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Abstract 

An analysis is presented of an approach to school reform undertaken at selected sites within the 

State education system in South Australia. The reform was initiated to respond to concerns that 

prior change had led only to incremental improvement rather than transformational change. 

Data was collected from teachers, school leaders and key policy officers using interviews and 

case studies. This was used to identify the emergent model of change and to derive a set of 

principles to inform future policy for school renewal and wider institutional reform. 
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Introduction 

There have been may attempts to reform schooling, despite this commentators note that it 

has changed little in decades (Louis and Miles 1990; Spillane 1999). It must be 

concluded that school reform is difficult (Louis and Miles 1990; Sarason 1990; Fullan 

and Hargreaves 1991; Fullan 1994; McDonald 1996). This makes examples of successful 

change all the more important. This paper presents findings from research into a change 

initiative in the state school sector in South Australia. Initiated in 1999, the focus of this 

reform was initially school level (since expanded) and was aimed at improving learning 

outcomes for students by deepening teachers’ understanding of learning theory and their 

capacity and willingness to apply it in their classrooms.  

The initiative, known as the Learning to Learn Project, was initially funded for three 

years with the first round ending in June 2001.  Seventy seven schools and pre-schools 



 3

(hereafter referred to as sites) were involved. This is just under thirteen per cent of all 

State schools. Some 4615 (36%) of State sector teachers were involved in some way with 

activity/programs associated with the Project. It specifically targeted early and middle 

year schooling and did not include senior secondary years. It was introduced in a context 

of growing concern about standards of education and declining teacher morale 

(Commonwealth 2000). It was also introduced concurrently with a local school 

management reform.  

The Project grew out of dissatisfaction with past central curriculum development 

initiatives found here, as elsewhere (Louis and Miles 1990; Spillane 1999), as generating 

‘patchy’ take up by teachers. The way in which curriculum development had previously 

been undertaken did not assist with “The generation of new thinking and understandings 

about the learning process - knowledge generation [and] The translation of this 

knowledge and learning outwards to the system as a whole.” (Foster et al 2000: 5). 

Learning to Learn, therefore, had a focus on whole school reform. The stated aim was to 

support the development of a leading-edge, futures oriented curriculum directed at 

holistic development of the child and improved meta-cognitive skills.  

The project drew on and promoted ‘constructivism’ as a theory base appropriate to 

rethinking learning processes and towards achieving improved meta-learning. In this 

context constructivism should be interpreted as implying recognition of a pluralism of 

needs and a degree of epistemological relativism (see Le Cornu, Peters et al. 2003a and 

Le Cornu, Peters et al. 2003b for a more complete discussion of the application of 

constructivism within this project).  
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This paper summarises findings from research undertaken into the reform over a 12 

month period (see Author 2002, 2003). 

Research Methodology 

The aim of the research upon which this paper draws was to investigate the impact of the 

Learning to Learn Project and to theorise about that impact. Qualitative data, collected 

using interviews, case studies and personal narratives, played a key role in providing a 

depth of understanding and a level of detail not obtainable from quantitative data. As the 

aim of the research was to inform policy and program design, it was essential that the 

findings be owned by and meaningful to those who would need to act upon them. The use 

of qualitative data and an inductive approach assisted with this. At the same time, there 

was a need for some researcher ‘distance’ to reassure (particularly external) stakeholders. 

This was achieved by use of a researcher not previously involved with the project and by 

researcher triangulation for key stages of data analysis.  

The evidence was analysed in a manner consistent with grounded theory (Miller & 

Marcel, 1999), this is consistent with the constructivist ideas that have informed Learning 

to Learn. There is also an established history of the use of Grounded Theory in education 

research (Lyall & Suzanne, 2000).  

A broad method mix was adopted. This included the use of: 

• Case studies 

• Analysis of teachers stories of involvement (narrative analysis) 
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• Loosely structured interviews with school leaders and teachers involved with the 

project  

• Semi-structured interviews with Curriculum Policy Directorate Staff 

• Administrative data analysis 

• Analysis of extant qualitative materials 

The case study component was an important overall contributor to the methodology. 

