wave of greater awareness and awakenings 
about my friendship groups.  Suddenly I began to see signs of 
depression, anxiety, and toxic masculinity in men that I knew, that I 
valued, and this really got me thinking. 

For me it was, WHY? Why do some men become amazing role models 
and fathers, yet so many others fall into toxic traits and pick up bad 
habits? Why do groups of girls talk openly about their problems with 
each other, yet if one of my mates was going through something I’d 
have no idea? Why is it that out of every 10 lives lost to suicide in 
Australia, seven of them are male? Why are sexual harassment rates 
so high, and what are the psychological workings in a man’s head, 
or messages they are receiving, to think that it’s okay? I was curious, 
frustrated, and worried and had so many new questions running 
through my head that I thought I have to make it my mission to 
make a change in this area. 

“My Design Futures journey has 
taught me so much about myself and 
my own metacognition, the need to 
challenge traditional education, and 

the significance of play” 
- Rose Wallace

Rose Wallace

	 77

AEL	44	Issue	3	

Student	Voice



Through my years at school, many organisations had come in to 
present workshops about mental health and helping men, with 
varying degrees of success. Thinking back on it, with what I know 
now, some may have even done more harm than good. My optics on 
these complex issues had changed so I approached a teacher at the 
school and said, 

“Here’s a problem, I want to do something” and that’s where I began 
the Design Futures journey. 

Fast forward to early February 2021, back at school and I had my 
first kind of taste of Design Futures. The first class involved some 
origami paper with one instruction: “Make a paper crane.” This was 
interpreted in many ways: some people knew what to do, some people 
looked it up online and followed a youtube clip, others just folded 
and hoped for the best and there were those who preferred the old-
school, hard copy instructions. The message behind this was there 
are many ways to do things and we need to find what works for us. 
This class required us to turn up differently and be the creators of the 
curriculum. Inherent in this is that some things may not work out the 
way we plan and what do we do from there? This was followed by a 
deep dive into exploring systems and design thinking. 

I was still unclear about precisely what the end goal would be, but 
through learning about systems thinking I was able to delve deeper 
into the “whys” and “hows” of my issue and immerse myself in the 
journey rather than focusing on the end point. Systems thinking 
particularly helped me to deep dive into why men’s well-being is an 
issue, and why action needs to be taken. Along with this, a quote from 
our principal, Nicola Forrest, really struck a chord with me. She said, 
“Every emotion is valid, but every action isn’t.” This helped me think 
about the functions of the behaviour and getting to the core of issues.

From this I began my research. I began by looking at the main 
concepts that impact and are affected by men’s mental health such as:

• Physical health

• Fathers

• Mates

• Sexual relationships

• Relationships with women

• Society’s expectations of men

• Employment

• The media

• Politics

• Sport

• And many others 

Systems thinking became paramount in this process, and through 
concept mapping I was identifying the connections and many 
variables in this area with intended and unintended consequences. 
It provided insight into the fabric of our society around actions men 
take as young adults and adults, which correlate directly to their 
upbringing, specifically role models they have had. 

This led me into tangential deep research into role models, and 
the effect they have on growing boys and men. I looked at various 
sporting stars, celebrities, and public figures, but also the effect that 
teachers, fathers, brothers, and coaches can have on young men. I 
looked at men through history and how society’s expectation of men 
has changed, leading to a change in the behaviour of role models. This 
naturally led to examining different types of mental health such as:

• Depression

• Anxiety

• PTSD

• Trauma

• And more 

This enabled me to build a base knowledge of what mental health is, 
how it occurs, and how to help those affected.

Within this web of discovery, I looked further into organisations 
that already work in this field. As mentioned earlier, through this 
time I had been taking a traineeship with the REACH Foundation, 
an organisation founded by Jim Stynes, to help youth connect with 
themselves and find an identity, as well as deal with mental health 
issues and connections. This has helped my understanding of what 
happens on the inside of these organisations. I also began to contact 
other organisations around the world, to see how other cultures work 
to change men’s culture. 

I contacted an organisation in Ireland called “Just Man Up,” a phrase 
that has its own inherent challenges. They looked at the importance 
of connection and how being part of a healthy community can lead 
to a healthy mind-set and good mental well-being, and “making 
men’s mental health a normal conversation.” They also explained 
how the current culture around men’s mental health in Ireland has 
many issues, so through their organisation they run events that are 
deliberately designed to be fun and active, rather than a traditional 
formal type therapy, so men can more easily discuss their mental 
health and well-being. They explained how the motivation to help 
men becomes so addictive as you ultimately are making shifts in 
their community. This is something that certainly resonates with me. 
This organisation runs weekly walks on Sunday mornings, as well as 
a WhatsApp group for the community where men can reach out and 
openly talk about their problems. This was a refreshing perspective 
into what other countries were doing which gave me a new area of 
connection to research.

