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Foreword

In 2014 a group of 10 senior executive principals participated in the Executive Development for Educational Leaders 
Program (EDELP). This Program was designed for the Northern Territory’s experienced and high performing 
executive contract principals in the government schooling sector who have recently transitioned to complex and 
challenging contexts, or are about to undergo a significant transition in their leadership journey. The Program was 
designed to develop participants’ capacity to lead school improvement, innovation and reform. The objectives of the 
EDELP are to enable participants to adapt to a changing policy environment and engage, influence and collaborate 
with their school community. The content of the Program exposed participants to the most current research, policy 
and benchmarking tools in education, culminating in the preparation of a research paper that has the potential to 
contribute to shaping the future of system leadership, policy and practice in the Northern Territory.

A key feature of this experience was a benchmarking tour to Hong Kong and Anhui Province in China which allowed 
participants to review different environments and provide them with the insight and inspiration to effectively 
translate policy into practice. The intention was that by “stepping outside” of their environment the participants 
would be able to lift their strategic thinking and set themselves a clear path to lead the achievement of the best 
outcomes for students and their communities. The nature of this international study tour also enabled them to reflect 
upon global cultural contexts of education. 

This program was developed and delivered in partnership with the Queensland Education Leadership Institute 
(QELi). Over the duration of this 12 month developmental program involving 180 hours of study, the participants met 
face-to-face, online and partnered with collegial groups, mentors and executive coaches. The EDELP was informed 
by the Australian Professional Standard for Principals and the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers. The 
research project involved an independent study incorporating the program workshop experiences, observations and 
learning from the benchmarking tour. 

In this regard, the research position papers contained in this publication are evidence-based, analytic critiques of 
select areas of the Northern Territory Department of Education’s systems policy. The objective of these position 
papers is for senior policy makers to consider their recommendations in improving the quality of education services 
with the ultimate goal of positively influencing student learning outcomes across the Northern Territory. In this 
respect we would like to formally express our appreciation for the enormous amount of work, dedication and time 
commitment displayed in the contributions in this volume and recognise this as an opportunity to channel feedback 
from this extraordinary group of principals into the policy environment of the Northern Territory education system. 

Ken Davies Professor Peter Kell
Chief Executive Head of School of Education
Northern Territory Department of Education Charles Darwin University
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How Can Northern Territory Government Schools 
Implement a Quality Arts Education for Every Student?

Andy Mison

Section 1 – Introduction

Through working as an arts educator in the Northern Territory (NT) I have observed and experienced a broad range 
of arts education practices of varying quality and sustainability in remote and urban settings, north and south. This 
variation is not particular to the NT, and is the subject of a global body of research and discussion that can be used 
to commence framing an examination and discussion as an education system in the local context. 

Despite decades of evidence demonstrating the positive impact of arts education on student outcomes and consistent 
recognition of the value and importance of arts education over many years by policy makers, there has been 
little translation into practice. Given our unique and ancient cultural context steeped in the arts, this is a missed 
opportunity. The provision of arts education in the Northern Territory has long been marginalised by inhibiting 
factors such as the higher priority given in curriculum and resourcing to other areas, a shortage of specialised 
capacity among teachers, insufficient appropriate professional learning opportunities, and no coordinated strategy 
to deliver evidence based and effective services systemically. 

Despite these limitations, in my experience, positive examples persevere in the Territory, and the data presented in 
this paper suggests that many of the prerequisite conditions for quality arts education do exist. With the introduction 
of global budgeting and school Autonomy, the Indigenous Education Review, and the impending full implementation 
of the Australian Arts Curriculum, it is timely to review the preconditions known to influence the success of an arts 
education, the subsequent benefits to students, and ask how NT Government schools can implement a quality Arts 
education for every student?

In order to answer this question and establish an understanding of how we are positioned in the Northern Territory 
to realise our obligations and opportunities in Section 2, this paper will describe the definitions, “foundational 
issues”, and inhibiting factors to be found in the field of arts education as they apply in the NT along with presenting 
a rubric for the attributes of quality which may be used to guide our efforts in NT Government schools. In seeking 
to answer the question of why schools should implement a quality arts education for every student, there will follow 
a discussion of the policy and curriculum mandate for a quality arts education, and the attendant benefits and 
opportunities that can accrue. In Section 3, this study offers a current schematic of arts education in NT government 
schools by presenting the results of a survey completed by NT government school principals in April 2015 and their 
2014 A-E arts reporting data. Based on these responses, perceptions and dispositions among NT Government School 
leaders, Section 4 will conclude the paper with five recommendations to help chart the next steps to ensuring our 
schools can implement a quality arts education for every child. 

Section 2 – Foundations, Research and Policy in Arts Education

Definitions and “foundational” issues in the arts education field 
For the purpose of this research, the term arts education refers to planning, teaching, learning, assessment and 
reporting based on the art forms of Dance, Drama, Media, Music and Visual Arts as drawn together in the arts 
learning area of the Foundation to Year 10 Australian Curriculum: Arts (Referred to for expressive expediency in 
this paper as “the Australian Arts Curriculum”): While these art forms have close relationships and are often used 
in interrelated ways, each involves different approaches to arts practices and critical and creative thinking that 
reflect distinct bodies of knowledge, understanding and skills.1 

To preface discussions in this work, it is also important to explain a key distinction commonly associated with the 
arts and education:

1 (Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority, 2015)
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Arts in education and education through the arts – these concepts describe using arts strategies and processes as 
a pedagogical tool to support learning and engagement in other areas, develop general capabilities and integrated 
approaches to curriculum and help students make connections between different kinds of knowledge. 

Education in the arts and arts education – this describes explicit teaching and learning of arts skills and processes, 
the concepts, symbols and terms of the specific art form and responses to art as audience. 

There are also a number of “foundational” concepts and questions2 commonly found in the literature from around 
Australia and the world that are relevant in the NT, and that are addressed in this paper, and which in turn will help 
frame further research and debate in our education system toward the provision of quality arts education:

• What should be taught and how?

• How should learning be assessed?

• Who should teach the arts? 

• Where should the arts be taught?

What are the factors inhibiting the provision of a quality arts education?
There are universal factors3 that can inhibit or constrain a schools’ capacity to deliver a quality arts education, and 
that in my experience are also salient in the NT. These can be defined as follows:

• A gulf between the intention or lip service given to arts education and the actual provision in schools

• Dominance of traditional academic curricula as the accepted means to tertiary entry and employment 

• Disposition and perceptions of teachers and principals toward the arts

• Lack of teachers’ confidence or expertise in art forms as a result of:

• Inadequate pre-service and in-service professional learning for teachers

• Scarcity of specialist teachers and services

• Lack of resources 

For this research NT School leaders were asked to comment on their experience of these factors, their responses 
are detailed in Section 3.

What constitutes quality arts education?
Anne Bamford’s study The Wow Factor – Global Compendium of Research on the Impact of Arts Education4 found 
that there is a remarkable consistency in the conceptions and realisations of what constitutes quality in arts education 
around the world (though approaches to arts education can be subjective and culturally differentiated, and what 
works in one context may not be appropriate in another). Regardless of context, Bamford also argues in a more 
recent paper that quality arts education must be planned for.5 It requires “quality assurance”, which measures the 
quality of processes, and “quality control”, which measures the outcomes of programs against standards. She states 
that programs should be “fit for purpose” and therefore suitable and relevant for students, and further argues that 
quality arts education should be “right the first time”. It is vital that there are high expectations for quality in the 
provision of arts education. There is substantial evidence that arts education contributes to student achievement in 
the arts and in other areas, but only where there is “effective practice and quality educational provision.”6

Attributes of quality arts education programs7:

1. Active partnerships and collaboration including shared responsibility for planning, implementation, and 
assessment and evaluation.

2. Opportunities for public performance and exhibition and presentation.

3. A combination of development within specific art forms (education in the arts) with artistic and creative 
approaches to learning (education through the arts).

4. Provision for critical reflection, problem solving, and risk taking.

5. Accessibility to all children and young people.

6. Detailed strategies for assessing and reporting on children’s learning, experiences and development. 

7. Ongoing professional development for teachers, artists and the community.

8. Flexible structures and permeable boundaries between schools and the community.

9. Access and relevance to local resources, environment, and context for both materials and content.

2 (Seidel, Tishman, Winner, Hetland, & Palmer, 2009).
3 (Bamford, Issues of Global and Local Quality in Arts Education, 2010) (Ewing, 2010) (Seidel, Tishman, Winner, Hetland, & Palmer, 2009). 

(Russell-Bowie, 2011).
4 (Bamford, the Wow Factor: Global research compendium on the impact of the arts in education., 2009 (2nd edition)).
5 (Bamford, Issues of Global and Local Quality in Arts Education, 2010).
6 (Bamford, Issues of Global and Local Quality in Arts Education, 2010).
7 (UNESCO Road Map for Arts Education, 2006).
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It is proposed that these attributes be adopted as a rubric to measure quality arts education in the NT.

Why a quality arts education for Northern Territory students?

Mandated in policy and curriculum
The question of why every child in the Northern Territory should have a quality arts education is inevitably asked. 
The arts are mandated in policy and curriculum, schools are obliged to deliver an effective arts education just as they 
should deliver a quality education in all the learning areas. However, whilst education systems mandate curriculum, 
principals control how curriculum is prioritised and implemented in practice. For often understandable reasons, 
unfortunately not every school is compliant with curriculum requirements in the NT, and of those that are, few can 
consistently offer programs of high quality. 

National and International Policy
For the majority of students in Australia since the industrial revolution arts education in school has been sporadic 
and peripheral for a range of reasons including poverty, relative remoteness and a lack of suitably qualified teachers, 
and a society focussed on producing workers for an industrial economy8. Since the Second World War and the shift 
to the “Knowledge Age” of globalisation and post-industrial society, there has been a growing understanding of 
the importance of arts education, underpinned by research and the economic necessity to equip students with the 
capacity to thrive in an unpredictable employment future. International and national trends in policy and education 
curriculum increasingly recognise that the arts should be a core component in education not only for their inherent 
value, but also for their suitability for helping students develop “21st Century Skills” such as creativity and innovation, 
critical thinking, communication and collaborative skills. 9 According to UNESCO, arts education is a “universal right 
for all learners,” and all children have creative potential which, through active engagement in Arts experiences and 
processes, can help develop their imagination and initiative, ethical and emotional intelligence, capacity for critical 
reflection and cognitive growth. Children also acquire unique perspectives through Arts education that cannot be 
discovered otherwise. 10

In a joint statement made in 2007 by the Australian Ministerial Council for Education, Employment, Training and 
Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) and the Cultural Ministers’ Council (CMC) on Education and the Arts, “there is a growing 
body of international and Australian research demonstrating the multiple benefits of an arts-rich education from 
an early age” and “all children and young people should have a high quality arts education in every phase of 
learning.” 11 In December 2008 all the Australian Education Ministers jointly published the Melbourne Declaration 
on Education Goals for Young Australians in which the arts feature as a mandated element in “world-class curriculum 
and assessment designed to develop successful learners, confident and creative individuals and active and informed 
citizens.”12

The arts are included in the forthcoming F-10 Australian Curriculum as one subject area comprising the five art 
forms of Dance, Drama, Media, Music and Visual Arts. The Northern Territory participated in the development of 
this curriculum, which also identifies Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies and Australia’s engagement with 
Asia as cross-curricula priorities along with a focus on developing general capabilities such as critical thinking and 
creativity. The Arts were described in a review commissioned by the Australian Government in 2014 as “a crucial 
part of school education that should not be viewed as an add-on component.”13

Northern Territory policy and curriculum
Goal 2 of the NT Department of Education (DOE) 2013-15 Strategic Plan Creating Success Together: Every Child 
A Successful Learner, outlines a range of strategies such as the delivery of “quality teaching and learning that 
is relevant, meaningful and differentiated for successful futures,” and undertakes to “continue to implement the 
Australian Curriculum in a way that is relevant and meets the needs of all students.” 

The arts are mandated for study by all students in both the Northern Territory Curriculum Framework (NTCF) 
and the Australian Arts Curriculum from Transition to Year 9. The Northern Territory Board of Studies carries the 
responsibility for curriculum, assessment and reporting policy in the NT, and currently requires teachers to teach 
“within a dual curriculum environment,”14 based on a timeline for gradual implementation of Australian Curriculum 
learning areas as they are endorsed by Ministerial authorities. According to this implementation timeline, schools in 
2015 should be using the NTCF: Arts Learning Area and engaging in familiarisation with The Australian Curriculum: 
The arts, scheduled for full implementation in 2016. Additionally, The NT Board of Studies policy also requires 
schools to implement a “whole school curriculum and assessment plan that ensures the systematic delivery of 
curriculum,”15 with assessment based on alignment to curriculum and to targeted achievement standards, including 
the arts learning area. Schools are also required to provide reports that are based on five achievement levels, most 
commonly manifested as A-E grades in the NT.16 

8 Ken Robinson (Robinson, 2012).
9 (Trilling & Fadel, 2009).
10 (UNESCO Road Map for Arts Education, 2006).
11 (MCEETYA , 2007).
12 (MCEETYA, 2008).
13 (Ricci, 2015).
14 (Northern Territory Board of Studies, 2013).
15 (Northern Territory Board of Studies, 2013).
16 (Studies, 2013).
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A basic goal for this paper is to examine how arts curriculum is currently being implemented, assessed and reported 
in NT Government Schools according to these mandated timelines and requirements.

Intrinsic benefits and opportunities for all students
There are fundamental intrinsic benefits for a quality education, in and through the arts for students, that are ancient 
and essentially human, that foster unique capacities for reflection, expression and creativity. The arts are common 
in various forms to all cultures, and have been pivotal in our experience and development as a species. Some of 
the earliest human artefacts are bone flutes, cave art, decorative pottery or stonework. Palaeolithic cave paintings 
show instruments being played, and there are wall paintings in the Middle East from the 6th millennium BC showing 
drummers playing for dancers; an artefact representing three of the major art forms. 17 Australian Indigenous art is 
the oldest continuous tradition on earth, with rock carvings more than 30,000 years old. 18

The universal significance of the arts to humanity is clear when considered from a historic and cultural perspective, 
and the evidence suggests that an increasing majority of Australians participate in a vibrant arts culture in their 
everyday lives,19 with 85% of Australians agreeing that the “arts make for a more rich and meaningful life”.20  The 
arts offer an intrinsically beneficial dimension to our existence that cannot be found elsewhere, and this reason 
alone provides us a moral obligation to ensure every student can access quality arts education. Despite resourcing 
for arts programs falling over many years in government schools, Australian independent schools maintain strong 
programs.21 The arts attract students and families looking for enriched education, and should be considered as a 
strategy to arrest enrolment attrition in the government school sector.

Most Australians consider the arts to have a large impact on how we express ourselves, and that they enable us to 
innovate and think creatively, and help us deal with stress, depression and anxiety. According to ABS data Aboriginal 
people who participate in Arts and cultural activities have “markedly better physical and mental health and self-
reported happiness and are more likely to complete secondary school and be employed.”22

Intrinsic benefits and opportunities for Indigenous students
The arts are central to Indigenous life and culture, and are the traditional means for transmission of knowledge, 
identity and culture.23 Recent ABS data suggests that active participation in arts activity can significantly boost 
wellbeing and employment prospects in remote Indigenous populations.24 As Gumatj elder, leader of the successful 
NT Band Yothu Yindi, and former Principal of Yirrkala School, the late Mandawuy Yunupingu said; “Song is embedded 
in the Aboriginal psyche and worldview.”25 World renowned Yolgnu artist Gurrumul Yunupingu was educated “by 
cultural immersion – from his aunties, parents and grandmothers, with love and lullabies; from his uncles, fathers 
and grandfathers through ceremony songs and storytelling, much of it through music” (Michael Hohnen26). My 
own experience and constructivist theories of education suggest that the centrality of the arts in Indigenous culture 
should be considered a tool for engaging students and communities in remote communities.