Twelve cases were compiled: all were retrospective – documenting various aspects of the 

experience of schools over the past three years.  

Narratives were obtained from fifteen past participants at Learning to Learn events.  

These teachers submitted a two to three page account of their experience and reflections 

on their involvement with learning to learn. The purpose of this method was to capture 

individual’s accounts, in their own words, in order to gain insight into their ‘meaning 

making’ about the experience.  

Interviews were conducted with eleven groups of staff from a sample of schools that 

participated in the project. Thirty-five staff were included in these eleven groups. An 

‘empty’ systems model was used to guide the interviews. Data was recorded on audio and 

videotape and these two sources used to prepare attributable transcripts. These were then 

analysed using the software package QSR N5. 

Eleven Central Policy Directorate (CPD) staff was interviewed to identify policy and 

curriculum officer’s views about the Project. Opportunities for broadening the 

involvement with policy and for understanding the implications for policy and curriculum 

development were particularly sought.  
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Central Initiatives to support change 

The following specific strategies were adopted to initiate and promote change. Schools 

were selected against criteria designed to judge readiness. These included an assessment 

of commitment, ideas for focus of curriculum inquiry and cultural readiness for change.  

Funding was provided to allow for teacher release for professional development, 

participation in meetings and cross school forums, payment for professional development 

organised at school level and for minor equipment/material needs. Service Agreements 

specified a minimum set of conditions and established the respective commitments and 

obligations of the parties. A core learning program was instituted to ensure all principals, 

Project leaders and staff, had access to leading edge research regarding learning and 

complementary pedagogies and methodology. This program was significantly influenced 

by systems theory as well as constructivist learning theory. To reinforce the effectiveness 

of the core learning program, schools were supported by Project Colleagues: 

professionals with a range of backgrounds including specialists in learning and cognition, 

community education, learning to learn and educational administration and research. To 

assist with accountability and the sharing of learning, Project sites hosted three-day 

intensive professional development programs called practicums. Leaders were supported 

by the establishment of learning circles in which they invited to share experience.  

A Project manager was appointed. Rather than following a ‘command and control’ 

approach, this position was established to maintain the ‘cognitive and relational 

congruence’ of the Project.  This implied minimal direction of sites and more of a 

facilitative role, intervening only where there was a clear need to help free up thinking at 

site level in order to encourage a more of a learning orientation to change. 
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At the conclusion of the initial three years of the project, a three-day event was held. 

Called the Learning to Learn Expo, it was intended to: celebrate the learning of Project 

sites; provide a reflection point for evaluation of the 1999 -2001 phase of the Project; and 

share the work of the Project across the wider Department Education and Children’s 

Services. The design of the expo was informed by ‘three big ideas’. These were: re-

igniting the passion or reconnecting teachers to their own learning as learners; valuing 

emergence or recognising that the journey of learning can lead to new thinking; and 

seeking congruence which implied working towards congruence of values, principles and 

practices in whole school design. 

Understanding what happened 

The change process can be demonstrated to have unfolded in four relatively distinct 

phases although different schools traversed these phases at different times and rates. 

These phases were: 

The establishment of commitment – critical relationships needed renegotiating and 

teachers and school leaders needed to see some initial signs of real benefit before 

bringing commitment. 

Collaboration and engagement – became possible once commitment was gained. In 

most sites, provided there was strong local leadership, this then deepened and widened to 

involve whole school communities. 

Consolidation and expansion – of networks occurred as sites engaged in wider networks 

of change – both with the centre and with other sites.  
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The system was then poised – with potential for significant further development but 

facing challenges in maintaining a critical mass.  

Each of these phases will now be examined in more detail.  

Phase 1 Gaining commitment  

Evidence collected suggests that Learning to Learn became established in sites as a result 

of a convergence of four critical factors. These included: the provision of adequate 

funding; appealing to teachers intrinsic motivation with a focus on improved learning 

outcomes for students; maintaining a high level of congruence to core values informing 

the change; and timely and flexible exposure of teachers to diverse new ideas on learning 

by leading experts and permission to pursue points and issues which were personally 

significant.  

