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Abstract: Since 1999 over 150 schools in the South Australian Learning to Learn Initiative have received funding to support
educational redesign aimed at transforming the learning culture and opportunities for both teachers and their students.
For the past three years the Most Significant Change (MSC) Process has been used by participants to document and evaluate
changes in their schools. MSC was originally developed by Rick Davies for use in the evaluation of a social development
program in Bangladesh (Davies, 1996). It also goes under several other names such as ‘the Evolutionary Approach to Organisational Learning’, ‘the Narrative Approach’ and also ‘the Story Approach’ (Dart, Drysdale, Cole & Saddington,
2000). In South Australia the process involved participants writing stories about what they perceived to be significant
change as a result of involvement in the project, and then engaging in a process of discussion and selection to identify those
stories that were considered to be most illustrative of significant change. This paper reports on the use of the process as a
tool for evaluating educational change and presents findings from an analysis which was conducted on the stories to reveal
participants’ perceptions of what constitutes significant change in school cultures, practice and outcomes for teachers and
students.
Keywords: School Learning Cultures, Organisational Change, Educational Transformation, Evaluation of Change

Introduction

A

CHIEVING SUSTAINABLE EDUCATIONAL reform has long been seen as
fraught with difficulty. According to Hargreaves (1994) this is because ‘the different
components of reform have not been conceived nor
addressed as a whole, in their interrelationships, as
a complex system’ (p. 245). Recent theories about
the ways organisations change highlight the complex
and multi-faceted nature of change. For instance,
some theorists have argued that changing teachers’
practice involves changing their personal identities:
As practitioners or people who are exploring
practice, it is impossible for us to separate out
who we are from what we do: we bring our beliefs and our already acquired knowing and
understanding to our practice. Being is embedded in our practice of doing and, through the
doing, as practitioners we become who we are.
(Ewing & Smith, 2001, p. 16)
However, as Windschitl (2002) pointed out, educational reform needs to go beyond the level of individual identity to include transformation of the organisational learning culture – ‘the holistic collection of

practices, behaviours, attitudes, patterns of decision
making, relationships and valued systems of thought
that construct a particular learning context’ (p. 150).
It appears that sustainable educational change requires approaches that focus on reciprocal development of people and the organisational cultures within
which they work. The Learning to Learn Initiative
in South Australia is one such holistic approach to
educational redesign, in that it has a dual focus on
transforming teachers’ professional identities and
the learning cultures of schools and the wider system.

Background
Learning to Learn (L2L) is an initiative aimed at
achieving teacher learning and curriculum policy for
the future around the central question of: ‘What does
it mean to educate for a future that matters?’ It has
been funded since 1999 by the South Australian
Department of Education and Children’s Services.
To date, approximately 160 sites have been involved
in the project in three successive phases. Schools
receive funding to send school leaders and groups
of teachers to a Core Learning Program that connects
them to the latest educational research and theory
about learning, critical reflection and whole-school
redesign. These experiences provide the stimulus for

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF KNOWLEDGE, CULTURE AND CHANGE MANAGEMENT, VOLUME 6, NUMBER 5, 2006
http://www.Management-Journal.com, ISSN 1447-9524
© Common Ground, Rosie Le Cornu, Judy Peters, Margot Foster, Robyn Barratt, Jacqueline Stratfold, All Rights Reserved, Permissions:
cg-support@commongroundpublishing.com

Reproduced with the permission of the authors to use in DVD ‘Powerful pedagogies for learning resource - Learning to Learn’ DECS, SA.
No further reproduction without prior permission of the publishers.

162

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF KNOWLEDGE, CULTURE AND CHANGE MANAGEMENT, VOLUME 6

site wide programs aimed at positively transforming
the learning culture and opportunities and outcomes
for teachers and students.
Principals and designated change leaders in each
site, project managers, Departmental Curriculum
officers and university colleagues attached to the
project meet together regularly in Learning Circles,
each encompassing between 6-8 of the sites involved
in the project. The purpose of the Learning Circles
is to provide the opportunity for participants to reflect
on and share their insights, tensions, concerns, dilemmas and questions as leaders of the change process,
and to grow their understanding of the process.