Impact on student achievement
There is a significant and growing body of research showing that an arts-rich education of quality from early childhood 
can have beneficial cognitive, attitudinal and behavioural, health, social and economic impact for students. The 
education agenda in the Northern Territory is particularly focussed on improving Literacy and Numeracy achievement 
for all students, based on our comparatively low national standing in the National Assessment Program for Literacy 
and Numeracy (NAPLAN) results. Research indicates that students’ literacy and numeracy can improve when learned 
through the arts, and that literacy and numeracy scores increase for students participating in quality arts programs.27

The reality that the prime learning time devoted to conventional approaches to literacy and numeracy is not 
producing the desired results suggest that it may be prudent to accommodate other strategies that support cognitive 
neural development in the early years, such as is supported by the raft of research conducted over the last two 
decades that “music education grows, hones and permanently improves neural networks like no other activity”.28 
Despite the recognised benefits of engagement and cognition they provide, the arts appear to have been overlooked 
in the initial implementation stages of the 10 year Indigenous Education strategy A Share In the Future produced 
as a result of the 2013 Indigenous Education Review. Research would suggest that quality arts education programs 
offer the potential to support the aims presented in all the strategy’s five focus areas: Foundations, Essentials, 
Pathways, Engagement and Workforce in order to meet the strategy’s goal of ensuring that “Indigenous students in 
the Northern Territory are both confident and successful in their education journeys and have real career choices 
and options, both within and beyond their communities.” 29

17 (Wallin, Merker, & Brown, 2000), (Burkholder, Grout, & Palisca, 2006).
18 (Australian Government, 2015).
19 (Australia Council For the Arts, 2014).
20 (Australia Council for the Arts, 2015).
21 (Russell-Bowie, 2011).
22 (Dockery, 2011).
23 (Ewing, 2010).
24 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010).
25 (Yunupingu, 2009).
26 (Music Council of Australia, 2013).
27 (Fiske, 1999).
28 (Collins, 2015).
29 (Northern Territory Department of Education, 2015).
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There are a number of summaries and meta-analyses of the studies on the impacts of the arts on learning at 
international, national and NT levels which were drawn on for this paper. The most significant of these can be found 
in Anne Bamford’s 2006 Wow Factor Global Compendium on the Impact of Arts Education, the first international 
analyses of arts education research, and Professor Robyn Ewing’s comprehensive 2010 ACER publication Realising 
Potential, the Arts and Australian Education. Professor Brian Caldwell’s’ 2011 research Transforming Education 
through the Arts also contains an excellent summary of the extrinsic benefits of arts education.

Economic and strategic opportunities
The rhetoric and policy previously referred to by employers, academics and governments about the need to equip 
students with the General Capabilities prescribed in the Australian Curriculum, the “21st Century” skills of creativity, 
communication, collaboration, and critical thinking required for a modern globalised economy30 also demands that 
attention should be given to how arts curriculum and pedagogies are placed to help achieve them. The arts and 
culture industry is a significant sector within our national economy representing more than $30 billion of annual 
GDP, outstripping the agriculture, fishing and gas industries for example31, yet is not prioritised or recognised in our 
local education system for this potential. Increasingly education systems such as ours and our neighbours’ in Asia 
will need to implement pedagogies to help students develop the skills to compete globally. 

The arts are highly valued in Asian education systems, as I have witnessed through recent visits to schools in China 
and Hong Kong. In these countries and others such as Korea32, (also in Finland33 and the UK34 ), arts subjects are 
considered vital for the future of their nations in developing a creative economy and healthy society. Given our 
Federal and Territory Government’s focus on Asian markets, our unique cultural context should be considered 
an opportunity for engagement and comparative advantage, particularly in Indigenous arts and culture; and ‘soft 
diplomacy’ through cultural exchanges with our regional partners.

A prioritised arts education of quality is consistent with the NT Government’s Framing the Future strategic plan that 
is focussed on achieving a ‘Confident culture’ and a ‘Prosperous Economy.’35 This rationale is supported by research 
data presented in the Australia Council’s 2015 report, Arts Nation: An Overview of Australian Arts:

Cultural knowledge leads to jobs and income based on artistic activity, connections to country 
and cultural experience. Cultural tourism is one of the world’s largest and fastest growing 
tourism markets.

The number of international arts tourists coming to Australia has increased in recent years, by 19% to 2.4 million 
in 2013/14. 700,000 of these tourists participated in Indigenous arts activity over the same period, an increase of 
9%.36 If the NT is to credibly engage with Asia, we must identify and develop our points of difference with other 
Australian states and territories. With a 40% Indigenous student population in the NT we have potential to build 
our comparative advantage through our local arts and culture industry, enhanced into the future through higher 
expectations for arts education in our schools.

There is a moral obligation, a weight of research and policy, and a significant potential economic and cultural 
opportunity that suggests quality arts education should be a priority for the NT. This has yet to translate effectively 
into practice, and as this research will show, although some students do receive a quality arts education in Northern 
Territory schools, unfortunately most do not.

Section 3 – School Leader Survey Data and Analysis 

Methodology
There is no centrally collected data relating to the provision of arts education in NT Schools, apart from A-E 
reporting data. In order to form an authentic ‘snapshot’ view of how the NT arts curriculum policy is perceived and 
implemented in NT Government school principals were surveyed. 

This survey, comprising 24 questions, soliciting both qualitative and quantitative responses, was completed by 139 
school leaders out of a possible 152, representing 91% of all Government schools in the NT. Approximately 66% 
of respondents identified themselves as representing remote schools, 34% as urban or regional urban, i.e. Alice 
Springs and Katherine. 

Which curriculum?
In order to determine alignment with the NT Board of Studies Australian Curriculum implementation timeline, 
with the expectation of full implementation in 2016, respondents were asked to indicate which curriculum they are 
currently using:

30 (National Education Association, 2011).
31 (Australian Commonwealth Government, 2011).
32 (Hoseong Yong, 2004).
33 (Ministry of Education and Culture Finland, 2010).
34 (Neelands, et al., 2015).
35 (Northern Territory Government, 2015).
36 (Australia Council for the Arts, 2015).
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Which curriculum? Response count Response %

Teachers only use the NTCF arts curriculum. 44/139 31.65%

Teachers use the NTCF arts curriculum, but are beginning to familiarise 
themselves with the Australian Arts Curriculum.

64/139 46.04%

Teachers already use the Australian Arts Curriculum. 31/139 22.30%

Some respondents offered additional comments which suggest that in some cases there is a level of uncertainty 
about school and systemic expectations for Arts curriculum implementation generally such as;

It is up to teachers to create their programs – they are very rarely looked at and most teachers 
do not make direct reference to ACARA or any other curriculum source.

I think many teachers make their own program up.

Currently not using any in any detail.

It appears the majority of schools are adhering to, or are operating in advance of the NT Board of Studies timeline 
for implementation of the Australian Arts Curriculum, but approximately one third of schools have not yet engaged 
with it. 

Assessment and reporting on the arts
The data and comments from respondents indicate that assessment and reporting on arts education is inconsistent 
and mostly ad hoc. In around 10% of schools students are not assessed at all. For non-specialist teachers the existing 
achievement standards are not helpful without practical examples or experience. The Australian Curriculum offers 
a potential solution to this over time as work samples are collected and become available for all teachers to use for 
benchmarking achievement standards. 

A-E results are currently the only centrally collected data that might be used to monitor the degree of implementation 
of arts curriculum, and also might be considered one possible measure of quality. The survey asked if teachers 
assessed and reported on the arts in general and then if they reported achievement using the centrally collected A-E 
grades. 124 schools out of the 139 respondents indicated they assessed and reported on the arts:

Do teachers assess and report on student achievement in the arts? Response count Response %

No/no response 15/139 10.79%

Sometimes 45/139 32.37%

Yes 79/139 56.83%

Of those who did not assess using A-E, some offered comments such as:

Because I am a one teacher school teaching preschool to year 7 and I am unable to do the 
requirements for all year levels.

Programs are not as directed through to create data.

Operational constraints, sustained pupil turnover (churn) means our focus is on literacy and 
numeracy and Arts is used as an adjunct to this

Report on effort only - few students above C Level trying to keep positive - focus on process.”

Other priorities.

112 schools indicated they used A-E for reporting:

Do teachers use A-E when assessing and reporting on student 
achievement in the arts?

Response count Response %

No/no response 27/139 19.42%

Sometimes 24/139 17.26%

Yes 88/139 63.30%

These figures correlate with the 2014 A-E reporting data for the NT. An examination of those data show that 
more than 65% of students assessed receive a “C” grade. This does not suggest there are high expectations for 
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students in the arts. The A-E data further show that the arts are inconsistently reported on across the year, which 
may be explained by school priorities for covering curriculum content. For example, a school might choose to 
focus on music for semester one, and drama in semester 2. Whilst this may be a reasonable strategy to cover 
curriculum requirements with limited time available, it is not conducive to quality arts education, where consistent 
and sequential skills acquisition is ideal. 

How much time is allocated to the arts?
Australian Curriculum & Reporting Authority (ACARA) has provided a guide for “indicative time allocations for 
curriculum delivery to assist in managing implementation of learning areas”.37 For the arts, comprising five discrete 
subject areas, 60 minutes per week are suggested from T to Year 2, 75 minutes from Year 3 to Year 6, and 120 
minutes from Year 7 to 10. Respondents were asked how much time on average teachers (excluding arts specialists) 
allocated to teaching the arts each week:

More than half of schools are adhering to the ACARA recommendation. It should be of concern that 58 schools are 
allowing less or no time. Based on these data some students have little or no access to arts education, regardless 
of quality. 

Arts “specialist” teachers
According to various conceptions of quality arts education described by Bamford38, Seidler et al39 and others, a 
significant factor is the question of who should teach the arts. Whilst quality arts education programs may rely on a 
congruence of several conditions, many hold the view that such subjects should be taught by appropriately qualified 
teachers. This is certainly the tradition in our high schools where teachers are expected for the most part to hold 
relevant tertiary qualifications and subject-specific expertise for their area of specialisation. In some jurisdictions 
a state certification or licensure via a professional association may be a pre-requisite for employment as a subject 
specialist. There is no such requirement in the Northern Territory, and whilst there seems to be recognition of the 
value of having an arts specialist teacher, there is no common standard by which these practitioners are identified as 
qualified for such roles, other than the due diligence of recruiters and principals. A quality arts education program 
should be relative to the extent of specialised arts teaching expertise and experience utilised in schools. Survey 
respondents were therefore asked to indicate whether there were designated arts specialists on staff, and the nature 
of their employment: 

Does your school employ an arts specialist teacher? Response count Response %

No 74/139 53.2%

Yes – part time 27/139 19.42%

Yes – full time 38/139 27.33%

37 (NT Department of Education, 2015).
38 (Bamford, the Wow Factor: Global research compendium on the impact of the arts in education., 2009 (2nd edition)).
39 (Seidel, Tishman, Winner, Hetland, & Palmer, 2009).
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It appears less than half of schools employ specialist arts teachers, and that less than one third of NT Government 
Schools employ an arts specialist teacher on a full time basis. 

Respondents were also asked to indicate which of the arts subject areas their arts specialist supported. Some 
indicated multiple areas. The following table represents the level of support by arts subject area.

It is clear that most specialist support is offered for music and visual arts. It is likely that dance and drama are taught 
in some schools as part of physical education and English teaching programs and media as an ‘integrated’ general 
capability.

Given that resourcing for specialist staff above normal classroom teacher quotas is cited as a constraint, and that 
schools priorities might be reflected in the staffing choices made by principals over time, respondents were asked to 
indicate the basis on which their arts specialist was employed:

Artists in Residence
Bringing specialised skills in the arts into schools is possible through employment of practicing artists. This is a well-
established practice, and may be a short term solution for schools with limited capacity to employ suitable teachers 
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through their corporate staffing budgets. In most cases however Artists in Residence (AiR) are not trained as teachers, 
and according to our quality rubric are most likely to be successful where there is a collaborative approach taken 
between the classroom teacher and the AiR in planning, implementation and evaluation of programs. In this way the 
AiR might grow pedagogical capacity and the teacher might grow artistic capacities, leading to better longer term 
arts education outcomes. It is often the case that arts specialist teachers and AiRs and teachers are used to provide 
release time for generalist teachers. For a quality arts education, both specialist and generalists must be engaged in 
teaching the arts if generalists do not have the confidence or efficacy to teach an adequate arts curriculum in their 
own weekly program.

There are a range of other possibilities for students to access specialist instruction, outside the traditional AiR and 
specialist teacher. The NT Music School for example offers a range of specialist teaching services across the NT in 
partnership with schools. In remote communities Indigenous assistant teachers with arts skills can be a sustainable 
option for principals. Sometimes other teachers or senior staff have these skills, though do not teach them in normal 
classroom programming. The survey asked respondents to give an indication of the extent of this:

It is not within the scope to determine the relative quality of programs delivered by these arts specialist teachers, 
nor their levels of training, experience and aptitude. It may well be that some are expert practitioners delivering the 
best possible programs; others may have a reasonable level of skill and experience; and still others may have been 
placed in these roles arbitrarily in the absence of any suitable alternative, without any qualification in experience or 
training. It seems likely on the whole that within the range of designated arts specialist teachers, there will also be 
a range of education outcomes of varying quality. This would suggest that the number of schools benefiting from 
high quality arts specialist teaching in the NT is relatively low.

More than 2,500 school based teaching staff are employed in the NT Government school sector delivering programs 
to around 33,000 students in 152 schools. Based on data representing 91% of these schools, only a very small 
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fraction of these teachers are employed by the DOE as arts specialists. The data show that a small number of schools 
employ specialist teachers through their school councils or as “AiR”, often in partnership with external organisations 
such as Incite Youth Arts or Corrugated Iron Youth Arts or funded through grants. Whilst these may be of high 
quality and authenticity, we currently have no quality assurance and quality control systems in place to support 
schools to measure effectiveness of specialist arts programs. 

Generalist teachers and the arts
Arts education is mandated in school curriculum, and should be taught in all schools. In the absence of an arts 
specialist the task falls, particularly in primary schools, to the generalist classroom teacher. This kind of integration 
into the classroom routine can often manifest as an education ‘through the arts’ where outcomes in other subject areas 
are also sought through arts activities and ‘cross-curricula’ approaches. The potential benefits of this integration 
include the regular opportunities for arts experiences and managing competing curriculum priorities in limited 
time allowances through learning experiences that can be very rich. The “best examples of these programs bring 
classroom teachers together with teaching artists with the goal of developing the generalist teachers’ arts education 
skills and attitudes, and developing the artist’s pedagogical skills and attitudes,”40 Unfortunately very few generalist 
teachers receive adequate training in the arts,41 and few students receive an authentic arts experience. Studies 
suggest that when “classroom arts integration is substituted for sequential arts programs in systems strapped for 
funds lower quality arts experiences result.”42 The ideal scenario for a strong arts program is to have dedicated 
specialist arts classes in addition to an integrated classroom arts program.

In the current study therefore, survey respondents who indicated they had specialist teachers on staff were asked “to 
what extent do other (non-specialist) teachers implement arts curriculum in their planning?” Based on the results 
below, there are sixteen schools where all teachers are implementing some form of arts curriculum either in addition 
to or in collaboration with the specialist arts teacher. In almost all of these schools the specialist arts teacher is 
permanently employed. Most are urban schools and almost all indicated high levels of participation by students in 
extra-curricular arts activity facilitated by the school or externally, and all indicated their view that students should 
have an effective education in the arts. These schools appear to have the basic elements that support quality arts 
education, but unfortunately represent only 10% of all NT Government schools.

40 (Seidel, Tishman, Winner, Hetland, & Palmer, 2009).
41 (Russell-Bowie, 2011).
42 (Seidel, Tishman, Winner, Hetland, & Palmer, 2009).
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Those respondents who indicated they did not have a dedicated arts specialist on staff were then asked if teachers 
at their school implemented arts curriculum, and in which arts subject areas:

Once again it appears the highest levels of implementation are in Visual Arts and Music. Of the 74 respondent 
schools without arts specialist teachers in most cases only some teachers implement arts curriculum, and in 
approximately 7% of the surveyed schools, none do. Almost all of the schools in the latter case are remote schools. 
In only 25% of schools without arts specialist teachers most or all teachers are implementing arts curriculum. 
As in the case of those schools that do employ specialist teachers, there is little or no information about the relative 
quality of these programs. 

Extra-curricular arts education activities
Authentic arts experiences are integral in quality programs, where students experience the real life engagement 
with processes, materials and audiences. In addition to day-to-day teacher implemented arts curriculum, these are 
typically represented by concerts, plays, musicals, exhibitions and activities where students work with others to 
develop work for public presentation to peers, family and community. They can be considered an assessable outcome 
or product, and support engagement, wellbeing and the ‘permeable boundaries’ between school and community 
that are characteristic of quality arts education. 

