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1. Outcomes of Learning to Learn – Executive 
Summary 

This report examines the results of a school based reform undertaken in the public school 
sector in South Australia.  Known as the Learning to Learn Project, the reform involved 
seventy seven schools in a funded capacity (just under seven per cent of all State 
schools). The first three years of implementation concluded in June 2002. During that 
period some 4619 (36%) of State sector teachers were involved with the Project in 
some way. In the first phase covered by this report the project specifically targeted 
early and middle year schooling (including pre-school) but did not include senior 
secondary years. Senior secondary has become a focus in the second phase now under 
way.   

The Learning to Learn Project focused on whole school reform and the development 
of future orientated curriculum policy through site based commissioned research. The 
broad objectives were to: 

• Connect South Australia to the latest learning research and world's best 
practice  

• Reconnect teachers to their vocation  

• Influence the System Knowledge Base 

 In other words the strategies focused on teachers and schools in order to improve 
outcomes for students. 

The research summarised here examined the results of the reform against these 
objectives as well as examining any wider changes or implications arising from it. As 
a broad overview it was found that the reform had achieved its objectives to a very 
high degree. In addition it can be shown to have made significant contributions to 
several key areas identified in the Departments corporate plan.  

1.1. Methodology 
An inductive qualitative methodology was adopted. The dynamic nature of the reform 
did not lend itself to conventional evaluation. While there were goals informing the 
strategies adopted, these strategies were intended to stimulate a range of creative 
responses at site level.  The responses generated by sites were dynamic, unfolding and 
adapting as staff sought to address issues of local concern.  This provided the research 
component of the project, providing information back to the centre about ‘what 
worked and why’ at site level.   Use of an inductive methodology allowed both 
intended and unintended outcomes could be critically examined and more importantly 
the factors influencing these outcomes to be identified. The latter provided a base for 
generating a general appreciation of factors critical to success and for theorising about 
these. This would not have been possible had a more deductive approach been 
adopted. To strengthen the qualitative approach both method and researcher 
triangulation was employed. Methods used included interviews with school leaders, 
teachers and curriculum policy staff, content analysis of teacher narratives and site 
cases studies. The researcher has also had the opportunity to meet both formally and 
informally with many staff involved and to make direct observations. Data was also 
collected from Annual Reports and school sources.  
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1.2. Outcomes with respect to explicit objectives 
The Learning to Learn project can be seen to have achieved the objectives initially set 
to a very high degree. Evidence from all sources converges strongly and compels a 
view that despite the pessimism within much of the literature for prospects for real 
change in teaching practice at site level, and despite widespread and entrenched 
problems of morale, it is possible to achieve change in teaching practice through 
connecting teachers to the latest learning research and world's best practice and to a 
sense of vocation. The degree of convergence was surprising given the scope of the 
reform (it included pre-school as well as primary and secondary levels in suburban 
and rural settings) and evidence of past resistance to and cynicism about centrally 
initiated improvement programs.  

There is significant evidence this Project has supported the achievement of: 

• the adoption of a unifying set of ideas against which to orientate teaching  
practice among involved practitioners; 

• Significantly enhanced personal teacher satisfaction; 

• Enhanced sense of power or authority and capacity to influence  by those 
teachers; 

• A marked change in attitude towards placing student needs first; and 

• Establishment of a collegiate culture  within the majority of participating 
schools 

That these have begun to provide a basis for Influencing the System Knowledge Base 
is evident in the degree of shared learning which has taken place between teachers 
within and beyond the Learning to Learn sites and the observations by Central Office 
curriculum staff of an increased uptake by Learning to Learn sites of the SACSA 
curriculum framework and their contribution to its development.  

1.3. Wider Outcomes 
The outcomes from this Project have significantly exceeded its initial specific 
objectives.  Significant evidence was collected that demonstrates that the Project has 
influence the education system in constructive ways. These provide important insights 
into what may be possible in terms of system wide reform. The Project provides 
insights also into useful means for pursuing such reform.  

The Learning to Learn project has made significant contributions to key focal points 
within the Departments mission statement. In particular to development towards: 

• High quality learning, teaching and care; 

• An integrated, responsive and supportive learning organisation; and 

• An organisation which strives for continuous improvement in service and 
performance. 

This has happened by empowering leaders to empower teachers to empower students. 
The achievements, particularly with reinvigorating and exciting staff and deepening 
their sense of commitment, efficacy and vocation are remarkable given the gloomy 
assessments which prevail about the general state of morale within the State school 
sector.  The benefits of this are increasingly apparent and are resulting in real and 
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substantial changes in teaching practice. Again this is in stark contrast to the efficacy 
of many earlier attempts within South Australia and elsewhere to reform classroom 
practices and to continually rejuvenate curriculum.  

The central theme of all stakeholders ‘learning our way forward’ has been important 
in bringing the talents of policy professionals, practitioners and community together 
to find innovative responses to curriculum. Focusing on the development of self-
organising semi or informal networks in a context of central support and collaborative 
leadership have been important elements. Significantly the approach has not used or 
relied on formal structural change, focusing on changing culture and local 
engagement first. Where structural changes have occurred it has been at local level 
and under the control of local actors. In this it consistent with the  Partnerships 21 
initiative to devolve resource management and decision making to sites. 