Overview of the Most Significant Change
(MSC) Process
The Most Significant Change (MSC) Process was
developed by Rick Davies for use in the evaluation
of a social development program in Bangladesh
(Davies, 1996). It has continued to be used by many
international development organisations (Dart &
Davies, 2003). It is an evolutionary ‘dialogical, storybased technique’ that was designed as an alternative
to the ‘conventional monitoring against quantitative
indicators’ that typifies many evaluation instruments
(Dart and Davies, 2003, pp 137-138). The process
engages participants in writing stories of ‘significant
change’ followed by dialogue about groups of stories
in order to select those stories that are perceived to
be most indicative of significant changes. According
to Dart and Davies (2003) this technique is ‘conceived as a form of dynamic values inquiry whereby
designated groups of stakeholders continuously
search for the significant program outcomes and then
deliberate on the value of these outcomes’ (p. 140).
Along with a range of other data collection techniques, it was decided to trial the use of the MSC
Process in Learning Circles as both a means of collecting rich, qualitative data, but also as a means of
supporting participants to clarify their personal values about significant change and develop individual
and shared understandings about the indicators of
significant change. The process and initial insights,
including the value of MSC as a learning tool for all
of the educators involved in the Learning Circles,
have been described elsewhere (Le Cornu, Peters,
Foster, Barrett & Mellowship, 2003). This paper reports on the findings from a secondary analysis
which was conducted on the MSC stories by the
Project Manager (Foster), Project Officers (Barratt
and Stratford) and university colleagues (Le Cornu
and Peters).

Methodology – Data Collection and Data
Analysis Processes
A decision was made to limit the data to the ‘significant change’ stories produced by three of the
Learning Circles in 2003. There were two rounds of
stories written in this time and so given that each
Learning Circle had approximately 10 - 15 regular
participants, the data for this study comes from approximately 70 stories. In the first round, participants
were invited to write a story about significant change
as a result of their involvement in L2L. They used a
one page proforma with two key questions: ‘What
happened?’; and ‘Why do you think this is significant
change?’ In the second round, the proforma was
modified to include the question: ‘How do you know
that this has made a difference (What evidence do
you have)?’ Participants were also invited to write
their stories about one of the following domains of
change (which had been identified as being congruent
with system priorities): student engagement, teacher/leadership engagement, whole school reform,
student outcomes and classroom pedagogy.
The stories have been analysed at two levels. The
first level was based on the first round of stories and
occurred during Learning Circles where a variety of
processes were used to enable participants to engage
in both individual and group data analysis procedures. These processes and findings have been described elsewhere (Le Cornu et al, 2003). The ‘secondary analysis’ involves the examination, classification and analysis of the content (or themes) across
a set of Significant Change stories (Dart et al, 2005).
This second level of analysis was conducted by the
Project Manager, Project Officers and university
colleagues. A content analysis approach was used
whereby documents were read and divided into
meaningful units. These were coded and categorised
which enabled patterns to be identified leading to
the emergence of the key themes which form the
basis of the paper (Bernard, 2000). The final framework had four main themes, each with a set of subthemes:
•
•
•
•

Changes in Learning Cultures
Changes in Professional Identities
Changes in Practice
Changes in Outcomes for Students

In the following section this framework is elaborated using examples from the stories to illuminate
the ways reciprocal changes in schools’ learning
cultures and teachers’ professional identities led to
changes in practice and the outcomes for students.
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Changes in Learning Cultures
It was clear from the stories that involvement in L2L
had resulted in significant changes to the cultures of
the participating schools. Of most significance to
participants were changes in access to resources and
learning opportunities, collegial relationships and
shared understandings of the need for change.