The relationship between key factors is represented in figure one below. 

Figure 1 – Phase one – the establishment of commitment. 
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Funding 

Funding was commonly identified by respondents as critical but not sufficient for the 

success of the project. Funding provided a means for schools to access critical input. It 

more generally provided the means for supporting and covering the absence of teachers 

as they participated in the program, releasing them from the day to day demands, to 

engage more deeply and fully in rethinking their and others’ practice. Equally important 

was the symbolic importance.  The provision of financial support sent a signal about the 

Department’s seriousness and was widely interpreted as recognition of and valuing of 

teachers by ‘the system’. It reinforced messages that teachers were valued – generating a 

sense of being trusted and respected – of being professionals. Quite a number of school 

leaders expressed the opinion that staff repaid this respect by giving significantly more 

back than the dollar value provided. 
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 “I’ve been around a long time -  30 plus years -  it’s the first time that you were given 

time,  physically given time,  support time, and  we didn’t get a lot of money but the 

money we had we used wisely” 

“…it wasn’t a lot [but] the value for the dollar out of that was just beyond words 
compared with other funding that we received - it was a catalyst”        

Appealing to Teachers Intrinsic Motivation 

A great number of past attempts to improve education have failed due to the failure to 

effectively engage teachers and produce changes within the classroom (Spillane 1999; 

Evans 2001). Based on extensive research in a number of Western countries (Australia 

included), Dinham and Scott note that satisfaction in teachers was due to factors: 

…intrinsic to the role of teaching. Student achievement, helping students to modify 

their attitudes and behaviour, positive relationships with students and others, self-

growth, mastery of professional skill, and feeling part of a collegial, supportive 

environment  (2000: 8) 

Other research demonstrates that teachers respond badly where they feel that program or 

change priorities detract from or are in conflict with this overall objective of teaching. 

Louis and Miles conclude for example: 

… starting an innovation program with an effort that centres on curriculum and 

instruction is the most effective strategy for getting teachers interested and involved 

… Even where organizational variables, such as morale or climate, need to be worked 

on, these should usually come after teachers have been excited about an innovation 

that reaches into the pedagogic core. (1990:201) 
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The experience of Learning to Learn reinforces this conclusion. The project met little 

resistance even from the more cynical teachers and inspired and excited those who were 

more committed. Learning to Learn, in embracing a core focus on learning and outcomes 

for students was perceived by teachers as congruent with their values and commitments 

and as helpful to them in their classroom. It drew on and reinforced their core values 

rather than threatening them. In the words of one Principal: 

“One of the key characteristics that those teachers have is that they put students first 

rather than themselves, their subject, their time, whatever it is.  Their first priority is 

students and their learning, and anything that will improve students learning and 

promote learning amongst students, not just have them learn but promote the idea that 

learning is fun, learning is worthwhile, its enjoyable.  They're the ones who have come 

on board. “ 

Flexibility and Congruence 

Research and local experience show that teachers have, as a mature workforce, tended to 

become cynical and somewhat suspicious of agenda for change. Sarason noted the depth 

of mistrust in the schools he studied and concluded: 

…everything in [teachers] experience taught them two things: don’t believe the 

sincerity of what you are told, and don’t allow yourself to hope that real change is 

possible because you will be disappointed. (1990: 64) 

Initially even the schools that were motivated to apply for involvement with Learning to 

Learn indicated some scepticism about whether the delivery would match the words. The 

initial incentive to become involved was the funding which many thought would allow 
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them to do some of what they wanted even if the other support and direction proved a 

disappointment. Many schools reported the congruence and integrity experienced from 

the Project Managers as an important ingredient in deepening their commitment. The 

Project Manager reported repeated ‘testing’ by schools particularly around the autonomy 

and exploratory values of the Project. For many schools, the development of trust took 

time to mature (commonly 12 months or more). The open-ended trust and exploratory 

nature of the Project was seen as respectful of teacher professionalism – but only after it 

was believed to be sincere. This congruence was not easy to achieve. By and large it was 

achieved through a clear focus on relationships and careful and consistent management of 

communication and attention to symbolic acts. No doubt it also required a strongly 

committed person and a person of high integrity in the Project Manager position.  