I also got in touch with an Australian organisation called “Tomorrow 
Man,” that conveniently reached out to my Design Futures steward, 
Mr Julicher, at the same time about running a session with our 
school. I discovered that they are an organisation aiming to “Reinvent 
Masculinity” in Australian society. They do this by running 
workshops with students, parents, teachers, and sports clubs to explore 
how men can look after themselves and each other. During this time, 
a group of local boys I knew from my area started an organisation 
called “Speak & Share,” with the aim of getting everyone to speak out 
about their problems and to break the stigma around mental health. 
I got in contact with the three founders and was fortunate enough to 
have a Zoom call with them. They explained to me how their journey 
began from a pretty dark reality, where they lost one mate to suicide, 
one to a workplace incident, and one of their sisters had suffered 
from crippling mental health. They then explained how they were all 
teachers, and through that gained a different perspective into youth 
mental health, leading them to create “Speak & Share.” This was again 
wonderful to see action being taken in my local community.

Through this time, I had also begun reading a book called, The making 
of men by Australian Dr Arne Rubinstein (2013). This book opened 
my eyes to so much more about masculinity. One thing that stuck 
out was Dr Rubenstein’s description of “boys’ psychology vs healthy 
men’s psychology.” This was the light bulb moment for me. He 
described “boys’ psychology” as the mental process that “I am at the 
centre of the universe; my actions don’t have consequences and that 
nothing is my fault.”  He then described “healthy men’s psychology,” 
as the thoughts that “I do what I can to contribute to the universe, my 
actions have consequences and I am aware of others.” Immediately, 
I started to categorise my mates and their actions into these two 
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categories, linking concepts to actions and thinking more deeply 
about them all. The notion of the “boys’ psychology” and how it starts, 
lead me back to the role of role models and actions. This led me to the 
biggest stakeholder, “connection.”

All my research has now been leading to the importance of the 
concept, “connection” and how it results in the quality of one’s well-
being. The workshops and organisations I had looked at were all 
about building connections in groups of men. The research around 
role models was about connections and associations with people we 
look up to. The reason that I identified as to why men grow up to 
become so different was the diverse connections they had with role 
models and other people. This realisation suddenly showed me that 
my background research of the key stakeholders of mental health was 
all connected.

Bridging this to solutions was now my goal. I looked at how kids form 
connections, how connections need to be kept, and how they play 
an important role in mental health. I learnt about how connections 
can lead to comfortable conversations about mental health, actually 
normalising these conversations. This notion of forming connections 
led me to discover a game called “We’re not really strangers.” The 
game aims to be able to take two complete strangers and help them 
to form a connection through vulnerability and through in-depth 
conversation. Through the school, we bought the game and gave it 
a test, and the results were amazing. I ran the game with the class, 
first in a whole group session. This led to a lot of realisation and 
connection throughout the class. I then adapted it into a speed dating 
style for another class, providing a new opportunity for new people. 
Participants paired up to have a more in-depth conversation and 
gain a better connection with one another. It was truly awesome. 
I then developed the game and found some of the best questions 
and tasks for the Year 7 orientation day, to see the game in action 
with complete strangers. This would also help for the year 7s to gain 
connections before they begin the school year. Again, the feedback 
was so positive but the next challenge is seeing how it carries into the 
following year.

So, now we’re here: the 100th hour of my Design Futures journey. 
Even just writing this has been a valuable reflective time on my 
chosen learning journey, and one that has and will continue to shape 
my life, and direct my aspirations. This year has taught me so much, 
not only about my topic, but in the ways that I can learn and develop 
as an academic and a person. The research that I’ve done has helped 
me to navigate and resolve issues within my friendship group as I’ve 
been able to understand emotions, behaviours and functions, as well 
as help my mates to speak up about their issues. Very proudly, I have 
been accepted as a crew member with the REACH Foundation, where 
I’ve assisted in running camps and programs for a variety of young 
Australians.

“The research that I’ve done has 
helped me to navigate and resolve 

issues within my friendship group as 
I’ve been able to understand emotions, 

behaviours and functions, as well 
as help my mates to speak up about 

their issues” 
- Reagan Morrell
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