Changes in Access to Resources and
Learning Opportunities
Many of the stories highlighted the significant role
that L2L funding played in providing access to
learning opportunities. The funding enabled leading
theorists to be brought to South Australia to work
with teachers in the Core Learning Program. This
program involves a range of local, national and international educators who contribute their work and
understandings through extensive workshops, conferences, articles and online chat sessions. The way in
which the Core Learning Program is offered and the
presenters themselves had a significant impact on
the L2L participants. In particular, participants appeared to appreciate how the educators engaged with
them, shared their thinking, modelled the processes
they were talking about and helped participants to
look at themselves as learners. References that were
made to various presenters included comments like,
‘there’s an obvious valuing of people and their experiences’ and ‘she (Julia Atkin) listens to people
with an open lens’ (primary teacher). The Project
Manager summarized her view when she wrote,
‘…it’s about the learner being invited into learning
again and ‘re-engaging’ as an active participant
rather than in passive acquisitional mode’. One
primary principal noted in his story that ‘multiple
entry points are needed’ and felt that this was
provided by the many and varied offerings in the
Core Learning Program.
The funding provided a range of other learning
opportunities at the school level. These included
opportunities for: staff to attend the Core Learning
Program and retreats (three day experiences); release
time for staff to engage in school learning teams; the
establishment of new initiatives at the school level;
school-based staff development with L2L colleagues;
and attendance at Learning Circles. One of the university colleagues reflected in her story on the importance of participants being able to access both
external and site-based learning opportunities:
It seems to me that what Learning to Learn has
done is produce a model of professional development that combines the stimulus and challenge of the theories of outside experts with
ongoing opportunities for educators to interpret
and critique these ideas collaboratively in their

own settings, as they try to optimise learning
opportunities for themselves and their students.

Changes in Collegial Relationships
In L2L schools the focus is on developing collaborative learning cultures for leaders, teachers and students. The stories revealed that school leaders had
instituted a range of structures which enabled teachers to have the time and space to engage with colleagues in professional discourse around teaching
and learning. These included learning teams, local
learning circles, school closure days, retreats and
exchanges. It was clear from these stories that interactions with other people, and the inherent relationships and processes, are important conditions for
significant learning and change. Stories were written
about ‘valuing teacher talk’ and ‘giving people time
to talk to each other about their own learning’.
Leaders wrote about ‘staff learning teams’ and
‘conditions for deep learning’. Key words which
seemed to appear over and over in the stories were
‘critically reflecting’ and ‘questioning’ as well as
‘trust’ and ‘relationships’ as participants in L2L became engaged as learners and developed their capacity to articulate their learning.
Not all stories focused on positive aspects of
changes in staff relationships. One secondary teacher
called his story, Where are the zealots? Within it he
described how it was only possible for some staff to
be involved in L2L, given school timetables, full
teaching loads and so on. Hence he described the
situation where those who could be involved ‘are
instantly branded zealots and are undoubtedly,
viewed with suspicion by many others who share
their spaces but not their ideals’. Even when the issue was not one of polarization, there was evidence
in some of the stories that a disruption to the status
quo had a destabilising effect for some staff, as depicted in the following extract:
Initially many teams experienced considerable
difficulties. It was very challenging for some
to focus on learning and this disturbed the collaborative equilibrium that previously existed
in P.D. For example one learning team experienced considerable conflict and felt most uncomfortable during the first session as two members
found it virtually impossible to talk about
learning. (primary deputy principal)
Finally, staff changeover, a problematic condition
for change in any school, featured as a negative
factor in some stories. The impact that this has on
school relationships and the emergent learning culture can be immense as depicted in the following:
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In 2003 there was significant staff change…and
the organizational resiliency wavered. This was
evidenced by less energy and willingness to
engage in (and previously agreed upon) whole
school initiatives eg Learning Circles…
(primary principal)