Timely exposure to diverse new ideas on learning by leading experts 

An important aspect of the theory and professional development offered as a part of the 

Learning to Learn Project was that it was based on validated research and linked to 

teachers’ experience and that it was inspiring. It was useful also if it had direct 

application in the classroom. The aspects of the theory that proved most valuable varied 

individual by individual and school by school. Teachers said that it was important that the 

approach was ‘holistic’ meaning not just ‘academic’. The Project avoided being seen to 

be prescriptive of ‘the one best way’.  It was very significant that the theory provided 

focused not on structure of education or content but on cognititive aspects and diversity 

of individual learners. The content proved valuable to teachers – assisting them to reflect 

and come to better understand their own learning as well as that of students. The 

emphasis of core elements of the theory on recognising and valuing difference provided 
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an important foundation for opening up dialogue and building collegiality as the changes 

advanced. The ideas represented a value convergence for many teachers – primarily on 

dimensions of non-exclusivity, appreciation and respect of difference and learner 

centeredness.  The non-prescriptive manner in which the Core Learning was provided 

accommodated this. From one teachr we hear: 

 “it was so exciting to have that really wide range of training and development options 

that we were able to access because it was not just one way of doing things, there was 

this whole lot of different ways of how learning can happen and how to teach kids 

about learning and how we view the world,” 

And from another secondary teacher: 

“for me its reignited the excitement and the passion that I had for teaching, but also the 

passion in me for learning, so this has given me something new to learn, I have not 

learnt anything this significant I would say in the first ten years of my teaching, I 

reckon I have learned more in the last 4 than I have in the  preceding 15 or whatever it 

was, and so I’ve really now  got a thirst for learning …”  

As trust deepened between sites and the centre and new ideas were gained, some of the 

more innovative teachers began to experiment with new ways of teaching. This occurred 

more quickly where leaders were actively involved. The impact in the early stage was 

frequently reported to be relatively minor, while the focus remained on individual 

development and before a broader collegiality began to operate throughout the school. 

Evans (2001) argues that significant changes in teaching practice are particularly difficult 

in that they imply the need for teachers not only to acquire new knowledge but new ways 

of thinking about knowledge and knowing. The implication is that teachers must unlearn 
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much of what they know. The importance of unlearning was highlighted in several of the 

school interviews and in cases. For example, in their account, the Project Managers state: 

“At first our thinking was as small as knowing that we needed to understand how our 

thinking had been constructed - why were schools the way they were and what were 

the assumptions that underpinned the dominant discourses and constructions - those 

that bound us to particular ways of being that were antithetical to learning.  Unlearning 

became our conscious work.”  

The theme of  needing to unlearn was common with teachers and school leaders also. 

Phase 2 - Collaboration and engagement 

The process of deepening engagement as change moved beyond initiation and individual 

interest was markedly different from that of the early phase. In particular it is 

characterised by a significant growth of collegiality rather than localised individual 

action. The process identified through this research is identified below.  
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For sites which had developed confidence in the integrity of the program and had good 

local leadership, early examples of success led to a deepening and more site wide 

engagement in change.  This was facilitated by: 

• The opportunity for teachers to increasingly learn in groups and collaborate in 

change at site level. 

• Reinforcement and affirmation from one another, from leaders and sometimes 

from parents as to the impact of the changes they were effecting.  

The role of site leaders was an essential part of this change process as was the behaviour 

of the Project Manager – maintaining an emphasis on reciprocal benefit and of joint 

engagement in learning. Leaders had an important role also in reducing the tendency 

towards ‘us and them’ thinking among teachers. Provided that this was done, it proved 

possible for sites to move to a consolidation phase where change and achievements 

became well established and led to an expansion of networks, more closely involving 

teachers in professional collaboration intra and extra school and in some cases involving 

wider community.  

Opportunities to Learn in Groups 

The Project initially attracted most strongly those teachers who had values consistent 

with the student centred nature of the change. Learning to Learn supported these teachers 

and gave them a voice in their schools encouraging them to make local change. This 

commonly led to positive feedback from students and in some cases parents also. 