 The survey sought response about the nature and extent of this kind of activity facilitated or supported by the school. 
29% of respondents offered no response or indicated such activity is not supported in their school. 71% of schools 
responded that such activity is supported, commonly listing end of year concerts, choirs, and visual arts exhibitions. 
Whilst these are vital to quality arts education programs, they are most effective when supported consistently 
throughout the year by high quality teaching in the arts, and when viewed as an important adjunct to such teaching, 
these high profile events can offer tremendous enrichment and engagement opportunity to the students, the school, 
the community and the system. 

Externally facilitated arts events, programs and activities
There are a range of arts education service providers operating in the Northern Territory, offering access to specialist 
programs, events and services that are not usually available within schools. The best results are obtained through 
collaborative partnerships between these providers and schools, where programs are aligned with school objectives 
and priorities for education outcomes in the longer term. Some of these providers are private businesses, some are 
not-for-profit NGOs, some are agencies within the DOE, and some act in partnerships with other organisations. 

Survey respondents were asked to describe the nature and extent of their participation in events and programs 
facilitated by external providers. 33% did not respond to the question or indicated they did not participate or 
contribute to externally facilitated arts events and programs, whilst 67% schools indicated they did. The majority 
of these were programs delivered by the Department of Education’s NT Music School, such as the multi-art form 
Beat performances in Darwin and Alice Springs, Battle of the School Bands, and VAMPtv (a multimedia programs 
supporting all of the arts in remote schools). 

A number of schools also accessed the services of third party arts providers such as the Darwin-based Corrugated 
Iron Youth Arts, Art Exhibitions and Arts Centres, STAMP Music, Musica Viva, Indigenous Hip Hop Project, various 
community arts festivals such as Barunga and Desert Harmony, excursions to theatre productions. Whilst there are 
a number of services, events and programs accessible to remote schools, the majority of opportunities are in Darwin. 
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Student participation in the arts outside of school
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data suggest that a growing number of Australians not only participate in arts 
and cultural activities as consumers and as audiences, but that they increasingly are participating in arts and culture 
as active participants themselves.43 This survey asked respondents to offer their perception about the degree to 
which students were engaged in such activity:

Principals perceptions Don’t know No students
25% of 

students
50% of 

students
75% of 

students
All students

Traditional & cultural ceremony 23 9 42 16 12 23

Formal training & tuition 24 57 41

Community groups & clubs 30 42 40 9 5

Personal & family leisure 35 17 41 5 5 9

Twenty-three schools, all remote schools, indicated that all of their students participated in traditional and cultural 
ceremony. Most of these schools do not have arts specialists and do not support extra-curricular arts activity.

Principals’ perspectives on the factors affecting arts education
Given the commonly acknowledged and understood constraining factors as described in section 2, principals in this 
survey were asked to respond to a range of factors as ‘unsatisfactory’ if they were inhibiting quality arts education 
in their school, and conversely ‘satisfactory’ if they considered these to be enabling factors. Responses are presented 
here in order of highest dissatisfaction:

There is clearly an unacceptably high level of dissatisfaction. The survey also sought comments from respondents 
as an opportunity for direct input. Most of the commentary offered confirmed the findings in the table above, with 
many also indicating they also considered funding to be an inhibiting factor.

Principals in principle 
Finally, the survey asked whether respondents believed every student should have an effective education in the arts. 
90% responded in the affirmative. Not surprisingly around 10% said no, or did not respond, which corresponds 
approximately with the number of schools where arts education appears non-existent. 

43 (Australia Council For the Arts, 2014).
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Section 4 – Conclusions and Recommendations for the NT Education System

In order to support the best long-term social and economic outcomes for our society, every child in Northern Territory 
Government schools should have a quality arts education. This idea is supported in principle by the majority of 
teachers and schools leaders, though is not always implemented in practice. This is cause for concern, not least 
because the arts are mandated for study. The Australian Curriculum offers a common standard for assessment and 
reporting, and access to resources and transferrable expertise from around the nation with the potential to address 
our inconsistencies and improve outcomes for students. The Australian Curriculum: the Arts is scheduled for full 
implementation in 2016 (subject to final endorsement), and our system must ensure all our schools are positioned 
to do so, with a clear statement of prioritisation.

Recommendation 1: Prioritise the full implementation of the Australian Arts Curriculum with high 
expectations for quality as a Key Action in the 2016 Strategic plan.
The potential for arts education in the NT has not been realised. It is not surprising that there is cynicism in some 
quarters about this potential, as we do not have a common vision for what constitutes quality in arts education, and 
as the data show, very few students are receiving a quality arts education while some appear to receive none at all. 
The attributes of quality in arts education are described in this paper and can be adopted as a rubric for measuring 
schools’ efforts to implement such an education for every student. For the best results, every NT Government school 
should employ a high calibre arts specialist to work in collaboration with all staff and the school community to 
plan, implement and evaluate programs in alignment with systemic policy and curriculum, with access to externally 
provided services and enrichment programs that engage the whole school community. Principals and school councils 
ultimately make the decisions about staffing priorities, though profoundly influenced by systemic priorities and 
levers. Such levers can be used to raise systemic expectations for arts education.

Recommendation 2: Require all NT Government schools to assess and report on Australian Arts 
Curriculum achievement standards using centrally collected A-E grades or similar comparable 
measure.
This will form the foundation for more transferrable and systematic approaches to curriculum and assessment, 
yielding consistent and comprehensive student tracking data over time and serving as a measure for monitoring 
quality. It will also signal higher systemic expectations and potentially drive staffing priorities to ensure higher 
quality service delivery.

The factors inhibiting the implementation of arts education in the NT as perceived by principals can be summarised 
as a shortage of suitably trained/experienced/qualified teachers and access to specialised services and support; 
a shortage of relevant professional learning opportunities for generalist teachers; and perceptions of insufficient 
physical and financial resources. Clearly the data show these factors are not inhibiting arts programs in all schools 
in the NT, particularly in Darwin and Alice Springs, where a majority of schools have some, if not all, of the elements 
consistent with the provision of quality arts education. It seems a logical conclusion to draw that principals can 
drive arts education as a priority should they so choose, and global budgets and school autonomy should address 
resourcing flexibility in the longer term. On the other hand, the data also show that Bamford’s “right the first time” 
conditions for quality are present in only a small number of schools. If the system signals a higher expectation for 
arts education, specialist arts teachers and in-servicing for generalists will be in demand, and principals will require 
support to identify suitably qualified recruits and facilitate professional learning for others. There are existing 
internal and external agencies equipped to advise and support in these areas, though these are not coordinated.

Recommendation 3: Establish and facilitate a cross-sector arts education working group to 
design a long term strategy to develop our capacity for quality arts education as a system, with a 
commitment to implement such a strategy.
Such a group would consider existing programs and structures; practical strategies to support schools in curriculum 
implementation; strategies for improving existing workforce capacity through professional learning for assistant and 
generalist teachers; quality assurance and quality control measures for third party arts providers and the recruitment 
and licensure of arts specialist teachers; strategic and sustainable partnerships with business, communities and 
the arts sector for enrichment programs and services across the NT. Such a group should include representatives 
of relevant DOE business units such as Curriculum Services, NT Music School, Human Resources; arts teachers’ 
professional associations; Charles Darwin University; the NT Teacher’s Registration Board and the arts industry. 
Such an initiative should have clear terms of reference, key performance indicators and reporting and accountability 
processes in place.

There are broad ranging intrinsic and extrinsic achievement benefits for students, schools and communities possible 
through provision of a quality arts education at the school level in each region of the NT. If DOE chooses to prioritise 
it, there will need to be advocacy, consultation and coordinated leadership across the system and community to 
ensure a successful outcome. There is also potential to support strategic goals for Indigenous education outcomes 
and the Northern Territory’s broader international economic aims and partnerships with industry, arts organisations 
and other government departments and jurisdictions will be vital.



14

Executive Development for Educational Leaders Program 2014

Recommendation 4: Establish a “Champion”: A temporary project management unit in the 
directorate, reporting to the Executive Director, Education Partnerships to lead and co-ordinate a 
strategic cross sector implementation of arts education policy across the NT. 
Responsibilities would include establishment, coordination and oversight of the arts education working group 
previously recommended; operational leadership and advocacy for the implementation of quality arts education in 
all NT schools at the directorate level; arts industry and community partnership development; Asian and Indigenous 
arts and cultural partnership development; inter-agency partnerships development and coordination. The existing 
networks, high level and independence afforded by Education Partnerships would reinforce high systemic 
expectations and offer strategic positioning to avoid vested interest and maximise cross-sector impact.

Every child in the Northern Territory deserves a quality arts education. Currently not every child receives it. Some 
have no arts education at all at school. Whilst the rhetoric about the importance and value of arts education has 
increased, and there are some positive signs of improvement, in real terms the outcomes are still inconsistent. 
Only with high expectations for quality based on best practice can the potential offered by the arts in and through 
education be realised. These expectations must be signalled and maintained at the highest level in order to influence 
priorities at the school and community level.

Recommendation 5: The Chief Executive and executive leadership team of DOE drive cultural 
and perceptual change by explicitly reinforcing high expectations for arts education in systemic 
communications and public statements.
Our system must ensure schools can implement a quality arts education for every child and advocate this goal with 
all stakeholders, this is our moral obligation and will support our broader objectives: The best schools have the best 
arts programs. Excellence in education and excellence in the arts go hand in hand.44 Such a goal will help us navigate 
the obstacles and opportunities toward “Creative Success Together”.

I would teach children music, physics and philosophy; but most importantly music; for in 
the patterns of music and all the arts, are the keys to learning.

Plato

References
Australia Council For the Arts. (2014). Arts in Daily Life: Australian Participation in the Arts. Sydney: Australia Council.

Australia Council for the Arts. (2015). Arts Nation, An Overview of Australian Arts. Sydney: Creative Commons.

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2010). Australian Social Trends/ The city and the bush: Indigenous wellbeing across remoteness 
areas. Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics.

Australian Commonwealth Government. (2011). Creative Industries, a Strategy for 21st Century Australia. Canberra: Australian 
Government.

Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority. (2015). The Arts: Overview Introduction. Retrieved from Australian Curriculum: 
http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/the-arts/introduction

Australian Government. (2015, June). Australian Indigenous Art. Retrieved from Australia.gov.au: http://www.australia.gov.au/
about-australia/australian-story/austn-indigenous-art

Bamford, A. (2009 (2nd edition)). the Wow Factor: Global research compendium on the impact of the arts in education. Munster: 
Waxman Verlag GmbH.

Bamford, A. (2010). Issues of Global and Local Quality in Arts Education. Encounters on Education, Volume 11, 47-66.

Burkholder, P. J., Grout, D. J., & Palisca, C. V. (2006). History of Western Music. London: The Folio Society Ltd.

Collins, A. (2015, June 15). Music education key to raising literacy and numeracy standards. The Sydney Morning Herald, p. 1.

Dockery, D. A. (2011). Traditional Culture and the Wellbeing of Indigenous Australians: An analysis of the 2008 NATSISS. the 
Centre for Labour Market Research Discussion Paper Series, 24.

Ewing, R. (2010). The Arts and Australian Education: Realising Potential. Camberwell: Australian Council for Eduaction Research.

Fiske, E. B. (1999). Champions of Change, the Impact of the Arts on Learning. Washington DC: The Arts Education Partnership.

Fowler, C. (1994). Strong Arts, Strong Schools. Education Leadership, 4-9.

Hoseong Yong, K. M. (2004). Government Policy to Enhance Arts Education in the Republic of Korea. Hong Kong: Unesco.

MCEETYA . (2007). National education and the arts statement. Retrieved from Australian Policy Online: http://apo.org.au/
node/17315

MCEETYA. (2008, December). Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians. Melbourne, Victoria, Australia.

44 (Fowler, 1994)



15

Andy Mison

Ministry of Education and Culture Finland. (2010). Arts Education and Cultural education in Finland. Helsinki: Ministry of Education 
and Culture.

Music Council of Australia. (2013). Music to Our Ears - A Guide for Parents in the Campaign for Music Education in Schools. 
Retrieved from Music to Our Ears: www.moremusictoolkit.org.au

National Education Association. (2011). Preparing 21st Century Students for a Global Society: An Educator's Guide to the "4Cs". 
Retrieved from National Education association: http://www.nea.org/assets/docs/A-Guide-to-Four-Cs.pdf

Neelands, J., Belfiore, E., Firth, C., Hart, N., Perrin, L., Brock, S., Woddis, J. (2015). Enriching Britain: Culture, Creativity and 
Growth. Coventry: The Warwick Commission, University of Warwick.

Northern Territory Board of Studies. (2013, August 16). Policy: Curriculum, Assessment, and Reporting Policy: Transition to Year 
9. Darwin, NT, Australia: NT Board of Studies.

Northern territory Department of Education. (2015, June 5). Indigenous Education Strategy. Retrieved from Department of 
Education: http://www.education.nt.gov.au/parents-community/indigenous-education-strategy

Northern Territory Government. (2015). Framing the Future. Retrieved from Department of the Chief Minister: http://www.dcm.
nt.gov.au/framing_the_future

NT Department of Education. (2015). Learning Links - The Arts. Retrieved from The Arts: http://ed.ntschools.net/ll/teach/arts/
Pages/default.aspx

Ricci, C. (2015, May 14). Research shows cutting arts education a loss to all. The Age Newspaper, p. 2.

Robinson, S. K. (2012, August 17). www.cultivatingcreativeminds.com. Retrieved from www.cultivatingcreativeminds.com/sir-ken-
robinson-calls-for-a-revolution-in-education/

Russell-Bowie, D. (2011). An Ode to Joy...or the Sounds of Silence? An Exploration of Arts Education Policy in Australian Primary 
Schools. Arts Education Policy Review, 163-173.

Seidel, S., Tishman, S., Winner, E., Hetland, L., & Palmer, P. (2009). the Qualities of Quality; Understanding Excellence in Arts 
Education. Cambridge, Massachusets: Project Zero, Harvard Graduate School of Education and the Wallace Foundation.

Studies, N. T. (2013, August 16). Guidelines: Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Guidelines: Transition to Year 9. Darwin, NT, 
Australia: NT Board of Studies.

Trilling, B., & Fadel, C. (2009). 21st Century Skills: Learning for life in our times. San Fransisco: Jossey-Bass.

UNESCO Road Map for Arts Education. (2006). Road Map for Arts Education - The World Conference on Arts Education: Building 
Creative Capacities for the 21st Century. Lisbon: UNESCO.

Wallin, N. L., Merker, B., & Brown, S. (2000). The Origins of Music. Massachusets, USA: Massachusets Institute of Technology.

Yunupingu, M. (2009, September). Speech to delegates at Indigenous Music Education Symposium. Darwin, NT: NT Music School.





17

What does a successful transition to post-school for  
a student with a disability in the Northern Territory  
look like?

Carolyn Edwards

Backgrounding this study is a Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission Report (2005) that only 53% of 
persons with a disability in Australia were employed and that this number has decreased since 2003. In Australia, 
today, a person is almost twice as likely to be unemployed if they have a disability (Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
2012). Prior to 2005, the United States of America (USA) had focussed on improving the transition process through 
legislation. The USA federal government assumed a key role with legislation, i.e. Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act of 1990 (IDEA) and IDEA Amendments 1997. This legislation requires education to address the school 
and post-school transition service needs of students with disabilities. 

Currently, the provision of education to students with a disability is governed by the following Australian and 
Northern Territory Governments Acts: The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 1992, The National Disability 
Insurance Scheme (NDIS) Act 2013, Education Act of the Northern Territory 2013, Disability Discrimination Act 
1992, Northern Territory Anti-Discrimination Act 1992 and Disability Standards for Education and Guidance Notes 
2005. Currently, consultations are occurring across Australia to inform the new National Disability Employment 
Framework to be brought forward in the 2016-17 Budget.

Studies within Australia examining the issue 
of transition of students from school with a 
disability are limited. Kohler (1993) provides a 
strong theoretical and practical taxonomy for 
transitioning programming and more latterly, 
Meadows (2006) examined the relationship 
between transition practices and post-school 
outcomes for students with disabilities. 
Transition is defined as the process or period of 
changing from one state or condition to another. 
Within education these points are often referred 
to as Transition Points. For young people with 
a disability transitioning from secondary school 
is referred to as preparing and transferring to 
post-school. There are five key areas that have 
been identified by Kohler and her colleagues, 
(Kohler, 1993; Kohler & Chapman, 1999; Kohler 
& Field, 2003) that provide an organisational 
framework for the examination of individuals 
from school to post-school transition practices. 
The key areas are described as: Student-
Focused Planning, Student Development, 
Family Involvement, Program Structure and 
Interagency Collaboration. (See Figure 1)

Kohler reinforces that this process must begin 
and end with what underpins a students’ focus 
whilst they are school and what educational 
processes and services are provided to students 
to enable them to transition from secondary 
school to a post-school. Kohler places the 
emphasis on a transition focused education.