Changes in Shared Understanding of the
Need for Change
L2L, unlike many school reform projects, does not
ask schools to come into the project with a clear
agenda for change. Rather, schools are encouraged
to spend a considerable amount of time in the first
year developing shared goals, values and understandings about teaching and learning through involvement in the Core Learning Program and on-site professional development. This involves school leaders
developing leadership which is ‘transformational’
in that is focused on ‘developing the organisation’s
capacity to innovate’ and is ‘viewed as distributive
in that it focuses on developing a shared vision and
commitment to school change (Hallinger, 2003, pp.
330-331), rather than instructional or managerial
leadership, which is characterised by ‘strong, directive leadership focused on curriculum and instruction
from the principal’ (Hallinger, 2003, p. 329). Some
leaders struggled with developing such inclusive
leadership as was evident in one leader’s story which
she entitled, ‘What Part of Come When You Like
Don’t You Understand? In it she reflected on how
involvement in L2L had helped her to develop her
understanding of being genuinely invitational with
staff:
Suddenly, instead of knowing about being invitational I felt what it would mean, look like,
sound like…. And knew that I had said the
words only as a strategy to involve others and
not as an authentic invitation to learning.
(primary assistant principal)
It was evident in a number of stories by school
leaders that developing invitational leadership and
a shared understanding of the need for change was
a valuable but lengthy process as can be seen in the
following example:
After spending 2 years determining the school
values and vision we began to map systems and
processes against our values. (primary principal)
It was also clear from the stories that developing a
shared understanding of the need for change at the
school level was dependent on significant changes
occurring in the professional identities of individual
teachers. Many stories focused on this aspect of

change and key insights from these will be discussed
next.

Changes in Professional Identities
Flores and Day (2006) define identity as ‘an ongoing
and dynamic process which entails the making sense
and (re)interpreting of one’s values and experiences
(p. 220)’. In many stories there were examples that
indicated that involvement in L2L had facilitated
considerable reinterpretation of values and experiences by the participating teachers. These stories
focused very much on change at the level of personal
thinking and understanding. Some also highlighted
the role of emotions in these changes and in particular, teachers’ feelings of discomfort. Another aspect
of professional identity change that was evident was
participants reporting a sense of greater engagement
in their own learning.

Changes in Thinking
The Core Learning program prompted an epistemological shift for many participants as they embraced
the notion of knowledge as constructed and contextual. This was in sharp contrast to their previously
held view of knowledge as ‘a given’. As one primary
teacher wrote, ‘…the new information and knowledge
has…challenged our old paradigm of learning and
(caused us) to view learning from a more powerful
and inclusive way’. Participants’ stories also reflected
changes in attitudes towards themselves as learners
and the learning process, as illustrated in this extract:
The notion that we are all learners, that risk
taking is valued and encouraged, that it is OK
to make a mistake and that a degree of discomfort in our learning actually provides for active
learning. (primary principal)
Other changes in teachers’ thinking that were illustrated in the stories include the notion that it is okay
not to have all the answers and to take time to engage
with ideas. A curriculum policy officer for example,
wrote, ‘I was struck by the revelation that it is
powerful to be in a state of unknowing’. A common
theme in the stories was the length of time that was
needed (i.e. 12-18 months) for teachers to engage
with the new ideas and to critically reflect on their
beliefs, values and underlying assumptions which
ultimately led to changes in their thinking. A related
theme was that dissonance in people’s thinking
needed to happen first before changes in practices
and outcomes. Teachers and leaders alike often referred to the L2L adage that effective learning can
only occur ‘when the hearts and minds are involved’
and this seemed to occur as a result of the new and
challenging thinking to which they were exposed.
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Changes in Feelings
The stories also highlighted the emotional dimension
of change and captured both the positive and negative
aspects. L2L participants wrote about their feelings
of excitement and inspiration but they also reported
feeling anxious and confused at times. At a personal
level there were often feelings of discomfort associated with worrying about an idea or worldview, a
process which one person described as ‘mental
wrestling’. One example of this was in regard to the
notion of ‘letting go of control’, a concept which
L2L participants need to embrace if they are serious
about engaging with L2L’s view of teacher as learner
rather than teacher as knower. A number of teachers
commented on how hard it was for them to do this
as it meant that they had to change some of their
previously held assumptions about the role of the
teacher. As one teacher wrote: ‘I still have some way
to go. I still feel I need to be in charge’ (primary
teacher). The Project Manager reinforced the difficulty of ‘letting go’ in her story. She wrote about
‘the illusion of control’ and how ‘ it is so tightly
woven into western thought’. She also hinted at the
emotional dimension when she wrote: ‘This is such
a hard construct to let go of – such a frightening
prospect’.
There were also feelings of discomfort expressed
by teachers in regard to changing their classroom
practices. One teacher recalled how she had felt
‘crestfallen and angry’ when she started to make
some changes. She continued to capture the emotional nature of the journey when she wrote, ‘It was with
trepidation that I persevered….’ (secondary teacher).
Perhaps the paradoxical nature of the emotional
journey can best be summed up in the following
comment by a leader: ‘Bumpy yes, messy yes, exciting yes, scary yes, but most of us wouldn’t get off the
ride!’ (primary principal).