Effective leaders encouraged these local efforts, providing feedback that was important 

for building commitment and increasing the spread of engagement, particularly from 
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teachers with a ‘wait and see’ approach. McDonald notes that there is a tendency for site 

driven change to overemphasise individualistic approaches: 

… reform initiatives launched on the inside of schools, by principles or small groups 

of teachers with or without consultants, typically put too much trust in add-on 

programs and one shot professional development. (1996: 354) 

This limitation was recognised early in many schools and increasingly group centred 

approaches were adopted. Leaders sought opportunities to send small groups to 

development relevant to their areas of interest and/or to bring key colleagues to the 

school to involve more or all staff. Leaders often regarded this as a critical step. 

Importantly the possibility of all teachers in the site learning a new way of thinking and 

talking about learning helped establish a ‘common language’ about learning. This 

enhanced teachers’ ability to articulate their ideas and to question more deeply. In the 

words of one teacher: 

“[Core Learning]... was like an awakening for a lot of the stuff that we knew we 

suddenly realised why it worked and stuff that we had taken for granted we suddenly 

were questioning and a lot of it was based on you know people were teaching, 

including me, people were teaching to the way we preferred to learn and not aware 

that we actually weren’t reaching all of the kids, we knew we needed to be doing some 

things and I guess it gave us a focus on the directions for that.”      

For many schools deepened teacher and leader commitment to the Project and its 

possibilities came with the first Practicum.  The need to prepare to share beyond the 

immediate site and the learning that resulted was reported to be a major factor leading to 
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a deeper commitment to change. The Practicums provided staff time to reflect on what 

they had collectively achieved and to gain affirmation from a wider collegiate network 

for what they had done. Again from one very experienced teacher as part of her personal 

story of involvement: 

“I was the most reluctant to go in [to learning to learn] initially but I eventually 

became a real convert. …Our practicum was probably the real high point.  The 

opportunity to share with others and discover just how much we had actually learnt 

and to be able to articulate the learning was quite awe inspiring.” 

Practicums contributed also to opening up the culture from one where learning processes 

where a private preserve of individuals to a collective responsibility of a staff at a site and 

beyond. From a school leader: 

“[I heard] teacher’s knowledge of learning professionally about their practice. 

That was absolutely amazing in that first year when people stood up we had I 

think nine teachers contributing to the two practicums that we ran and to listen to 

the levels of their expertise and then them demonstrating to others and sharing 

with twenty other teachers and leaders in the room, their classroom practice and 

being open enough to have people visit their rooms and to watch them in action, I 

mean that is a huge step. From the very closed inward type,’ you can’t come in 

here’, ‘I don’t want to share’, or ‘I can’t talk about what I do’, I just sort of do it. 

And so the amount of learning that has taken place was phenomenal” 
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Affirmation builds commitment 

The more innovative teachers were by now reporting a good response to change by their 

students and in some cases by parents. This encouraged leaders and other staff by 

providing further affirmation for those teachers who had taken the risk of trying 

something new. With many teachers having lengthy service and significant experience, 

and in a context of declining morale, the sense of capacity to ‘make a difference’ that 

arose through this process cannot be underestimated. As Evans notes, “ There is much 

research to confirm the importance of a sense of efficacy - the sense of making a 

meaningful difference, of true accomplishment-in teachers’ motivation and performance” 

(2001: 95). Many teachers reported a feeling of excitement as they realised that their 

experiments yielded benefits for students. From a cluster area school came the following 

comment. 

“ we got tremendous feedback from the community and I  think because what we did 

was so different and the parents loved it then there has been a lot more accepting of,  

well there is quite an  element of trust established very early on in the establishment of 

the school that I think has carried us on.”      