Figure 1. The Taxonomy for Transition Programming
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By definition, transition focused education is: 

directed toward adult outcomes and consists of academic, career, and extracurricular instruction 
and activities, delivered through a variety of instructional and transition approaches and 
services, depending on the local context and students’ learning and support needs [and]…
represents a shift from disability-focused, deficit-driven programs to an education and service-
delivery approach based on abilities, options, and self-determination. (Kohler & Field, 2003, 
p. 176).

In the Northern Territory, the Draft Guidelines, Transition from School for Students with Disabilities, is a new 
document that outlines the transition from school for students with a disability. [These] guidelines are designed to 
assist schools to implement quality processes and practices to ensure that students with disabilities are connected 
with and informed about post-school options as they approach school leaving age (Guidelines Transition from 
School for Students with Disabilities, p.1.).

Against this background of renewed effort for students with disabilities, the question for my positional paper is, What 
does a successful transition to post-school for a student with a disability in the Northern Territory look like?

The study took a practical approach to answering the question which is reflected in this paper. The paper unfolds 
with a description of the Transition Guidelines used in the NT, followed by an investigation of the NT Draft Guidelines 
by utilising them to complete a critique of current practice at Henbury School in delivery of a Transition Focused 
(Kohler & Field, 2003, p. 176) Education, and proceeds to a reflection on Henbury’s processes of delivery of services 
and the adequacy or otherwise of the Draft Guidelines. It was deemed that such an approach would provide both the 
school and NT Department of Education (DOE) with timely information and critique. 

Henbury School is Darwin’s secondary school for students with special needs. The school currently has an enrolment 
of 101 students. Henbury School students in Year 7-9 have an Educational Adjustment Plan (EAP) that guides good 
practice for their inclusion and engagement in the curriculum (DOE Guidelines Transition from School for Students 
with Disabilities, p.3.) Students in Year 10-12 have a multi-layer planning document, Transition Educational 
Adjustment Plan (TEAP) designed by Henbury School. This planning document scaffolds and informs the transition 
from school and combines an Individual Transition Plan (ITP) with an EAP. The TEAP is based on a shared vision for 
the student’s future established by the student, family, school and stakeholders. 

The second part of the study formed a critique of the TEAP process at Henbury School against Section 4 of the Draft 
Guidelines. More specifically, I undertook an inquiry of Section 4.4 of the Draft Guidelines, Transition from School 
for Students with a Disability (DOE 2015. p.5.) and critiqued the Henbury School TEAP process against Section 4.4 
of the Draft Guidelines. The inquiry was aided by a survey in which the targeted audience was Henbury School 
staff, corporate staff and parents of the 37 students in Year 10, 11 and 12. Potential respondents were emailed the 
summary of Section 4.4. In essence, the NT Draft Framework was used to guide an exploration of current Henbury 
practices and describe school capability and delivery on expectations. 

The study demonstrated the complexity and enormity of transitioning students with a disability to a successful 
post-school option and is suggestive of why the issue remains an item of concern at the local, territory and national 
level. Despite the existence of high level policy underpinning school regulation, policy and programs and a variety of 
transition programs being implemented across DOE schools, the number of students who are meaningfully engaged 
in a post-school option remains very low. Provision of post-school programs is limited and not inclusive of all abilities 
and collaboration between DOE and responsible agencies and providers is inconsistent.

However, on a positive note, the study concluded that a consistent approach to transition planning is beginning to 
have positive outcomes for students at Henbury School. The current draft planning document was found to be a 
helpful aid for investigating school practice. The author also offers further thoughts about the draft document in the 
summary and conclusions sections of this paper.

A concise description of the NT Draft Transition Guidelines
Section 4 of the Draft Guidelines, the focus of the inquiry, is broken into the following subsections. 

4.1 NT Specific Considerations. This subsection emphasis is that a transition planning framework is consistent 
throughout the NT. Student context and individual needs guide the process.

4.2 Individual Transition Plan

An Individual Transition Plan (ITP) complements the EAP and scaffolds and informs the transition from school. 
Transition curriculum framework is used within the NT and covers: 

• Employment/vocational training/voluntary work.

• Living arrangements. 

• Respite. 

• Community access.

• Leisure/recreation.
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• Transport/mobility. 

• Financial/income/budgeting programs.

• Continuing education and educational assistance.

• Legal issues – guardianship.

• Advocacy and natural supports.

• Personal management – communication/behavior.

• Health and community services.

4.3 Transition Planning Timeline
 Outlines an effective transition timeline.

4.4 Key Elements of Effective Transition Planning
 The elements considered good practice for transition planning based on the Seven Quality Indicators of Exemplary 

Transition Programs published by Beach Centre for the Kansas Transition Systems Change Project.

 The Transition Process, Student Focussed Planning, Interagency Collaboration, Family Involvement, Program 
Structures, Post-school Services and Community Options.

4.5 Guiding documents and additional resources
 Section 4.4 Key Elements of Effective Transition Planning.

a) The Transition Planning Process: Undertaken for every student to inform, plan and implement actions for 
a smooth transition out of school. 

b) Student Focussed Planning: Student focussed planning encompasses the right of every individual to plan 
and be proactive in their future goals and programs. 

c) Interagency Collaboration: Relationship between individual students, the department and post-school 
providers. 

d) Family Involvement: Recognition that an individual has a role and the role that families and caregivers also 
play in the transition process and the future of the individual. 

e) Program Structures: Structures that are developed and incorporated into the planning and actions required 
for each individual to develop skills towards their post-school gaol. 

f) Post-school Services and Community Options: Are the provisions and programs available for a student on 
leaving school.

Questions used in the survey and in semi-guided interviews.

1. What aspects of Henbury’s transition planning process are successful? Can you elaborate and give reasons?

2. What aspects of Henbury’s transition planning process if any, remain a challenge? Can you elaborate and 
give reasons? 

3. To what extent are the goals and targets identified in the TEAP implemented and evaluated?

4. How do you know a student/your child is succeeding in their goals? 

5. What indicators should be identified and used to measure students’ post-school outcomes?

The following summary of the Henbury investigation against the NT Draft Guidelines was distilled from interviews, 
discussions with school colleagues and survey returns which included 14 staff responses (12 school based and 2 
corporate), and 4 parent responses. It takes the form of a school report intended for a range of audiences. A table of 
detailed responses is included see Appendix A.

Inquiry of Henbury Transition Education Adjustment Plan (TEAP) Against  
Section 4.4

a) Transition Planning Process
Henbury School ensures that every student is the centre of all plans and actions for a transition out of school. This 
approach is supported by Henbury School’s transition planning process which commences formally in Year 10 
and is directed by the TEAP planning document. This document’s Transition Focussed section further provides a 
framework for students, families and other stakeholders to develop long term goals and short term targets. Targets 
are embedded in learning experiences that are relevant and purposeful and are formally evaluated at the end of 
each year. Parents confirm that the planning process covers key points and works well due to the involvement of 
all relevant participants. Goals and targets are narrow, basic and realistic and evaluated at TEAP meetings. In 
sympathy with Kohler (2003 p.176.) “…educational decisions are based on student’s goals, visions and interests 
and to use this information to set short and long term goals.”
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On the other hand, it appears that some of the long term goals in the EAP section are not a reflection of the Transition 
Focussed section. Documenting persons responsible for different aspects within the planning process was found to 
be inconsistent. Furthermore, at times, the important and significant elements of the transition focussed education 
for families was unclear. Parents and staff agree that a challenging aspect of transitioning is the finite number of 
semesters at school and lack of clarity around the process for gaining additional time. The challenge is finding the 
balance between student and family aspirations and current regulation.

b) Student Focussed Planning
Henbury has soundly demonstrated within this element that the planning at the school encompasses the right of every 
individual to plan and be proactive in their future goals and programs. Henbury’s planning meetings are explicitly 
planned and structured with a view to including all stakeholders to the point that students (where possible) are 
prepped for their planning meetings. Both parents and staff comment that goals are not predetermined and evolve 
from the planning meeting. Henbury has developed a Transition 2 Work (T2W) document that outlines different 
pathways that students may access. The school has been proactive in establishing three external enterprises for 
work training and indeed numerous other on site enterprises. Parents affirm that their children are the focus and 
that all discussions and decisions have the child’s welfare as paramount. Henbury’s process ensures that there is a 
plan developed with student participation and planning strategies as outlined by Kohler (Taxonomy for Transition 
Planning. 1996, p.4.). 

However, it is acknowledged that targets and goals discussed can be unrealistic and it yet remains unclear if all 
students truly understand the process and goals being discussed.

c) Interagency Collaboration
Henbury School asserts that it has developed strong, positive relationships with interagency providers and 
cooperation with training sites. The school has a dedicated Senior Teacher and Transition to Work Teacher who 
work together closely on developing strong relationships with community and interagency providers, evidenced by 
the school organised Henbury Youth and Disability Expo and Parents as Careers Transition Support workshops. 
Families are offered opportunities to meet post-school providers and learn more about post-school options. Kohler 
cited (Collet-Klingenberg (1998) notes that school based and community based transition teams were instrumental 
in introducing and implementing student focused planning.

Despite Henbury’s strong relationships with Interagency Collaboration, respondents stated that some interactions 
between students, families and relevant agencies can be disorganised and chaotic. It appears there are insufficient 
post-school providers who are able to provide transitions for the diverse range of students. This is further compounded 
by the limited capacity of current post-school providers to grow their offers of positions. It can be argued that despite 
the best efforts of the school, closed or unclear lines of communication with agencies to support school processes 
often prevail. Kohler cited (Devlieger and Trach (1999) stated that interagency collaboration…when done poorly, 
limits or impedes goals.

d) Family Involvement 
According to the research of Papy and Bambara (2014. p.144) family involvement is a significant predictor of 
successful outcomes. Henbury School is inclusive of family involvement and the role families have in the transition 
process. The school has a specific and structured support in the form of a dedicated senior teacher who liaises 
with parents in regards to transitioning and post-school providers. Families are encouraged to be proactive in the 
process. Parent comment suggests that parents are warmly invited to participate in the transition process. However, 
some parent reluctance to embrace opportunities to be involved in the planning process remains. 

Comment suggests that communication on school services and parents’ rights and responsibilities in the planning 
process could be more straightforward and use more parent friendly language. Meadow (2009. p.91.) states that 
empowerment of individuals and families occur when families are given clear responsibilities and roles, and accurate 
information on post-school services.

e) Program Structures
Henbury School ensures that every student has an individual program which is developed and reported on in 
accordance with students and their families input. Meadows (2009. p.105) “indicated that support for transition 
education in the form of clearly articulated philosophies; policies and procedures were required at both systemic 
and local levels”. Henbury School’s structures support those planning processes devised to assist students to develop 
the skills necessary for them to transition out of the school into either some form of employment or a community 
access program. The school has a blended curriculum which is delivered through Vocational Education Training in 
School (VETiS), community access and appropriate functional content including real life scenarios. Furthermore, 
the school is continuously adapting the T2W program running from Year 7 to 12, by adding diversity and job 
training opportunities for students, in-house and externally. Parent comment acknowledges that the monitoring and 
adjustment of programs for individual students is catered for, that the planning is child focussed, and that the school 
works towards the child’s betterment within the parameters of school programs and resources.



21

Carolyn Edwards

Although the school offers individual programs to students, teachers have indicated difficulty in formulating and 
timetabling a holistic and practical classroom program that includes all students’ individual needs, goals and targets. 
Staff suggest that not all stakeholders hold realistic expectations regarding the availability or potential availability of 
post-school options when establishing goals. It appears that at times, misunderstandings arise about what working 
towards post-school goals looks like.

f) Post-school Services and Community Options
Stakeholders acknowledge that Henbury School endeavours to maximise student and family access to relevant 
information and service providers of post-school support. Through involvement in the TEAP process students and 
families are informed on available post-school options and the criteria relevant to each post-school option. The 
school has processes in place to inform post-school providers of the needs of students from Year 10 to Year 12. 
Post-school options are linked to students’ needs and relevant providers attend TEAP meetings. Parents recognise 
Henbury School’s efforts concerning the provision of advice and acknowledge that their child is continuing to acquire 
and apply their learning.

However well intended the actions of the school are, as Meadows (2012) observes, “the achievement of goals for 
post-school life presupposes a collaborative relationship between the school and post-school service providers”. 
Notwithstanding the current efforts to enable post-school options for Henbury students, the study reveals a growing 
disconnect between education providers and post-school services. In Darwin, students of all levels of disability 
have in reality, access to very few post-school service providers. The existing services are overcrowded and have 
limited capacity to take new clients. Unfortunately, not all school leavers receive a post-school provision. Post-school 
options consist of open employment (worker supervised), supported employment (worker supported with limited 
supervision) and community pathway programs (worker supported 100% of the time). Parents state that post-school 
services within Darwin are not sufficient and do not provide the continual learning and intellectual stimulation that 
is required to maintain the skills and knowledge gained at school. There is a perception that staff at post-school 
services are not as highly qualified as school staff prevails.

Summary of findings of Henbury School’s delivery of a Transition Program
Henbury School ensures that every student is the centre of all plans for a transition program and that goals are not 
predetermined, they evolve from the planning meeting. This approach is supported by Henbury School’s transition 
planning process (TEAP) of students from Year 10 to Year 12. The school is inclusive of family involvement and the 
role families have in the transition process. The school has developed strong, positive relationships with interagency 
providers. Through involvement in the TEAP process students and families are informed about available post-school 
options and the criteria relevant to each post-school option. 

A number of challenges for the school have been made apparent. These include the need to: improve the documentation 
processes, continue to improve communication within meetings, ensure school services and parents’ rights and 
responsibilities are made more straightforward including use of more parent friendly language, make clearer the 
important and significant elements for families, and continue to find the balance between student/family aspirations 
and current regulation. It is also clear that the school needs to continue to improve lines of communication with 
post-school agencies which support school processes. 

A View on the Adequacies and Potential Deficiencies of the Guidelines, Transition 
from School for Students with Disabilities

Background
A Development Plan for a Transition from School Policy and Guidelines, was made public in October 2013. In 
November 2013 to June 2014 consultation rounds with stakeholders took place. In June 2014, a Practice Guidelines 
for Effective Transition Planning for NT School Leavers consultation paper was released. In July 2015, Draft 
Guidelines for Transition from School was released for further consultation.

Before the development of Guidelines Transition from School, The Department of Education’s guiding process was 
the Transition from School (TFS) service which assists schools and students with a disability to transition from school 
into a post-school pathway. The TFS service is constituted of a small team which covered all students with a disability 
in the middle and senior years of schooling within the Northern Territory. This service has, as its planning document, 
an Individualised Transition Plan which supports and connects individuals with available services and agencies, 
supports teachers to develop programs that use a transition based curriculum and provides a work experience 
program in Alice Springs, Palmerston and Darwin. The service also provides assistance to remote schools to develop 
work experience and enterprise programs through a Remote Pathway Grant. This planning process commences in 
Year 9 or when a student is 14 years old on a referral basis.

Currently there are two planning meetings per year for students in Year 10-12 for both planning documents i.e. 
EAP and ITP are to be written for students with a disability. These meetings are held separately from each other 
but are referred to in both documents. In response Henbury developed a TEAP planning document in 2010 which 
incorporates both EAP and ITP plans into one document for all students in Year 10-12. This document was developed 
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to cater for the growing enrolment of students and to embed the transition process within all aspects of the students’ 
experience at school. 

What the Draft Guidelines Transition from School hope to achieve
As stated in the DOE Guidelines (p. 3), the guidelines exist to assist schools to implement quality processes and 
practices through transition planning. “Transition planning is a process, embedded into a school program and 
guided by student context and individual need each student’s transition process is implemented by the department 
until a student leaves school effective transition planning for school leavers requires a ‘whole of territory’ focus”.

What the Draft Guidelines Appear to Achieve
The draft guidelines offer a standard process across the Northern Territory. This new level of policy reach is a 
systemic response to ensure that there is a common practice concerning transition across all NT schools. The draft 
guidelines align with the draft Students with Disability Policy.

The document highlights the importance of transition points as key points in a student’s time at school. Furthermore 
the document validates the point that students with a disability, together with their families, have additional 
considerations that need to be supported by education services to assist with the transition from school to post-
school.