Changes in Engagement in Learning
There is no doubt that many of the stories contained
elements that indicated a heightened level of engagement of staff in their own learning. Comments such
as ‘staff are focusing on their own learning and
transferring this understanding to that of student
learners’ (primary deputy principal) and ‘all teachers are willing to share their practice and have it
critically examined’ (primary principal) appear in
many of the stories about teacher engagement. Some
of the most convincing examples of changes to
teachers’ levels of engagement could be seen in their
self-reporting. Here is one such example:
I have rediscovered the joy of learning new
things and now experience the sense of empowerment that has given me. Never before

have I felt so confident about listening into,
thinking about and contributing to the professional dialogue that I can be a part of at school.
(secondary teacher)
Teachers’ stories illustrated both the personal and
professional power that come with enhanced teacher
learning. These teachers appear to have developed
a greater sense of agency as a result of their involvement in L2L and a willingness to take risks and make
a contribution beyond their own classrooms. The
importance of teachers contributing to the whole
school and not only to the groups of students whom
they teach was recognized by at least one leader
when he wrote:
Large scale change cannot be achieved if
teachers identify only with their own
classrooms, and are not similarly concerned
with the success of other teachers and the whole
school. (primary principal)

Changes in Practice
The majority of the stories in the first round were
about changes in learning cultures and professional
identities. Stories about changes in practice were
much more predominant in the second round of
stories collected towards the end of the second year
of schools’ involvement in the project. From these
stories it could be seen that significant changes were
being implemented in classrooms and also at a wider
sub-school and school level.

Changes in Classroom Practices
The classroom stories encapsulated changes in pedagogy relating to increasing student participation in
their own learning. For example, one teacher explained that her involvement in L2L ‘has made a
difference to the types of tasks I set my year 12s’
(secondary teacher) while another said how much
it made a difference to how she listens to children:
If I truly believe that students are capable of
initiating and managing their own learning then
I have to learn to truly listen to them…give
them time to work out what they want to say,
how they will say it and allow them the time to
finish…and not to use my position of power to
impose what I believe they should be learning
and thinking. (primary teacher)
Another story, written by a school resource teacher,
highlighted the following about ‘an extremely rich
learning culture’ she had seen develop in one
teacher’s classroom over the previous 18 months:
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This manifested itself in a variety of
ways….They (the students) were employed in
shared social inquiry and were working collaboratively and cooperatively to achieve the
task… The teacher was using constructivist
feedback language, ‘Let me tell you what I saw
happen’.
An underlying theme in the stories about classroom
change was that teachers appeared to be encouraged
and supported to trial changes in their classrooms at
a level at which they felt comfortable. One leader
included the following observations or ‘discoveries’
as he called them in his story: ‘we are experimenting
more successfully with constructivist methodologies’
and ‘we are appreciating that there is no one right
way’ (primary principal).