During the interviews with sites, the Practicums were the single most commonly 

mentioned strategy identified when respondents were prompted to identify particularly 

beneficial aspects of the Project design. It has to be concluded that, of all of the strategies 

adopted, this had the most significant impact for the greatest number of participants 

involved at the school level.   
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Phase 3 -Consolidation and expansion 

Once the site moved past the initial confusion and found direction, leaders worked to 

focus efforts and to deepen involvement. This was extended in some cases to widen 

involvement, increasingly bringing in parents and community. This development was 

however patchy. Figure three illustrates the key factors and their relationships during this 

phase. 
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Community 

The evidence suggests that local community environmental factors, while shaping the 

particular approach or focus, were seldom a factor in enhancing or inhibiting the success 

of the reform. Moreover, changing expectations of parents and students helped reinforce 

and stabilise the change. At the same time inter school collegiality and growing 

interschool networks were an important ingredient in facilitating the spread and 

development of experimentation at a classroom level.  
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Accountability 

Accountability was clearly a sensitive issue for teachers and schools and was most 

commonly interpreted as a negative – reflecting distrust of teachers and leaders 

professionalism. In addition many schools reported that the mechanisms of accountability 

currently in place imposed an administrative burden (‘busy-work’) while contributing 

little policy intelligence for the system. The Learning to Learn Project managers were 

very sensitive to the symbolic power of the term ‘accountability’ and the associations and 

connotations it carried at school level. In their case account they report for example: 

…we were preoccupied with the knowledge that the accountability processes for the 

Project had the potential to undo all the learning gains which had been made by 

invoking a 'compliant mindset'.  'Teaching to the test', 'just tell us what to do' were 

products of a particularly strong view in the Department about accountability as proof.  

We needed accountability processes which provided stock-take points for site learning 

By all accounts they succeeded. There was seldom mention of formal reporting 

requirements during interviews, and the accountability points included in Learning to 

Learn (Practicums and the Expo) were not perceived as negative; indeed, they were 

commonly identified as the most powerful learning points in the Project. Accountability 

was transformed to mean learning and celebration – an astonishing cultural shift managed 

through the establishment of trust in a context of learning and tolerance of risk. Perhaps 

most importantly the accountability points provided an opportunity for meaningful 

collaborative and collective critical reflection on performance by those who were 

responsible, and had accepted responsibility for the achievement of the outcomes. The 
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information, fresh insight and new ideas, the lessons learned from success and failure 

were useful to teacher/practitioners in improving their practice.  

Personal challenge – renegotiation of power 

The work of Marks and Louis (1999) strongly supports the conclusion that schools in 

which power is shared are likely to be the strongest performers in terms of learning 

outcomes. They link empowerment directly to organisational learning, stating: 

 …empowerment must focus on instructional vision and professional collaboration if it 

is to be useful as a school reform strategy.  The salience of empowerment in the 

midrange is also consistent with the organizational learning perspective, which argues 

that until members of the organization move beyond preoccupation with power, and 

toward issues of shared vision and inquiry, collectively held models, and increased 

(professional) mastery of work, they will consistently arrive at the wrong solutions to 

the wrong problems. (1999: 5) 

For this phase, the focus for change was not so much with centre/site as with the 

relationship between leaders and teachers and the relationship between teachers and 

students. The changes that began to take place at this level presented a significant 

challenge for many leaders, but one they seemed to take on willingly. Many reported that 

they felt quite early on that they needed to let go of more and more control and allow 

teachers to take greater responsibility for directions and approach to experimenting with 

change and developing directions of change in areas consistent with their collective 

motivation. This meant challenging their own and teachers’ assumptions about roles and 

responsibilities. As with the Project Managers, it also meant the need to adopt new 

practices and to maintain congruence with a new set of behaviours. This is not easy to 

initiate and it can be even harder to maintain. The collegiate support provided by the 
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leader Learning Circles may have been important here. While few leaders mentioned 

these during interview, earlier research suggests that they: 

… not only provided opportunities for participants to engage in co-construction of 

knowledge about leading the change process but they  have also provided a structure 

for school leaders to help manage the emotional dimension of the change process. As 

one school leader said recently, "they have enabled us to manage our anxiety". This is 

a very important role, given what we know about the role of emotions in learning and 

change. (Foster et al. 2000:16) 

It was not formal authority that mattered in the context of Learning to Learn but 

relationship management. Indeed the most successful leaders recognised that formal 

authority was a potential barrier and that a genuine need to renegotiate power and to 

strive to establish a genuinely collegiate basis for decision making was a key to success at 

school level.  The participatory nature of Learning to Learn was of the utmost importance 

in gaining acceptance for the changes as people were able to cope with ambiguity and 

chaos at times.  Since they were developing the rules and the ways forward themselves 

albeit under the influence of others, they were able to cope and, indeed thrive. 