The complexity of embedding into school programs a transition process that meets the needs of individual student 
context is addressed within the document. The guidelines establish an alignment of how an EAP scaffolds an ITP, 
by outlining the differences and similarities between the two planning documents. The Transition Planning process 
is further systemised by the inclusion of a comprehensive transition curriculum framework. The 12 points of the 
transition curriculum framework, based on Paul Wehman’s (1996) Life Beyond the Classroom, explicitly state 
what needs to be included in the planning stage of an ITP. The 12 points of the transition curriculum framework 
compliment the overarching key elements of effective transition planning. These elements and elaborations provide 
a holistic focus for the planning process. 

The document makes very clear that students are to be connected with, and informed about, post-school options. 
The document also affirms that connections between school and post-school providers needs to be collaborative and 
that post-school providers are to be a component of the planning process.

What the Draft Guidelines are yet to Achieve
The guidelines compare the differences between an EAP and ITP. Further consolidation needs to occur to indicate 
how the EAP supports and links to the ITP, as indicated by Wehman (1996. p. 81) “IEP goals and objectives can be 
written to reflect those of the ITP.” 

The author questions the adequacy of the ‘12 points’ as a comprehensive transition curriculum framework. A 
curriculum as referenced by ACARA, “sets…standards to improve learning outcomes … sets out, through content 
descriptions and achievement standards, what students should be taught and achieve, as they progress through 
school.” The 12 points attributed to Wehman (1996), are not inferred as a comprehensive curriculum framework 
by Wehman. The author acknowledges that the 12 points are pivotal and the basis of a consistent approach of what 
topics need to be covered in an ITP meeting.

The guidelines appear inconsistent in regard to references used within two guiding planning documents for students 
with a disability. For example the Draft Guidelines are underpinned by The Seven Quality Indicators of Exemplary 
Transition Programs published by the Beach Centre for the Kansas Transition Systems Change Project. The author 
was unable to source this document beyond the reference of the web site. Kohler is included as an additional 
resource. On the other hand, the Transition from School Information Booklet for Parents, Students and Schools, (2015 
no page number), states that “Kohler’s 5 key elements of effective transition programming have been considered 
and adopted”. As previously stated in this paper, Kohler’s research into effective transition processes is referred to 
as comprehensive and underpins her Taxonomy for Transition Programming, which is referred to as best practice.

The Henbury investigation evidenced an absence of reference to assessment and evaluation in the Draft Guidelines. 
Kohler (1996) states that assessment is used as a basis for planning, goals are to be measureable, students need to 
self-evaluate the process, and assessment needs to cover vocational and academic areas. She also indicates how 
assessment data are to be used and she advocates that families participate in evaluation of the students’ program. 
Through the analysis of the assessment and evaluation of goals, within the Key Elements of Effective Transitioning 
there are three comments that state that goals are monitored and reviewed by agreed target dates as well as on 
a needs basis p.5 and an ITP is reviewed and revised annually. This is inconsistent with the recommendations by 
Kohler in her Taxonomy for Transition Programming. Additional statements need to be included that address the 
deficit of the systemic approach to assessment and evaluation of goals for students with a disability. Henbury School 
has curriculum, assessment and reporting of goals embedded within the planning and programming processes.
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Summary and Conclusion

The study problematised the issue of transition to post-school for students with a disability and sought an answer 
to the question, what does a successful transition to post-school for a student in the Northern Territory with a 
disability look like? A practical investigation of the NT Draft Guidelines was undertaken by utilising them to review 
‘transition’ practice at Henbury School. This was deemed an appropriate approach that would both respond to 
the question as well as provide the researcher and school with a utilitarian outcome in the form of a partial school 
review. 

In summary, the study found that Henbury School ensures that every student is the centre of all plans for a transition 
program and that goals are not predetermined, they evolve from the planning meeting. This approach is supported 
by Henbury School’s transition planning process for students from Year 10 to Year 12. The school is inclusive of 
family involvement and the role families have in the transition process. The school has developed strong, positive 
relationships with interagency providers. Through involvement in the TEAP process students and families are 
informed on available post-school options and the criteria relevant to each post-school option. 

The challenges that are apparent for the school are to improve the documentation processes, to continue to improve 
communication within meetings, to ensure school services and parents’ rights and responsibilities are made more 
straightforward and to use more parent friendly language, to make clearer the important and significant elements for 
families and to continue to find the balance between student/families aspirations and what is currently regulation. 
The school needs to continue to improve communication with post-school agencies that support school processes. 

The draft guidelines offer a standard process across the Northern Territory to ensure that there is a common 
practice concerning transition across all NT schools. The document highlights the importance of transition points. 
The complexity of embedding into school programs a transition process that meets the needs of individual student 
context is addressed within the document. The guidelines establish an alignment of how an EAP scaffolds an ITP. 
The Transition Planning process is further systemised by the inclusion of a comprehensive transition curriculum 
framework, which is complimented by the overarching key elements of effective transition planning. The document 
makes very clear that collaborative connections between school and post-school providers needs to occur.

The guidelines require further elaboration to indicate how the EAP supports and links to the ITP. The author questions 
that 12 points are a comprehensive transition curriculum framework. The 12 points though are seen as pivotal and 
the beginning of a consistent approach of what topics need to be covered in an ITP meeting. The guidelines appear 
inconsistent in regard to references used for best practice with other DOE planning documents for students with a 
disability. Additional statements need to be included that address the deficit of a systemic approach to assessment, 
evaluation and reporting of goals for students with a disability.

The author concludes that, for the first time the Northern Territory Department of Education, draft Guidelines offer 
schools a standard procedure to deliver and implement quality processes and practices to ensure that students 
with disabilities are connected with, and informed about post-school options. Henbury School through a review of 
its processes has affirmed that processes are in place for students with a disability to be given every opportunity to 
prepare for future lifestyles. Henbury’s focus will continue to place emphasis on creating and designing opportunities 
for students to develop individualised skills, to make an impact in the community, to have students acknowledge that 
they can make a difference and achieve their aspirations.
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Guiding Documents and Additional Resources – Appendix A

Raw data analysis of survey questions

Element of Transition Planning Commendations Remains a challenge

The Transition Process a): 
Undertaken for every student 
to inform, plan and implement 
actions for a smooth transition 
out of school.

• Planning commences middle 
school and continues to senior 
school.

• Outcomes and goals are 
based on student/family 
choices for the future.

• Collaboration and coordination 
with all agencies.

• Documentation is maintained 
and monitored.

• Handover to post-school 
programs consolidated at final 
meeting.

• The school’s processes for planning provides a 
framework for students, family and other agencies 
to form long term goals and short term targets. 
The school has amalgamated the Department of 
Education’s two planning documents, Educational 
Adjustment Plan (EAP) and Individual Transition Plan 
(ITP) into a multi layer transition planning document 
a Transition Educational Adjustment Plan (TEAP). 

• Students commence transition planning in Year 10 
using the TEAP planning document. The document 
ensures that there is a delivery of a transition 
focussed education.

• The school’s transition planning documents are 
comprehensive. A plan is written at the start of 
the year and at the end of the year where all 
stakeholders are invited back for the review and 
make recommendations for the following year.

• The TEAP has a Transition Focussed section which 
covers Accommodation, Finances, Pathways, 
Transport, Social Connections and Legal issues. 
Parents are informed of the different services and 
options that are available for their child.

• The school has continued to adapt the planning 
and documentation of the transition process i.e. 
students in Year 12 have their TEAP reviewed every 
term.

• Parent comments suggest that the process covers 
the key points, is a positive process, gives students 
opportunities and acknowledges the role of the 
school.

• Parent comments suggest that the process works 
well as there is involvement from student, parents, 
teachers and others.

• Parent comments acknowledge that at meetings 
that they receive a good account of what their child 
has achieved and areas for future foci.

• Parents feedback is that they like the increase in the 
frequency of meetings in Year 12.

Goals and Targets Implemented and Evaluated

• The school has adapted the planning process to 
start with a long term goal which is measureable 
and then broken down into achievable annual 
targets. These targets are embedded in learning 
experiences that are applicable and purposeful.

• The school continues to tighten and consolidate 
how a goal and target are written.

• Goals and targets are fully implemented in the class 
programs and planned by the classroom teachers.

• Goals and targets are formally evaluated at the end 
of each year and through the portfolios at the end of 
Semester 1 and 2.

• The school uses a variety of quantitative and 
qualitative assessments methods.

• Parents acknowledge that goals and targets are 
narrow, basic and realistic. Goals and targets are 
evaluated at each subsequent TEAP meeting, 
which are a good reminder of how far the child has 
or hasn’t come.

• The long term goals in the EAP section 
need to reflect a transition focussed 
education.

• As the student progresses through Senior 
Years the TEAP is generalised in regards 
to what Post-school Option the student is 
working towards.

• Parent comments suggest a tighter more 
detailed process of who is responsible 
for what i.e. having the milestones clearly 
outlined from Year 10.

• Establishing with parents and students 
a clearer understanding of what are the 
important parts of the transition focussed 
education. 

• Some parents stated the most challenging 
aspect of the transitioning process is the 
concept of school having a finite number 
of semesters.

• Some parents stated that the school did 
not discuss in the first year of the process, 
nor was it raised in the first meeting in 
Year 12, the possibility of additional time.

• There was some parent feedback that the 
decision of granting extra semesters was 
removed from the school.

Goals and Targets Implemented and 
Evaluated

• It is difficult for classroom teachers to 
formulate/timetable a holistic and practical 
classroom program that includes all 
students’ individual needs, goals and 
targets.

• Some families have unreal expectations 
for goals and targets. Finding the balance 
between families aspirations and what is 
possible takes constant collaboration. 

• Ensuring the TEAP process and 
procedures have evidence/information 
recorded in the plan and minutes given to 
parents and to ensure review points are 
outlined and tabled.

• Parent comment that practicalities get 
in the way following the meetings, which 
does not allow some of the proposed 
actions to be taken.
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Element of Transition Planning Commendations Remains a challenge

Student Focussed Planning b):  
Student focussed planning 
encompasses the right of 
every individual to plan and be 
proactive in their future goals and 
programs.

• Students are active 
participants in the planning 
process. Reflect student’s 
strengths, capabilities, interests 
and preferences.

• Students given opportunities to 
learn and experience an array 
of community options through 
i.e. work experience, school 
based enterprise programs, 
community access visits.

• Students are encouraged to 
advocate for their own post-
school goals.

• Effective planning is 
comprehensive and holistic.

• Planning meetings are conscientiously planned 
and structured, endeavouring to include all key 
stakeholders and areas in need of address.

• The school works with students (where possible) 
to prepare them for their planning meeting so they 
can be more informed about their options and 
rights.

• Within the Transition Focussed Section of the 
TEAP, goals are embedded in a real-life context.

• The school has developed a Transition 2 Work 
document that outlines what in house and out of 
house work programs students can access.

• The school has been proactive in establishing three 
external enterprises for work training and numerous 
other on site enterprises. These enterprises are the 
foundation of acquisition of pre and work ready 
skills.

• Parent comment that their child has been the focus 
and all discussion and decisions has the child’s 
welfare paramount to the core.

• Both parent and staff commented that goals are 
not predetermined but evolve from the planning 
meeting.

• Some parents concerned that their child 
wasn’t truly involved in the process and 
understood the process and the goals 
being discussed.

• Some of the goals set for student haven't 
been realistic and achievable.

Interagency Collaboration c): 
Relationship between individual 
students, the department and 
post-school providers. 

• Interaction between students, 
families and relevant agencies 
is essential to plan for student 
transitions.

• Through networking, 
coordination and cooperation. 
agencies share decisions, 
responsibility and trust.

• Communication and 
information is freely shared 
amongst key stakeholders.

• Accurate information is readily 
available to students and their 
families about community 
agencies.

• Clear understanding of roles 
and responsibility in regards 
to information exchange, 
resources and essential service 
coordination.

• The school has developed strong positive 
relationships with other departments and post-
school providers.

• The school has developed strong networking with 
local businesses to provide students a safe work 
training sites whilst they are at school.

• The school has a dedicated Senior Teacher and 
VETiS and Transition to Work Teacher who work 
closely on keeping relationships strong with 
community and government services.

• The school offers Enterprise Education lessons to 
students from Year 7-Year 12.

• The school offers to, families an opportunity to 
attend the Henbury Youth and Disability Expo and 
Parents as Careers Transition Support (PACTS) 
workshops. Enabling families an opportunity to 
meet post-school providers and learn more about 
post-school options.

• Interaction between students, families 
and relevant agencies can be at times 
disorganised and chaotic. 

• There are insufficient post-school 
providers who are able to provide for the 
diverse range of students to transition into.

• The current post-school providers do not 
have the capacity to increase the number 
of positions available to the number of 
students who are leaving school. There is 
limited capacity for growth. 

• At times it is unclear which student 
qualifies for which agency for support.

• Parent comment that the relationship 
building with Department of Health 
Disability Coordinator is poor and limited 
to the final year of schooling.

• Open and clear lines of communication 
with agencies to support the process.

Family Involvement d):  
An individual has a role but the 
role that families and caregivers 
play in the transition process and 
the future of the individual. 

• Regular involvement.

• Involvement in all decision 
making.

• Meeting arrangement flexible 
and accommodating.

• Some families are proactive in the school’s 
transitional process.

• The school has specific structured support in the 
form of a dedicated senior teacher who liaises with 
parents in regards to transitioning and post-school 
options.

• Parent comment suggests parents are warmly 
invited to participate in the transitional process.

• Some parent reluctance to embrace 
opportunities to be involved in transition 
planning.

• Relevant and language appropriate parent 
education on expectations of school 
services, rights, responsibilities and the 
transitional planning process.

• Productive linkages between parents and 
community and government agencies.
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Element of Transition Planning Commendations Remains a challenge

Program Structures e): 
Structures that are developed 
and incorporated into the 
planning and actions require for 
each individual to develop skills 
towards their post-school gaol. 

• Appropriate academic 
and vocational curriculum 
to prepare students for 
experiences within their 
community.

• Functional content to reflect all 
domains of adult life.

• Teaching in natural 
environments, including real life 
scenarios within the classroom 
or outside of the school 
setting.

• The school has a blended curriculum. The school 
offers/delivers, through Vocational Education 
Training (VET), community access and appropriate 
functional content including real life scenarios.

• The school is always adding to the T2W program 
running from Year 7 to 12, concentrating on adding 
diversity and job training opportunities to be made 
available to students, in-house and externally. 

• The school ensures that individual programs 
are developed and reported in accordance with 
students and their families input. Structures 
are incorporated in the planning in order for the 
student to develop the skills necessary for them to 
transition out of the school in either some form of 
employment or community access program.

• Parent comment acknowledges that the monitoring 
and adjustment of programs for individual students 
is catered for. The planning is child focussed and 
the school works towards the child’s betterment 
within the parameters of a school.

• Darwin has a small pool of supported 
workplaces and social infrastructure. 
Students may not have a suitable place to 
transition to.

• Not all stakeholders are realistic in the 
establishment of goals that work towards 
a current post-school option that is 
available or could be available.

• Students and families need to develop an 
understanding of working towards post-
school goals.

• Ensuring the ITP component of the TEAP, 
has sufficient emphasis placed upon it.

Post-school Services and 
Community Options f):  
Are the provisions and programs 
available for a student on leaving 
school.

• Students and families 
are empowered with the 
information necessary to make 
informed decisions.

• School-post-school agency 
links are established.

• Services are available and 
accessible to all students 
completing school.

• Services are person centered 
and flexible to meet individuals 
needs.

• Processes are in place 
for agencies to determine 
anticipated needs of 
transitioning students.

• Services and supports are 
available to facilitate natural 
support networks and 
community connections for 
transitioning students and their 
families.

• The school endeavours to empower students 
and families to have access to as many service 
providers and information to best support the 
student for when they leave school.

• Post-school links are made relevant to the 
students’ needs and these providers attend TEAP 
meetings.

• Through the TEAP process students and families 
are involved and informed on available post-school 
options and the criteria that is required for each 
post-school option.

• The school has processes in place to inform Post-
school providers of the needs of students from 
Year 10 to Year 12.

• Parents acknowledge the work done at Henbury, 
in providing advice and knowing that their child is 
continuing to, acquire and apply their learning.

• Parents state that post-school services 
within Darwin are not sufficient and do 
not provide the continual learning and 
intellectual stimulation that is required to 
maintain skills and knowledge gained at 
school.