Changes in Sub-school and School
Practices
There were many stories written about changes to
sub-schools or to the whole school. This is not surprising given that many participants in the Learning
Circles held leadership positions in their schools and
so were focusing on whole school change. One story
reported ‘fundamental changes in the way teaching
and learning happen in our Middle School’ which
included changes in how the day was structured, the
use of personal learning logs and thinking and
learning styles, incorporating more music into the
program and having all year 6/7 students attend a
one day ‘brain learning’ workshop. Another example,
provided by a secondary principal, described how
for the year 9 students at her school ‘traditional
boundaries in the so-called traditional subjects are
being removed’ and ‘teachers are developing courses
where students will have the opportunity to really
determine the content and nature of the learning’.
Many early stories attempted to capture the whole
school’s learning journey by explaining changes to
both structures and culture. Consequently there were
reports of particular programs or processes being
implemented across the whole school e.g. Bully
Audits, reading programs, management of resources,
etc. The most common changed whole school structure for staff, as mentioned earlier, was in relation
to how teacher learning was facilitated at the school
level.

Changes in Outcomes for Students
Stories in the second round provided many examples
of perceived changes in outcomes for students. These
changes fall within the two areas of student engagement and well-being and student achievement.

Changes in Student Engagement and
Well-being
Many of the stories indicated that as teachers implemented different L2L processes and practices in their
classrooms, there was an increase in the level of engagement and well being for students. Such enhanced
engagement is illustrated in the following extract:
The students are excited, actively engaged with
the tasks….The most significant change has
been the active engagement of students of a
lower academic ability. Their ability to be involved at their level to complete tasks has been
very important to their self esteem. (secondary
teacher)
After writing some MSC stories themselves, a number of the participants in Learning Circles involved
their students in the process and so perhaps the most
illustrative stories of changes in student engagement
and wellbeing are from the students themselves. The
following extract is from a secondary student’s story:
I think that the most significant change in me
since I have been introduced to the L2L program is that I’m more conscious of myself as a
learner…I have even started to notice that I pick
out Habits of Mind in everyday tasks…I think
that the L2L stuff that we have been exposed
to is excellent. (Year 10 student)
The stories exemplified how the students were experiencing their learning differently – feeling more in
control, being able to challenge themselves and taking more responsibility.
Another indicator of student engagement which
appeared in a number of stories was a reduction in
behaviour management issues. For example, one
primary principal reported that in the numbers of
total time outs (classroom and yard) for each year
level in 2002 and 2003, there were marked decreases
for each of the primary year levels, with Year 7
showing the greatest decrease, from 280 to 96.

Changes in Student Achievement
If students are more engaged in their learning, one
might anticipate improved learning outcomes. A
number of stories certainly reported this to be the
case. Whilst it is difficult to demonstrate a change
in student academic achievement from an MSC story,
a number of leaders incorporated quantitative data
in the section ‘How do you know that this has made
a difference?’ These stories provided statistical data
that support claims for enhanced student achievement. One leader for example, in her story about
building student engagement, highlighted a total
turnaround for one of her middle school students,
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‘Jackson’ who had ‘progressed in reading by 2.5
years in less than 12 months’ (primary principal).
This leader also had literacy data to demonstrate
improvements in another 40 students’ reading
achievements. A leader of a small rural school was
able to report improvements in literacy for children
with cultural differences and for children with disabilities, as a result of a whole school approach to Social Inclusion. There were also stories about improved student achievement in areas other than the
traditional academic outcomes such as the development of meta-cognitive skills and students’ ability
to self assess their learning. A school resource
teacher recorded these observations:
They (the students) were writing on the board using cognitive language from our school developed
tools of a literate learning community… These students also build and use assessment and evaluation
tools such as rubrics…