The practice of devolving power to local teachers was important as a mechanism for 

engaging a deeper commitment. While this led to short term confusion, in some cases it 

built a local collegiality and a local emphasis on ‘learning our way forward’ which 

facilitated the development of a learning culture.  

If renegotiation of power was a challenge for leaders, it was no less so for teachers. The 

Project compelled them also to rethink their traditional role in the classroom. Many 
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teachers were now actively working to be more responsive and more flexible in order to 

accommodate and work with students’ diverse and individual needs. This implied a shift 

to empowering students and the equity issues associated with a more individually 

responsive approach to learning, while recognising a need to consider the learning 

impacts of the wider social context of students.  

Networks expand 

Activities such as the Practicums took teachers into explorations beyond their immediate 

site. The Core Learning Program also allowed teachers to begin to form wider networks 

of relationships. For leaders, strategies such as the Learning Circles broadened their 

networks with other leaders and also served to connect them to academics within the 

teaching universities. This was experienced as a challenge. Many schools reported 

looking at their own work and feeling inadequate in comparison to others. There was 

common reporting also of a stock take and reflection with schools feeling that as they 

were doing things differently they must be doing something wrong. These feelings 

gradually dissipated and confidence grew. Thus from being essentially isolated 

practitioners with a lack of self-confidence in dealing with peers, participating teachers 

report increased confidence and a delight in working with others, both within and beyond 

the school. 

The Core Learning Program and Project Colleagues connected teachers in participating 

schools to a national and international network of leading practitioners and academics. 

This served to raise self-esteem, confidence and willingness to rethink and learn from 
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others.  It provided a source of inspiration and a connection well beyond the immediate 

confines of the classroom, school and immediate community.  

Consolidation through embedding in structure and Culture 

Research into school change concludes that one of the most important determinants of a 

capacity to sustain change is local school culture. For Evans for example, “School 

improvement is embedded in an ethos of empowerment and collegiality” (Evans 2001: 

229). For Newman & Wehlage, schools that were successful in making change to 

improve student achievement were built on an ethos of ‘trust, respect, and sharing of 

expertise and power’ (1996: 288).  

With Learning to Learn the emphasis was on relational and cultural change. Structure and 

culture are however related and this was confronted by a number of schools as they 

advanced the change process at whole of school level. The evidence suggests that as the 

development of a shared commitment to change deepened, there arose a need to confront 

structural impediments. Many schools made significant changes to the way in which they 

organised staff and scheduled programs and delivery in order to become more flexible 

and to use more effectively the diverse talents of teachers.  Significantly though, these 

changes to structure came after cultural acceptance had been gained and were commonly 

designed and implemented by teachers themselves.   

Poised 

Throughout the Learning to Learn process, schools have reported some problems with 

staff turnover. New teachers or even new principals raised the challenge of how 
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effectively to induct and include those not familiar with the concepts and who had not 

participated in the journey. This remains a challenge and will continue to be one while 

only a minority of teachers have experience with the Project. This presents a number of 

challenges.  

At the stage that the research ceased the system involving Learning to Learn sites and the 

wider educational system is poised. The first round of change had concluded. There was 

some uncertainty amongst past sites as to what type of support they may continue to 

enjoy into the future. Most had received additional funding but not all. New sites were 

more limited in number and there was a growing tension between those who are ‘in’ and 

those who are ‘out’. This is particularly acute amongst those schools whose application 

for inclusion in the second round was not accepted.  

Principles for future change 

The learning to Learn 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 actively involved in finding ways to improve; 

• improved learning outcomes for students is possible with attention to school 

environment and with the injection of new ideas. 
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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 a 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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