• In the Northern Territory there is a lack 
of opportunity for students who are 
leaving school. Students with all levels 
of disability have very few post-school 
service providers. The existing services are 
overcrowded and have limited capacity to 
take new clients. Not all school leavers are 
able to be offered a post-school provision, 
there are huge gaps between supported 
employment and open employment and 
Community Pathway Programs that 
students don’t fit into.

• The lack of services available to students 
upon completing school is a Federal and 
Territory Governments problem rather than 
an individual school problem.

• There seems to be a disconnect between 
Education and Post-school Services.

• The infrastructure for Community Pathway 
Programs or supported employment is 
poor and not conducive to clients. Staff 
are not as highly qualified as school staff.
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Introduction

This study began as a personal learning journey for the author with regard to the mentoring and coaching of principals. 
There is significant evidence for the importance placed on having skilled principals in schools. In Leithwood's (2004) 
report on 'How leadership influences student learning', Christine DeVita, President of The Wallace Foundation, 
states ‘It turns out that leadership not only matters: it is second only to teaching among school-related factors in its 
impact on student learning, according to the evidence compiled and analysed.’

Watson (2007) in ‘a major Victorian government study on principals’ workload and its impact on health and well-
being, found 78% of principals and assistant principals reporting ‘high’ or ‘very high’ levels of work-related stress, 
compared to 55% of white collar workers in comparable occupations. While the respondents reported an almost 
universal ‘love’ for their job (90% agreeing with the statement ‘my job gives me great satisfaction’), the sheer volume 
of work was regarded as the biggest source of stress.’

A dichotomous relationship seems to have developed in Australian Schools. There is clear evidence of the importance 
of the principal’s role in shaping a school for learning but the ‘sheer volume of work’, Watson (2007), is seen as a 
deterrent for aspiring principals.

This paper sets out to develop a deeper understanding of what holistic support systems may need to be in place 
to match the professional needs of an early career principal. This system of support should consider all aspects 
of a principal’s experience and comprise mentoring and coaching of the principal to guide their understanding of 
the procedural and logistical tasks while challenging the principal’s dispositions with regard to understanding the 
strategic direction of the Department of Education. 

Upon starting this project the author met with several departmental personnel. They highlighted recommendations’ 
44 and 45 in the Wilson Review; improving the quality of teaching principals and teachers. One aspect they were 
particularly concerned with was the development of a mentoring/coaching support program for teaching principals 
in remote communities in the NT. 

The author also uncovered a range of leadership courses made available to principals; Growth Coaching, Tomorrow’s 
School Leaders, and the Executive Development for Educational Leaders Program (EDELP) are currently being 
offered in addition to NT DOE developed and sponsored programs. A short analysis of these Department run courses 
indicated a focus on action learning and change management. The EDELP is one of few that also looked at the 
qualities and dispositions a leader needed to have at a systems level.

In order to not duplicate the work of other NT DOE agency members and, after consultation with Human Resources 
staff, the focus of this paper shifted to exploring the literature on the topic of mentoring / coaching. The literature, 
together with an analysis of data collected within the study have then been utilised to develop a potential response to 
the key question: What holistic approach of support might match the professional needs of early-career principals 
in the Northern Territory? 

Key Terms
Mentoring and coaching: The literature varies in its descriptions of the terms mentoring and coaching. At times, 
the terms appear to be interchangeable. Smith & Lynch (2014) make the claim that ‘Organisations and the literature 
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use the terms mentoring and coaching interchangeably so that coaching and formal mentoring are similar in nature 
but different in name’. 

The Department of Education NT DOE (2007) documentation cites mentoring as ‘A professional collegiate partnership 
that contributes to, encourages, enables and empowers another to grow and develop.’ The term ‘collegiate 
partnership’ within the mentoring and coaching environment signifies significant relationship building leading to 
trust. It appears important to observe that in some cases line managers find some aspects of relationship building 
difficult due to potential issues around the power differential. Thus for the purposes of this paper there needs to be 
a clear distinction between the two terms.

Degenhardt (2013) cites Clutterbuck (2004) to acknowledge the frequent confusion between the two terms. 
Clutterbuck (2004, p.28) also differentiates between formal and informal mentoring. ‘Formal mentoring occurs 
where mentors are assigned within a structured program. Informal mentoring occurs when the mentee selects the 
mentor thus stronger elements of friendship and empathy are apparent.’ Degenhardt further cites Fletcher, (2012, 
p.25) who makes three important observations about coaching in an education context; coaches are not normally 
in positions of line management in relationship to their coachee. The focus of the coaching is usually selected by 
the coachee and the process provides opportunities for reflection and problem solving for both coach and coachee.

Given the various meanings ascribed to the terms mentoring and coaching, for the purposes of this paper, the 
following definitions will apply: 

Mentoring describes an experienced person assisting a less experienced person to understand and effectively 
perform routine, procedural, and system related tasks. 

Coaching describes a combined learning opportunity during which a coach works collaboratively with a coachee to 
challenge current dispositions and understandings around an issue with the desire to develop new ways of thinking 
and doing.

Issues within the Context

NT DOE in Central Australia, Northern Territory (NT) and especially the author’s locality, Alice Springs, is a relatively 
small system of Government schools. In Alice Springs there are six primary school principals, one special school, one 
middle school, one School of the Air and one senior school principal. Nine principals have been in their current role 
for less than six years and one principal (primary) more than 10 years in their current school. The Regional Director 
(Alice Springs) and Executive Director (Central Australia) have been acting in the role or recently been appointed. 
Some leaders have had principal experience in other states and territories but upon transferring to the NT Central 
Australian context, issues of limited understanding of system processes become apparent. Thus, those new to 
the NT principalship experience unique contextual challenges to their skills and dispositions. Commonly, in other 
education jurisdictions, principals go through a significant apprenticeship (pre-service principalship) serving many 
years as assistant principals or in other similar roles. These leaders then enter the principal role with significant 
understanding of system procedures and an ability to address daily issues. Recent support for principalship in the 
form of ‘Preparing future leaders’ has been developed by the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 
(AITSL). 

In recent history, there has been a number of unique challenges which has contributed to the complexity in the 
work of a principal in the Northern Territory. Given the level of inexperience of town based principals, the following 
four main challenges have added to the demands of the job which may have outstripped principal skill level. These 
demands may have led to principals having their dispositions challenged and thus not maintaining an effective work-
life balance leading to potential issues of wellbeing. Demands include:

• Changes to staffing ratio formula resulting, for some principals, in a change in the focus from teaching and 
learning to a focus on more immediate budget and staffing challenges.

• A greater focus on classroom teaching and learning strategies via Visible Learning placing a greater emphasis 
on closing the gap for NT students.

• System reviews into the delivery of learning for Indigenous students (A share in the Future) and a review of 
middle schooling in the NT (Work like the best).

• The development of global budgets that may provide greater autonomy to schools while ensuring that the 
educational system remains within its fiscal means. 

According to the surveyed principals, a perceived notion is these four system changes have resulted in an increase in 
the principal’s responsibilities and has challenged their own personal dispositions about the role of their leadership. 
Notwithstanding, surveyed principals indicated that they believed they have the ability and skill to take on these 
new responsibilities. Their main perceived challenges with the change cycle was around the clarity of people’s roles, 
guidance on potential pitfalls, challenges during the change cycle and how these changes would impact on their own 
dispositions.

These principal perceptions can be linked to the literature. Watson (2007) states ‘There is compelling evidence that 
the role of school principals has changed over the past two decades with increased expectations of management at 
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the expense of educational leadership. Fundamental policy reform may be necessary to make educational leadership 
sustainable in the future.’ Degenhardt and Duignan (2010) also provided a clear message when they stated that 
‘many principals may experience significant role tension as they struggle with a philosophy of leadership that is not 
aligned with their own views, or may find themselves caught in between dissatisfied teachers and other groups to 
whom they are accountable.’ 

Methodology

Key terms have be defined for the purpose of providing a clear understanding throughout the paper. The definitions have 
been synthesized from the literature and from peer interactions the author has had throughout this learning journey.

This paper seeks to develop system understandings of what holistic support is required for early career principals 
to become excellent leaders. To do this, the author will discuss the merits of different ideas generated from all 
readings and interactions with professional colleagues. Articles have been collected from online academic databases 
and the internet, from departmental personnel and from the department’s document storage site. A summary of 
recommendations to be considered by system leaders will be provided. Key literature and documentation used to 
inform this paper include:

• Survey of Central Australian Leaders.

• AITSL (2011) Australian Professional Standards for principals.

• PAI (2015) Australian Principal Certification Program.

• Hattie (2002) School Research: How, what, and why: Six things school leaders should know about educational 
research.

• Glasby (2013) Coaching Support Framework for principals and Executive Board Memo.

• Shuangye (2014) Why the leadership of change is especially difficult for Chinese principals.

• McKinsey Reports 

• Barber, et.al (2010) Capturing the Leadership Premium.

• Mourshed, et.al (2010) How the World’s most improved school systems keep getting better.

• The Indigenous Education Strategy and a review of Middle Schooling.

• Hart (2014) Flourishing at Work: Improving Wellbeing and Engagement to Foster Fulfilling and Successful Work 
Lives.

• Burgess (2013) Climate and Culture: Know your Iceberg.

• Degenhardt (2013) Professional Companioning: Support for leaders in managing the increasing complexity of 
their roles.

• Degenhardt and Duignan (2010) Chapter 9: The Role of the principal in Dancing on a Shifting Carpet: Reinventing 
Traditional Schooling for the 21st Century.

• MET – Mentoring for Effective Teaching.

• The Wallace Foundation (2015).

Understanding generated from the above readings were discussed with the author’s professional colleagues with 
the purpose of clarifying those aspects of mentoring and coaching that constitutes a fit with needs expressed within 
a sample of NT principals.

Based on the above exploration, recommendations are provided and discussed in the form of potential options for 
action.

Limitations

First, on the basis of limited time and resources, the author acknowledges a less than exhaustive treatment of 
the literature. Second, the sample of principals (n=10) interviewed was chosen because of access for substantial 
conversation and follow up as well as the relevance of experience in relation to the research question. Third, the 
author concedes his own experience is an influence on the study’s findings. Notwithstanding the limitations, it is 
hoped others will find that the recommendations of the study resonate with their own experience.

An Analysis of the literature

Dispositions of an early career principal
Before progressing further it is important to provide further clarification as to the importance of the term disposition 
used within the definition of coaching. 

For the purpose of this paper, Damon (2007) states ‘a Disposition is a trait or characteristic that is embedded in 
temperament and disposes a person toward certain choices and experiences that can shape his or her future’. 
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Another perspective from Pierre Bourdieu (1990) adds, ‘a disposition is a public declaration of where one stands, 
what one's allegiances are’. 

Barber et.al (2010) proposed six common set of beliefs, attitudes, and personal attributes (dispositions) which a high 
quality leader should possess:

• Focused on student achievement; puts children ahead of personal or political interests. 

• Resilient and persistent in goals, but adaptable to context and people. 

• Willing to develop a deep understanding of people and context. 

• Willing to take risks and challenge accepted beliefs and behaviors. 

• Self-aware and able to learn.

• Optimistic and enthusiastic.

If these beliefs are core to the success of an early career principal, how can an education system provide support to 
early career principals to develop these dispositions? Belief four is about empathy for their staff and community, the 
fifth belief is the need for a principal to be self-aware and able to learn. How can a system provide training for the 
early career principal to learn these dispositions and help an early career principal to be optimistic and enthusiastic? 

It is important that the early career principal takes some personal responsibility to consider what their beliefs are 
and whether their beliefs are aligned to system dispositions. It is also the author’s interpretation that it is important 
for the education system to provide coaching as defined in this paper to challenge and support learning opportunities 
for early career principals as they align their personal dispositions with system dispositions.

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL)
Australian Professional Standards for principals and the leadership profiles (AITSL 2011, p.10) states ‘The Standard 
gives expression to the leadership, educational and management requirements and practices of principals.’ The 
interconnectedness of leadership requirements and professional practices provides some guidance to address 
Watson’s (2007) challenge of being a manager at the expense of educational leadership.

The figure below has been drawn from the AITSL website as it is a representation of how AITSL interprets the need 
to develop early career principals. 
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p.10) states ‘The Standard gives expression to the leadership, educational and management 

requirements and practices of principals.’ The interconnectedness of leadership 

requirements and professional practices provides some guidance to address Watson’s 

(2007) challenge of being a manager at the expense of educational leadership. 
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Figure 1: Continuum of leadership development. Source: adapted from Jensen et al., 2015.
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Aligned to this diagram is AITSL’s ‘Preparing future leaders’ program and can be utilised to develop and support 
aspiring and early career principals. A key aspect of this work are AITSL’s five recommendations for improving 
principal preparation in Australia:

1. Take a systematic, standards-based and coherent approach.

2. Identify and nurture talent.

3. Match learning to an individual’s capabilities, career stage and context.

4. Use evidence-based adult learning techniques.

5. Evaluate programs for impact.

Other regions and countries such as Hong Kong, Ontario, Canada and Florida USA, have a similar focus to the 
AITSL recommendations as they have principal preparation and training programs. Each of these regions use the 
preparation programs as a process to regulate the quality of their workforce. The courses also promote alignment of 
potential principal dispositions to the system.

From this, it is clear that in looking for a holistic approach that might match the needs of early career principals, 
NT DOE may consider developing a systematic process to build the capacity of early career leaders into effective 
principals.

Principal Australia Institute (PAI)
Australian Principal Certification is a program designed by the Principals Australia Institute (PAI) to provide a vehicle 
to credential members of their association against the AITSL standards. The PAI website defines certification as ‘The 
formal procedure by which the leadership capacity of principals is assessed, verified and recognised in writing by 
issuing a certificate as to the attributes, characteristics, quality, qualification, or status of individuals in accordance 
with profession-developed requirements and the Australian Principal Standard. Certification is recognition of the 
Standard in action.’ (http://certification.pai.edu.au/content/principal-certification#sthash.SluumBKK.dpuf).

The PAI certification process is institutional based not jurisdiction led and it needs to be recognised that the PAI tool 
is an interpretation of the AITSL principal standards in order to support association members to develop a snap shot 
in time as to their capacity to demonstrate competence against the standards.

Regions like Hong Kong, HKPS (2011), have a compulsory program for all new principals who must successfully 
engage in order to maintain their standing. Florida (2015) states online that the ‘Bureau of Educator Certification of 
the Florida Department of Education issues two types of certificates for school administrators: Level 1-Educational 
Leadership (which usually qualifies one to work as an Assistant Principal) and Level 2-School Principal.’ A precursor 
to enrolment for these qualifications is that the administrator must have a master’s degree. 

From New York USA, Turnbull et al. (2013) published within the Wallace Foundation a report on the ‘Principal 
Pipeline Initiative’ or cultivating talent through a principal pipeline. The initiative has four interlocking components:

1. Leader standards to which sites align job descriptions, preparation, selection, evaluation, and support.

2. Preservice preparation that includes selective admissions to high-quality programs.

3. Selective hiring, and placement based on a match between the candidate and the school.

4. On-the-job evaluation and support addressing the capacity to improve teaching and learning, with support 
focused on needs identified by evaluation.

The Turnbull et al. (2013) presented the convention that there needs to be alignment from job description to job 
performance. Component 2 is aligned to AITSL (2011) in that there is a need to develop preservice preparation. 
The principal pipeline initiative highlighted that the ‘districts (Education departments in each region) launched new 
internal programs for principal preparation, enlarged existing programs, and worked with partners to launch or 
modify external programs. Internal programs appealed to district decision makers because their content and delivery 
were more easily customised to match districts’ leadership standards and other district priorities; district expertise 
could readily be accessed; and district hiring managers and other key staff could see firsthand the capabilities and 
growth of likely future candidates. External programs also had important roles, however, stemming in part from their 
status as state approved programs that qualified their graduates for leader certification. The bulk of state-approved 
programs were in universities, but they also included alternate routes operated by non-profit organisations.

The essence of this work was that there is a place for internal and external programs but a key element for all was 
personalisation to the need of the principal and school context. 

The Wallace foundation website also provides a clear program of learning for pre-service principals and there is a 
system for the support of novice leaders (early career principals) as they refine their capacity to become effective 
principals.’ 

AITSL (2011) along with the Hong Kong and Florida examples support the need for credentialing and a tool could 
be useful for NT DOE when considering appointment of future leaders. There is some merit for an aspiring or early 
career principal to consider participating in the AITSL credentialing process but, as Turnbull (2013) highlights, 
before any credentialing happens, programs and courses need a focus on developing a deeper understanding of the 



34

Executive Development for Educational Leaders Program 2014

local issues around system dispositions, ways of doing and an understanding of the challenges that are unique to 
the NT Context. 