Discussion
The secondary analysis of the stories has revealed
participants’ perceptions about what constitutes significant change in reforming schools as well as how
significant change can occur. Both teachers and
leaders identified changes to learning cultures, professional identities, practices and outcomes as being
significant. It is clear that as well as demonstrable
changes in practices and outcomes, which one might
argue would be expected of any large reform project,
these stories have highlighted another set of significant changes which related to the learning cultures
developed in the sites and participants’ professional
identities. These include changes in access to resources and learning opportunities, collegial relationships and shared understanding of the need for
change, and changes in participants’ thinking, feelings and engagement. It is the reporting of these
changes which illuminate how the significant changes
occurred in practices and outcomes. We argue that
the stories have affirmed the power of a holistic approach to change which has a dual focus on reculturing for learning and transforming professional
identities.
L2L from the outset targeted both site learning
cultures and participants’ professional identities. The
designers set out to deliberately change both by
providing the overall Core Learning Program and
Learning Circles for leaders and supporting redesign
initiatives which focused on developing site learning
cultures. The focus was not on quick changes to
practice but rather on a longer term process of educational redesign informed by new understandings
about learning and learners. There was an explicit
commitment to ‘immersion’, or ‘going deeply to increase the chance of transformational change’, and

to ‘providing a range of learning experiences that reengaged educators’ (DECS, 2004, p. 25). These two
elements, immersion and engagement appear to have
been crucial to the successful outcomes of L2L as
reported by the participants themselves. It is these
themes that will be elaborated on in this discussion.

Immersion
Hooley (2005) drew on Hirst’s theory (1993) to argue
that ‘education is not so much about the transmission
of known subject content through assumed abstract
procedure, but rather immersion in social practices
through a process of practical reasoning’ (p. 5). This
view of education resonates with the experiences of
participants in L2L as revealed in their stories. It
appears that the Core Learning Program invited
teachers and leaders to fundamentally reconsider
their identities as educators through immersing them
in professional discourse around the ideas and arguments of leading scholars about the need to reinvent
schooling, together with exploration of ‘big picture
questions’ such as, ‘What difference, in what kind
of world and for what reasons?’ According to Hargreaves (2003), ‘These are the issues that count in
today’s high stakes, high risk knowledge society’ (p.
6). The Core Learning Program also invited participants to explore their epistemological stance. One
of the contributors to the Core Learning Program,
Stephanie Pace Marshall, compares the old/current
story of learning with the new story of learning. According to Pace Marshall (2000) the old story is
grounded in an epistemology that honours the objectively verifiable, the analytical and the experimental.
The new story is grounded in an epistemology that
affirms integrative ways of knowing and believes
meaning and connections are constructed by the
learner. The new way produces a culture of inquiry,
interdependence and collaboration. Participants’ reporting of changes in their thinking demonstrated
the powerful effects of their immersion in the ‘new
stories’ presented by L2L.
The fact that the Core Learning Program modelled
the ‘new way’ in its presentations was also highlighted as an influential condition in participants’
stories. Its use of constructivist learning principles
and structures and processes that fostered informality,
dialogue and individual challenge, encouraged participants to explore diverse and sometimes conflicting
views of knowledge. Participants were immersed in
these processes for a minimum of two days at a time
and returned to different offerings throughout their
three year involvement with L2L. They were constantly exposed not only to new thinking but to a
wide network of colleagues from participating sites
with whom to collaborate and share their learning.
The network also included a range of educators
spanning the Department of Education and Chil-
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dren’s Services (DECS), tertiary education sectors
and educational researchers from around the world.
Harnessing the potential innovation and energy from
learning across sectors and non-traditional networks
has contributed to the generation of new knowledge
in sites.
It can be seen then that the Core Learning Program
provided leaders and teachers with extended learning
opportunities for deep reflection about their educative
purpose and craft – moving beyond ‘the doing’ to
include ‘the thinking’. This program is deliberately
designed to stimulate thinking about educational futures, purposes and transformation. It is not about
providing answers by experts: instead it is about
immersion in leading edge research and thought to
‘grow’ deep understandings of the imperatives and
possibilities for school redesign.