To date the scope of effect has been limited to inter and intra School levels with some 
influence on improving integration and raising performance in relation to curriculum 
implementation and redevelopment. There is an apparent desire to expand this scope a 
system wide and confidence by many involved that the model contains the necessary 
insights to achieve a more fully integrated learning organisation. This confidence 
appears justified on the basis of the evidence.  

At present evaluation and accountability mechanisms at all levels are not up to the 
task of informing nor ensuring accountability for a program of the scope and ambition 
of Learning to Learn. The learning potential at system wide level is severely 
diminished by a narrow focus on short term outputs which do not align well with the 
learning outcomes increasingly seen as important for the school sector. These include 
higher order critical thinking skills, a capacity for lifelong learning and contribution to 
advancing social and democratic ideals in addition to technical or subject specific 
competence.  

1.4. Overall assessment of results 
There is evidence that there has been significant change in teachers’ willingness to 
engage, relearn and to teach in new ways within Learning to Learn schools. This 
evidence is welcome, rare and particularly notable given resistance to other areas of 
reform and the backdrop of low morale within the teaching profession.  

Teachers indicated enjoying teaching, being more confident both in the classroom and 
in sharing with colleagues. Many identify having developed a feeling of being valued 
within the Department and as having more pride in their work. 

Teachers involved with the project demonstrate a significant capacity to incorporate 
constructivist learning approaches into their classroom practice. This has increased 
their responsiveness to SACSA. 

Teachers involved show significant openness and enthusiasm for learning theory and 
have relished the opportunity to incorporate new ideas. This has enhanced 
considerably their capacity to participate effectively in discussions and to make 
contributions to curriculum redevelopment as well as to critically evaluate their own 
practice. 

As a result of teachers becoming reengaged with their vocation, Learning to Learn 
schools have undergone a significant change in culture. Schools have applied many of 
the learning insights not only to the classroom context but to the school context. The 
culture has become more collegiate and teachers’ networks have grown considerably 
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within and between schools. There is evidence of many schools involved with the 
project having successfully incorporated learning organisation principles.  

The above suggests a significant move towards a greater professionalism. 

The consequences for what children experience in the classroom has been significant. 
For those cohorts who have been involved there is evidence of: 

• Much enhanced student centeredness in pedagogy. This has made classrooms 
more socially inclusive and democratic. 

• Students having developed higher order learning skills and are taking 
considerably greater responsibility for their own learning.  

• Classroom relationships and behaviour have improved. This includes 
student/teacher and student/student relationships. 

• Students demonstrate a greater sense of engagement and willingness to attend.  

There is concrete evidence for some cohorts that these changes have had short term 
effects, increasing academic performance (as measured by the BST) and attendance 
while reducing behaviour management problems.  

1.5. Opportunities and Challenges for the future 
The learning to Learn Project is an example of innovative school reform that is 
refreshingly different from the recent spate of managerial inspired school change. The 
Project has demonstrated some substantial achievements in a relatively short period of 
time. It shows that school reform which is driven by an emphasis on learning and 
attention to relationships and cultural change can succeed. It reinforces many of the 
conclusions of the literature on school reform in particular that: 

• reform should be curriculum/learning focused; 

• successful change involves teachers directly; 

• teachers respond well to being treated as professionals; 

• improved learning outcomes for students is possible with attention to school 
environment and with the injection of new ideas. 

 
It also offers significant new insights into factors important to the achievement of 
successful outcomes from change.  These are: 

• Appealing to teacher’s intrinsic motivation is key to both prevent resistance 
and that this can ameliorate other de-motivating factors present in the general 
environment. 

• Pursuing change with high levels of flexibility and a learning and risk tolerant 
approach to accountability can lead to rigorous approaches to change and a 
focus on results, contrary to ‘managerialist’ assumptions about a need for tight 
control. 

• Maintaining a high level of congruence to core values informing the change is 
vital. 

• A non-blaming approach to reform opens up possibilities for institution wide 
learning. 
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There are some significant new challenges to face in expanding the scope and depth 
of the Project.  

• There remain considerable tensions between schools and other parts of the 
Department. 

• The limited number of schools involved means that the benefits are spread 
thinly across the State. Schools that have been in the program do not know 
what future support to continue change they may expect.  

• The Department does not currently collect information for evaluating more 
complex aspects of performance and the relationship between Community, 
Departmental, school, class and student variables, pedagogy and teaching 
strategy and performance.  

• Schools have so far taken only tentative steps towards involving parents and 
community in their learning journeys. 

• There is no mechanism in place in either the Department or in South 
Australian Universities to assist with the evaluation of the long term goals of 
the Department. 

There are ongoing challenges at site level also. These include a need to:  

• Consolidate and maintain change in the face of changing staff and new staff 
who lack familiarity with the changed approach; 

• Support staff  who have been a part of the change as they move to new schools 
which have not been involved; 

• Find new ways to stimulate and excite those who have engaged with the first 
round to maintain a momentum for change; 

• Broaden the involvement of community and parents in local change. 

These challenges are however worth facing as the potential benefits are significant 
based on an assessment of what has been achieved to date.  
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