Northern Territory Context

For the NT, 2013 was a significant year for the role of principals as the Education Department moved to align current 
departmental expenditure to available resourcing. The staffing formula was modified, then used to generate the new 
global budget system.

At the same time, two whole of system reviews were commissioned. The reports were published in 2014; Wilson 
(2014) A share in the future - Review of Indigenous Education in the Northern Territory and Zbar (2014) Work like 
the Best, Review of Middle Schooling in the Northern Territory.

The Wilson review recommendation 44, proposed a range of strategies to ‘raise the quality of remote principals’. 
Recommendation 44A (p.28) refers to ‘cultural competency training and an introduction to Indigenous languages’ 
and 44C refers to ‘establishing mentoring (professional and cultural) and coaching arrangements for all principals’. 
Wilson (2014, p.70) defines the term coaching as ‘the provision of expert support to teachers and school leaders 
focused on strategic priorities, on specific content and intentions leading to improved practice and processes’. It is 
noted that Wilson (2014) has used the term coaching in the same way this paper has defined mentoring.

Cultural competence is significantly linked to the dispositions of the early career principal. To be effective in their 
community the early career principal needs to be culturally competent. The early career principal needs to engage 
in a process where their dispositions are challenged and to develop a level of empathy required to be effective in 
their work. Damon, (2007) states that effective coaching over a period of time will aid the early career principal to 
achieve this. 

Zbar (2014) ‘Work like the best’ review, recommendation 7 shadows Wilson’s (2014) recommendation 44 and added 
a caveat that it ‘be extended to encompass middle school principals’. Zbar (2014, p.65) states that coaching ‘includes 
both challenging leaders to strive for higher levels of leadership performance and the provision of frank and honest 
feedback on performance’. This again is in contrast to the definition of coaching stated in this paper. For this 
paper, Zbar (2014) is referring to an aspect of mentoring that an early career principal needs to raise the level of 
their performance. This is about identifying, planning and implementing a strategy to address issues impacting on 
student learning outcomes. It appears in this case that Zbar’s (2014) focus was centred on performance but on p.66, 
Zbar (2014) refers to ‘coaching [that requires] a level of challenge’. It can be understood that this is a reference to 
challenging the dispositions of the early career principal. 

Therefore, Zbar (2014) is recommending that NT DOE should seek to challenge and coach early career principals 
about their dispositions and then mentor them to develop clear goals, strategies and process to achieve higher levels 
of performance. 

Further to this, Zbar (2014, p. 66) states that coaching ‘is a process of focused, deep and purposeful leadership 
development that no generic leadership course can provide.’ This means that a flexible structure needs to be developed 
instead of a specific course on leadership development. To promote ‘purposeful leadership development’ it requires 
a range of people and strategies to help the early career principal access the necessary learning; to be mentored 
on how to improve their performance and to be coached to think appropriately about current challenges. There is 
an element of just in time learning as the early career principal accesses support to complete a departmental task. 
There is a link back to the Wilson (2014) review in recommendation 44d that states ‘principals to engage in shared 
professional learning and instructional rounds in each other’s schools’. In order to develop ‘shared professional 
learning’ there in essence needs to be a community of principals learning and working together. 

Of interest is that Wilson (2014) refers to ‘instructional rounds’. This is a concept that was introduced to all Victorian 
government schools as was championed by Richard Elmore. Elmore (2012) coined the term ‘Instructional Core’ and 
the focus of development was on the triad connections between teacher, student and the task. The purpose of an 
instructional round was to observe a class and if something cannot be seen, it was not happening. Elmore derived 
this education observation from medical rounds. Medical practitioners met to interrogate the evidence as to the 
wellbeing of a patient. They discussed symptoms and eventually proposed a strategy to return the patient to full 
health. 

Thus Wilson (2014) is recommending a structure of collegial interactions for principals to interrogate data and to 
work collectively to develop a strategy to promote improved student learning outcomes. This would be a powerful 
experience for the early career principal as they can engage in the process that will develop skills, knowledge and 
dispositions through their interactions.

In summary, both Wilson (2014) and Zbar are advocating that principals are provided with significant mentoring 
and coaching. They are both progressing their recommendations to include the development of a shared professional 
learning community. In answering the key question of this paper it is now evident that a holistic approach of support 
might mean the creation of a professional learning community which has a structure of support to address the needs 
of early career principals.
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Central Australian Context

Through this inquiry, the author has conducted interviews with colleague principals in Central Australia. A focus 
question was, what do principals believe is needed from the system so that their capacity to lead is enhanced? Their 
response can be summarized as: 

Principals discussed that upon appointment, they had a limited engagement with what they need, an effective 
induction process. Some felt they floundered due to not knowing the secrets of their position even though they 
may have had significant experience in other jurisdictions. Based on previous experiences and current need, many 
suggested the appointment of a mentor as an essential requirement. This person would be to guide the new leader 
about system timelines and procedures. This then lead to discussion about professional networks within their region. 
One respondent discussed the importance in her experience of having such a network to call upon in times of need. 
A second respondent indicated that ‘the network of peers had been lifesaving.’

What can be gleaned from the interactions with principal colleagues? Early career principals are asking for mentoring 
through the explicit use of guidelines on how to complete the technical aspects of their work. For example, several 
principals interviewed expressed frustration at not being able to find out when a task was due and then were 
embarrassed when quizzed by an executive officer. Current preparation programs for principalship are focused on 
change management or on system understanding but when new to a school it is important to know when and how 
tasks are to be done. 

There is a positive connection between the thought of current principals in Central Australia and the work of Zbar 
and Wilson. All are referring to a system of support with just in time mentoring to complete all necessary tasks. 
A community of support is what principals have valued because within their individual school context they have 
to appear to know the path and that they can lead the journey. Principals are seeking a solution to their sense of 
isolation through searching for a professional collaborative learning community free of judgement.

Elements of a Framework

Professional Companioning
The challenge in small education systems is that the needs of each principal is different at different times of the year 
and thus acquiring adequate resources for the mentoring and coaching of principals can be quite challenging. In 
order to address this there needs to be a resource of experienced mentors and coaches that can engage in the variety 
of support roles needed by the early career principal. 

Leonie Degenhardt completed a Doctorate of Philosophy in 2013 centred on understanding the attributes used in 
the mentoring and coaching of a principal. From this research, Degenhardt (2013) developed the term ‘Professional 
Companioning’ as a way to express the variety of roles a mentor and coach may need to play and thus provides a 
mechanism for understanding and preparing mentors and coaches for their work.

Dimensions of Professional Learning
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Degenhardt (2013) defined ‘Professional companioning [as] a holistic means of supporting school leaders in their 
personal and professional growth.’ Degenhardt (2013) further describes it as ‘a blended model which incorporates 
elements of currently available roles such as mentor, coach, consultant and critical friend, as well as strategic co-
planner, pastoral carer and ultimate purpose partner.’ The seven dimensions of professional companioning again 
relies upon significant relational trust. Each dimension requires this trust in different ways and potentially for the 
needs of the principal to be addressed by different people. A small region like Central Australia would benefit from 
a culture where principals actively share their learning experiences and support early career principals through the 
challenges they will meet.

Hattie and Visible Learning
NT Schools have embarked on the Visible Learning journey as understood through the research of John Hattie. Much 
of Hattie’s work is centred on the relationship between the student, the teacher and the manner in which learning 
happens in the classroom. This work has set a foci for the principal’s work as being an Instructional Leader. Hattie’s 
work has similarities to Elmore’s (2102) work on the Instructional Core.

In 2012, Hattie stated that ‘there is no accepted wisdom about leadership, there are as many models as people 
promoting them, and most die with the owner. There are so many management hints, so many models, so many 
gurus and so many quick fixes. We have had hats of different colours, one minute managers, eating the cheese, chaos 
theory, ABCs of organisation. Most of these come from management.’ 

Hattie implies that any holistic approach of support for early career principals needs to be one centred on improving 
student learning outcomes. Hattie also promotes that principals are learners and need to be supported in the same 
manner by their leaders as students are supported by their teachers.

Coaching Support Framework for Principals and Executive Board Memo
Commissioned by DOE Executive, John Glasby proposed a framework for the mentoring and coaching of principals. 
This work is a synthesis of Glasby’s investigations and through several professional conversations with NT DOE 
Executive (Glasby, 2014).

Glasby (through a personal meeting with the author June, 2015) made it clear that the focus of his work was to 
consider NT DOE’s responsibility with regard to the professional support and development needed by principals. 
Notwithstanding differences in the use of the term ‘Coaching’, Glasby’s report provided guidance for three coaching 
programs. The author’s interpretations are provided as follows: 

Peer Coaching (for new principals)
A peer principal would be appointed to mentor the new principal into the routines, procedures and systems process 
found within NT DOE.

Performance Coaching
This also is a mentoring relationship in which the Regional Director (RD) conducts formal performance development 
strategies to assist the principal to refine expertise with their work.

Personal Coaching
This is still a mentor relationship but has elements of the coaching relationship as defined in this paper. An 
experienced principal (four years or more) who has alignment with department goals and processes works with a 
less experienced principal to achieve system objectives.

A significant aspect of this work has been to consider the introduction of Growth Coaching International Programs 
for executive staff and principals. In a memo to DOE Executive, Glasby explains; 

‘It is proposed that the GROWTH model of coaching underpins the coaching process. GROWTH is a contemporary 
and popular approach that provides a robust and practical process which will provide benefits to the agency. These 
include:

• Improving the quality of conversations in the Department of Education.

• A clear, structured process for developing people’s capability that will remove the guesswork from performance 
conversations.

• Unlocking a person’s potential through a highly personal learning process that brings about effective action, 
performance improvement and personal growth for the individual (with better results for the organisation).’

In interpreting the role Growth Coaching may play, it is this author’s view that Growth Coaching could be useful for 
the three coaching models provided in the Glasby model. The mentor principal can utilise aspects of the GROWTH 
model to guide the new principal into achieving success with the new routine, procedure and/or system task. The 
GROWTH model can be most successfully utilised with the RD who can set up clear performance development tasks 
and goals to improve the quality of work completion with the routine, procedural and system tasks. 

But this approach is incomplete as not all aspects of the coaching relationship have been considered. There needs to 
be an extension to the personal coaching which has a focus in understanding the early career principal’s dispositions 
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and habits. This correlates to Zbar’s (2014, p.13) where he recommends the department ‘provide ten significant 
coaching sessions face-to-face and/or online’ over a 12 month period to the middle school principal and leadership 
team. 

Zbar’s (2014) coaching recommendation is important as there needs to be time in the system to challenge the 
principal’s disposition and help build alignment toward departmental goals.

Hart and Flourishing schools
An element not expressed so far is the need for schools to develop the right underlying culture and climate for school 
improvement. Hart (2014) discusses that individual and team morale are key determinants for a positive school 
culture and climate. He sets out four key features to build high individual and team morale with the most important 
feature being the supportive leader. This is a leader who is ‘approachable, can be relied upon, understand[s] the 
problems facing employees, and build[s] mutual trust and respect.’

The following three are underpinned by that supportive leadership; 

• Role clarity - Employees have a strong sense of purpose and know what is expected and required of them.

• Engagement through team work, empowerment and ownership.

• Climate for learning – staff receive effective feedback; are encouraged to learn and are recognised for their 
efforts.

A road map highlighting impact each feature has on the next. Values imply effect size.

Hart’s research details that a positive culture and climate is about individual and team morale. Morale becomes 
positive when the four elements; supportive leadership, role clarity, engagement and feedback (professional growth) 
are in alignment.

An effective translation of these principles is to consider how NT DOE can develop a holistic approach of support 
for early career principals to include these four elements of supportive leadership, role clarity, engagement and 
feedback for an early career principal.

McKinsey Reports on ‘Capturing the leadership premium’ and ‘How the world’s most improved 
school systems keep getting better’
Barber et al. (2010) lead the development of a McKinsey report ‘Capturing the Leadership Premium’ (How the 
world’s top school systems are building leadership capacity for the future). The title alone implies the importance of 
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principalship which is supported with ‘All regard the improvement of leadership capacity as a top priority and an 
area where more has to be done.’ Barber et al. (2010, p.5) This is linked to the earlier reference to Leithwood (2004) 
where it states that ‘It turns out that leadership not only matters: it is second only to teaching among school-related 
factors in its impact on student learning’. 

In capturing the leadership premium, Barber, et al. (2010, p. 6) lists a range of ‘practices which effective leaders 
share’. These practices support and extend on from Hattie (2002) and Hart (2014).

• Building a shared vision and sense of purpose.

• Setting high expectations for performance.

• Role [modelling behaviours] and practices.

• Designing and managing the teaching and learning program. 

• Establishing effective teams within the school staff, and distributing leadership among the school staff.

• Understanding and developing people.

• Protecting teachers from issues which would distract them from their work.

• Establishing school routines and norms for [behaviours]. 

• Monitoring performance.

• Connecting the school to parents and the community. 

• Recognising and rewarding achievement.

Barber, et al. (2010, p. 6) 

It is also important to note that Barber also synthesized common beliefs, attitudes and personal attributes for 
effective leaders; 

• Focused on student achievement; puts children ahead of personal or political interests. 

• Resilient and persistent in goals, but adaptable to context and people. 

• Willing to develop a deep understanding of people and context. 

• Willing to take risks and challenge accepted beliefs and [behaviours]. 

• Self-aware and able to learn. 

• Optimistic and enthusiastic.

Barber, et al. (2010, p. 6)

On discussing the qualities of high-performing principals, Barber (2010, p. 8) states that these principals ‘find 
supporting the improvement of other schools and leaders attractive and do this more frequently than other 
principals’. The emphasis here to consider is the importance of developing a community of learning with significant 
levels of collegiality.

A second McKinsey report, Mourshed, et al. (2010, p. 28) presents Exhibit 8 which describes the improvement 
journey of schools as they move from poor to excellent. In moving from great to excellent Mourshed, et al. (2010, 
p. 28) highlights the need to ‘improve through peers and innovation’ where principals are involved in collaborative 
practices. Mourshed, et al. (2010) has similarities to Hart (2014) with the need for a supportive (empathetic) leader. 
To be empathetic, a leader needs to have a disposition towards ‘practices [and beliefs] which effective leaders [can] 
share’ (Barber et al. 2010).

This implies that there is a need for community in which early career principals can engage, learn and innovate. This 
supports a holistic approach to implement a professional collaborative learning community. 
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Synthesis of Current Learnings

What holistic approach of support might match the professional needs of early career principals in the Northern 
Territory? 

In returning to the key question it has become clear that:

• The needs of early career principals are varied and significant. The challenge is what form of mentoring and/or 
coaching (professional companioning) may be needed by an early career principal. (Degenhardt, 2013). 

• ‘Leadership not only matters: it is second only to teaching among school-related factors in its impact on student 
learning’ (Leithwood, 2004).

• There needs to be a process that support learning opportunities for early career principals to align personal 
dispositions with system dispositions (AITSL, 2011, Zbar, 2014 and Wilson 2014). 
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• There needs to be a system for ongoing mentoring and coaching as highlighted by Zbar (2014) and AITSL (2011) 
in terms of identifying and nurturing talent.

• There has been significant work across many educational institutions with regard to preparation and credentialing 
programs. The essence is to prepare leaders before they take on a principal role. As evident in HKPS (2011), 
Florida (2015) Ontario College of Teachers (2015), PAI (2015a and b) and Turnbull et al. (2013).

• Central Australian principals saw significant value in the professional learning from their peers and is supported 
with evidence from Barber et al (2010) in the improvement journey of going from great to excellent.

• From a Department perspective, any new approach of support needs to be cost effective and sustainable. As 
Zbar (2014) highlighted with regard to a transition mentoring strategy for middle schools lasting one year. It is 
then up to the school to determine its value before engaging in a second year.

• Creation of a positive culture relies on supportive leadership, clarity, teamwork and feedback (Hart, 2014). Hart’s 
work is applicable to any organisation and thus appropriate to be considered as part of a holistic approach of 
support that might match the professional needs of early career principals in the NT.

Conclusion

In answering the key question; 

What holistic approach of support might match the professional needs of early career principals in the Northern 
Territory? 

It is recommended that a holistic approach of support be centred on a flexible framework. This framework should 
comprise the following elements:

1. The development of an appropriate level of mentoring and coaching for the early career principal with some 
consideration towards notion of professional companioning. 