Engagement
Wagner (2001) argued that ‘a shared sense of community nurtures active engagement in learning and
collaborative problem solving’ because engagement
in ‘rooted in commitment, not compliance’ (p. 383).
The stories clearly demonstrated that engagement is
the key for teacher, as well as student learning.
Through involvement in the Core Learning Program
and in the development of their site learning cultures,
participants were provided with many opportunities
to engage in their own learning. We know from the
literature that reculturing is the bedrock of sustainable redesign. Fullan (2002) for example, wrote:
Reculturing is the name of the game. Much
change is structural and superficial. Transforming culture – changing what people in the organization value and how they work together to
accomplish it – leads to deep, lasting
change…never a checklist, always complexity.
There is no step-by-step shortcut to transformation; it involves the hard, day-to-day work of
reculturing. (p. 18)
What the stories highlighted is the significance of
putting teacher learning and engagement at the
centre of the reculturing process. Many stories revealed how teacher learning was facilitated at the
school level and illuminated the impact of changing
the learning culture for staff. Teachers learnt about
constructivism by experiencing constructivist learning environments which gave them time and space
to consider educational research in light of their own
experiences of working daily with students. Many
schools established ‘learning teams’ or ‘learning
circles’ to help teachers make sense of their new
learning and to support the various levels of discomfort that emerged in the process of critical reflection.
It is this deeper reflection which allows new mean-

ings to emerge and new relationships and practices
to be sustained. L2L participants come to realise that
the key to changing practice is successfully challenging and transforming the assumptions, beliefs, values and understandings that underpin practice. For
teachers and leaders this means being prepared to
examine critically their ‘taken for granted’ views
and practices in the light of new understandings and
discard those that are found to be wanting. CochranSmith (2003) explained this process as ‘both learning
new knowledge, questions and practices, and at the
same time, unlearning some long-held ideas, beliefs
and practices, which are often difficult to uproot’ (p.
9). There were many examples in the stories of the
unlearning which needed to occur.
Structured opportunities for interaction and what
we have termed ‘learning conversations’ (Le Cornu,
2004; Peters, Le Cornu & Collins, 2003) appear to
have been central to the learning processes of L2L
leaders, teachers and students. We have used the
term ‘learning conversation’ to capture the dialoguebased approaches used in L2L classrooms, schools
and Learning Circles. These conversations engage
learners in deeper ways than ordinary conversations
in that they enable them to negotiate new meanings
and deeper levels of understanding. Feldman (1999)
argued that conversations are a form of inquiry which
enable people to ‘work through the dilemmas,
quandaries and dissonances that relate to their living
and being in the world’ (p. 137). The stories revealed
that such conversations do not just happen but are
dependent on learners having the time, opportunity
and meta-cognitive language, skills and processes
to engage in them (Peters et al., 2003).
The stories illuminated a paradox in regard to
teacher engagement in their learning – both challenge
and support were needed. Many teachers and leaders
appeared to need the challenges and uncertainty that
were created for them by the Core Learning Program.
These generated powerful crises of meaning which
allowed the consideration of new possibilities for
classroom pedagogy and relationships. They then
engaged with a range of learning theories and models
to critically reflect on their practice in a challenging,
but supportive environment. They needed the safety
and security of a learning culture to cope with the
new and challenging thinking and the corresponding
feelings it engendered in them.
In summary, the stories revealed that L2L offered
a set of options for participant engagement rather
than a top down approach. It provided time, space
and resources for deepening knowledge and understanding of the processes of teaching and learning.
Opportunities were provided to revisit and re-engage
with theories and ideas. Participants were encouraged
to take risks and to ‘learn our way forward’ (Project
Manager).
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Conclusion
A challenge for any project aimed at educational
transformation is to be able to both demonstrate that
significant change has occurred and explain the
change process. The MSC stories written by L2L
participants appear to be one means of meeting this
challenge. By illuminating aspects of the critical
domains of learning culture, professional identity,

practices and outcomes, the stories have provided
valuable insights into what constituted significant
change in L2L schools as well as how significant
change occurred. In particular they have highlighted
the importance of the reciprocal processes of immersion and engagement in developing learning cultures
that optimise learning opportunities and outcomes
for teachers and students.
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