2. That mentoring is about guiding the early career principal to complete departmental tasks appropriately and 
become highly effectively in completing those tasks.

3. That coaching is about guiding the early career principal to align with the key objectives and dispositions of the 
Department.

4. The development of a collaborative professional learning community of all principals in the region. This 
community should be led by the regional director to promote professional support and guidance.

5. Regional directors lead the process for formal induction and utilise experienced principals in the community to 
mentor early career principals. 

6. Utilise the collaborative, professional learning community to implement processes that utilise peer principals 
and other significant leaders who have no direct line management to promote shared learning experiences.

7. To produce a ‘how to’ guide which contains the set of key knowledge, skills and dispositions for becoming an 
effective NT principal. This includes the development of a ‘how to guide’ for mentors and for coaches within the 
department.

8. Provide programs, sequencing and timelines for preservice and early career principals to acquire the prescribed 
knowledge, skills and dispositions.

9. The regional director supports experienced principals to identify pre-service principals with the focus to:

a. Coach potential principals into aligning to department dispositions

b. Encourage potential principals to engage in Department endorsed professional learning.
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The following figure is a pictorial representation of how a framework can be structured through a professional 
learning community. 

Personal reflections on the learning journey
Lifelong learning never comes to an end. This is especially so for this field for the author. At every point where the 
learning seemed to have finished, a new insight or document would be found. The challenge for this author was 
when to stop and synthesise the readings. 

A point in case is that Pamela Macklin, an eminent author on mentoring has been commissioned to work in the 
author’s school as part of the ‘Work like the Best’ report. Thus modifications to this report will be made as the author 
engages with Pamela Macklin.

A personal professional insight for this work has been on the nature of systems level of thinking required within 
a large organisation. There were many challenges in operating at an executive level, not least the maintenance of 
corporate information, knowledge and the movement of that resource throughout that system. As I set out to meet 
executive and corporate staff I found in cases that staff were working as silos. Thus I now understand the need for 
executive leaders to have in place systems that promote the maintenance of previous learnings and that resources 
are shared efficiently throughout the system.

Given the size of the NT system it is important that all principals think about the greater good of the system and 
temper local school needs in light of whole of system understanding. 

Lastly, the author’s personal journey has been significant as the topic for this paper resulted from a deep personal 
need to become more self-aware and to more effectively align his personal dispositions to that of the Department. 
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Beginning teachers mentoring: An Imperative for the 
Northern Territory Department of Education

Ryan Martin

Introduction

Over the past decade noted research authorities worldwide have raised concern over the dearth of opportunity 
for teachers to learn about and improve their practice within their work settings. Elmer (2004) points to a lack of 
opportunity for teachers to engage in school based peer learning processes that offer continuous and sustained 
learning, and lamentably, it appears that meaningful peer observation and feedback processes are yet to take shape 
in many jurisdictions in Australia, including the Northern Territory (NT). More particularly, a widespread sense 
of urgency concerning support for graduate teachers has arisen, chiefly in the form of mentoring. Recently, the 
Australian Government appointed the Teacher Education Ministerial Advisory Group to make recommendations 
on how teacher education can be improved to better prepare new teachers for the classroom and some education 
systems have responded with systemwide mentoring programs. Examples include Victoria’s The Teacher Mentor 
Support Program (TMSP) and Queensland’s Mentoring Beginning Teachers (MBT). The Northern Territory is yet 
to develop a systemwide response. However the recently appointed Strengthening Teacher Capabilities Advisory 
Group, tasked to ‘contribute to a strategic, systemwide, sustainable and evidence-based approaches to strengthening 
the capacity of teachers in Northern Territory schools’, heralds new possibilities for systemwide teacher support and 
mentoring 

Importantly, the current Northern Territory Department of Education (DOE) Strategic Plan privileges the development 
of quality teachers (see Goal 3 of the Strategic Plan) and recognises that strengthening teacher capacity through 
embedding school cultures that recognise and celebrate best practice is critical to improving student learning 
outcomes. Fullan’s (2010) assertion about the importance of professional learning communities adds another 
dimension to the concept of building teacher capacity and the imperative of supporting teachers at all career stages 
of development. He argues that ‘{w}hen teachers work together, led by an instructionally-focused principal, they are 
much more successful than when they work alone’ (p26). 

The chief purpose of the study emerging from the aforementioned educational dilemma was to explore and develop 
an understanding of the mentoring landscape of the 2015 graduate teachers in the Northern Territory Department 
of Education. A secondary purpose was to formulate context sensitive recommendations for implementation of 
graduate mentoring processes systemwide. In addition to exploring the experiences of current NT graduate teachers, 
understanding of the concept of mentoring was to be bolstered by a review of the relevant literature and documentation 
on mentoring programs on offer in other education jurisdictions in Australia and assessing their applicability to the 
NT context. It was hoped that a combination and analysis of these two sources of information could be utilised to 
develop a sense of urgency around developing and trialling a quality mentoring program for NT graduate teachers.

The immediate qualitative study was guided by the question, what does the mentoring landscape look like for graduate 
teachers in the Northern Territory? Consequentially, this paper argues for the development of a systemwide approach 
to mentoring for the Northern Territory’s graduate teachers. The qualitative study was exploratory in nature and 
targeted a purposive sample constituted of 102 current NT graduate teachers; data primarily gathered utilising a semi 
structured survey and document and literature review. Two related aspects to the study were conducted in parallel.

A picture of the ‘state of play' regarding mentoring for graduate teachers in the NT was drawn from an analysis 
of returned surveys initially sent out to all graduates through the Northern Territory Teacher Registration Board. 
In a related and parallel step, an analysis of the literature was conducted in order to both ground the research in 
current theory and inform the analysis of the survey responses. The research data and literature review together 
then became the basis for formulating the recommendations emanating from the study.

Anecdotally, it seems apparent that the challenges facing graduate teachers who don’t have the support of a 
mentor are exacerbated, and for many, impact on their longevity in the teaching profession. The data from this 
research indicated, despite recognition of the problem and considerable efforts from a number of Northern Territory 
jurisdictions, attempts to implement formal mentoring programs for graduates in the NT are variable or incomplete. 
On the other hand, the data indicated that those teachers engaged in a formal mentoring relationship were finding 
the process professionally rewarding. 
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The study concluded that the implementation of a systemwide mentoring program for graduate teachers holds 
wide ranging benefits for the teaching workforce as a whole, can impact the quest to improve student academic 
outcomes and potentially reduce the current attrition rate of our graduate teachers. As a result, a number of 
practical suggestions for ensuring that a Graduate Mentoring Program is developed and trialled have been offered 
for consideration. These suggestions are complemented with proposals that address some of the challenges in 
implementing a systemwide approach that may possibly be unique to the Northern Territory. 

The remainder of the paper addresses in order a detailed examination of the relevant literature, a description of the 
methodology and data analysis, discussion of the analysed data and concludes with the presentation of the findings 
and suggestions for further research. The paper now turns to an examination of the current mentoring literature.

Literature Review

‘All organisations have the challenge of developing their people’ (Watkins, 1991, p.242).

For many years, educational institutions have grappled with the idea of how to support and challenge newcomers 
to the teaching profession. The role of the mentor in supporting the neophyte teacher cannot be understated and 
Curruthers, (1993, p.17) ‘hits the nail on the head’ when he states ‘the distinctive satisfaction of a mentor lies in 
furthering the development of young men and women – facilitating their efforts to form and live out their dreams, 
to lead better lives according to their own values and ambitions.’ It is this type of idealism that is helping shape 
successful mentoring programs in schools across Australia seeking to deliver transformational results that will 
ultimately help shape the future of our most vulnerable teachers. 

Despite the great deal of research conducted in recent years to investigate what is the most effective form of 
mentoring for graduate teachers little is on offer that adequately addresses the complexities of remote education. 
The geographical isolation experienced by teachers in remote locations is amplified if, as Johnson & Birkland (2003) 
suggest, ‘the new teachers, who, on accepting a position in a school, are often left on their own to succeed or fail 
within the confines of their own classroom – often likened to a ‘lost at sea’ or ‘sink and swim experience’ (p581). 
Herein lies the heart of what the researcher is seeking to understand through this research. 

The Attrition Rate
The desire to leave the teaching profession because the challenges that are faced in the classroom seem too great 
to overcome is a common problem and is contributing to an attrition rate that seems to be growing. According to 
a recent report published by the Queensland College of Teachers in 2013 in which 386 graduate teachers were 
surveyed ‘the attrition rate is growing with successive cohorts: from 11.7% for those registered in 2006, to 15.2% of 
those registered in 2008. This trend appears to be continuing, the reasons for this include ‘the conservative nature 
of teaching, the workload and the lack of role models and mentors to aspire to is contributing to this worrying 
attrition rate’(QCT, 2013, p.2). However, on closer examination of the report it is no surprise this is the case. As the 
report states, apart from informal support when requested, graduate teachers in Queensland had limited access to 
professional development: 

• 49.3% had not observed another teachers lessons;

• 33.8% had not been observed by another teacher and then given feedback;

• 28.8% had not participated in professional development related to the needs of beginning teachers; and

• 21.1% had not participated in an induction program.

It is no secret that the activities above are highly beneficial to all teacher’s especially graduate teachers. Along 
with the other pressures of, ‘family and personal reasons, the heavy workload of teaching, the stressful nature of 
teaching, student behaviour and inadequate professional support within the school,’ (QCT, 2013, p.5) it is no wonder 
the attrition rate of graduate teachers continues to grow. These local results are mirrored by the results from the 
2013 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Teacher and Learning International Survey 
(TALIS) that surveyed 100,000 teachers and also found that teachers feel their profession is undervalued, they often 
work in isolation, feedback is rare, and only a third of them observe their colleagues teach.

Figures presented in recent media and research reports concerning beginning teacher attrition are of huge concern. 
Some suggest figures as high as 40% to 50% of new teachers leave the profession with in the first five years. (Haesler, 
2012, in publication). Possibly of more concern should be the apparent finding that there are a number of beginning 
teachers that start teaching with the intention of leaving the profession within the first five years. 

Why is the Attrition of Beginning Teachers a Big Concern?
The loss of graduate teachers from the profession is a problem for a number of reasons:

• Less teachers in the system to recruit.

• Loss of investment of time and money from schools.

• Increased teacher shortages.
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What is of particular interest are the findings of a Senate inquiry, Teaching and learning – maximising our investment 
in Australian schools, which found that a ‘greater proportion of talented teachers than less talented teachers leave 
teaching’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2013). Possibly the transferability of skills required in teaching to other 
attractive occupations is a contributing factor to this phenomenon. 

Notably, teacher shortages continue to be problematic in the Northern Territory, and across all phases of schooling. 
Possibly the biggest concern is with shortages in the area of Maths, English and Science. The problem intensifies in 
more remote areas given the reluctance of graduates to take on the challenge of these educational settings. One has to 
question the impact that variable levels of professional support such as mentoring may have on graduate’s thinking. 
‘It has been suggested that teacher shortages will continue to grow in the future, particularly for some specialist 
teachers, in schools with disadvantaged students and in schools in isolated communities’ (Productivity Commission, 
2012). If this is the case it forecasts growing challenges for the Northern Territory and particularly remote schools in 
Australia. Flow on effects include pressure to accept lower entry scores for enrolment in teacher education courses, 
reduction in graduate quality, and higher concentration of best graduates in more densely populated centres.

Mentoring
Support of beginning teachers such as induction, formal mentoring, and relevant professional development is 
essential to reducing teacher attrition. Our graduate teachers leave university with big ideas of what they could 
achieve. However, the induction program and the mentor or lack thereof is causing many graduate teachers 
professional careers to stall or completely fail.

Senge, (1990, p.3) writes about building a learning culture where people, ‘continually expand their capacity to 
create the results that they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured,…and where 
people are continually learning how to learn together.’ Graduate teachers often have the desire to expand their skill 
set but the mentor provided lacks training and time. Hegstad, (1999) discusses how many mentor relationships fail 
because the mentor has not been trained to be just that, a mentor. Part of the reason for this is, ‘although mentoring 
in organisations is rapidly growing, the role of training participants of these programs is heavily under looked.’ 
(Hegsatd, 1999, p.1). Many mentoring relationships fail because it is assumed that because you are a teacher then 
you must be able to teach a teacher how to be more capable. This is a false assumption. Nunn, (1995, p.24) supports 
this by adding, ‘the teacher mentor role does not come naturally to all experienced teachers.’

Successful mentoring programs have a common theme, the mentor relationship fits, has goals and the mentor is 
trained. In turn, the school accepts that the mentor needs time and training to mentor well. A mentoring program is 
working when both parties benefit from the relationship. At the most basic level mentors add to their professional 
knowledge while at the same time they grow in recognition of their own teaching expertise. ‘By jointly planning, 
teaching and assessing children’s work, the knowledge and understanding of the more experienced teacher becomes 
more apparent and accessible to the novice’ (Burn, 1992, p.36). However, the mentor has another role to play and 
that is nurturing the mentor in the understanding of daily operations and school culture. This gives the mentee a 
more global picture of why the school operates a certain way and helps the mentee be more realistic when setting 
goals or designing curriculum. Without this basic understanding the mentee is highly likely to run into virtual ‘brick 
walls’ that will cause unnecessary heartache. Turney, Hatton, Laws, Phillips & Teo, (1993, p. 119) support this idea 
by stating the importance of ‘verbalising the immense difficulty of dealing with the unwritten values and procedures 
of a particular school, where everyone else but them (mentee) seem to know the rules and routines.’ 

‘Beginning teachers each need a mentor, not necessarily a senior experienced person, but one closer to their own 
age, with clear memories of the problems and issues faced when starting out’ (Turney et al, 1993, p.118). The 
mentor needs to approach their role with the idea that the mentee will make mistakes and face challenges just like 
they did. In saying this ‘the most important part of coaching is in the debriefing’ (Furlong, 1995, p. 86). If the mentor 
is not allowed the time to give feedback and debrief then the relationship will fail. Furlong, (1995, p.190) states that 
‘the mentor needs to be able to challenge the student to re-examine their teaching, while at the same time providing 
encouragement and support.’ If the mentor relationship doesn’t provide the support needed then the process of 
gaining confidence as a teacher for the mentee will be long and lonely.

When discussing the value of a mentoring program it is difficult to avoid outlining proposed outcomes and the value 
placed on these outcomes. In a recent paper published by the Gratten Institute, Jensen, (2010, p.4) states, ‘quality 
teachers are the most significant influence on student performance. With an excellent teacher, a student can achieve 
in half a year what would take a full year with a less effective teacher.’ If this is true then no school can afford to 
ignore the importance of a mentoring program that produces effective teachers. 
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Table 1 Mentoring Programs

The benefits for the mentor The benefits for the mentee The benefits to the organisation

• Leadership

• Education

• Career advancement

• Challenge

• Role modeling

• Respect and recognition by peers

• Skill development

• Confidence and creativity

• Skill development

• Career development

• Self-development and confidence

• Opportunity

• Job satisfaction

• Reduced stress levels

• Organisational knowledge

• Professional identity

• Decision making

• Develop and uncover talent

• Feedback

• Exposure

• Increased reward

• Effective use of Human Resources

• Aids recruitment and induction

• Provides a stable corporate culture

• Transfer of skill from senior staff to junior 
staff

• Improved communication

• Improved loyalty

• Leadership development

• Discover talent

• Better educated workforce

• Less mobile and more satisfied staff

While the list in Table 1 outlines some of the benefits that are on offer for a mentoring program, it would seem 
that somehow organisations, in particular schools, make a mess of this process. Instead of selling the nobleness of 
teaching they weigh down the beginning teacher with paper work and policies and forget about the core business of 
improving the skills of the teacher. Could this process be easier for all parties involved? It would seem so.

Making Mentoring Work
The keys to a successful mentoring program are outlined beautifully by Tabbron, Macaulay & Cook, (1999) when 
they discuss the importance of a mentoring relationship whether formal or informal that is based on honesty, strong 
rapport and confidentiality. Tabbron et al, (1999 p.8) offers four key objectives that scaffold a mentoring program:

1. A clear set of objectives.

2. Communication and training.

3. Matching of mentor and mentee.

4. Evaluation and review of the program.

While much has been written about what a mentoring program should look like Tabbron et al, (1999) has kept the 
whole process very simple. These objectives, if applied correctly, have the ability to deliver the type of mentoring 
program that would produce great results for both the individual and organisation. If it is this simple then why does 
it go so wrong so often? 

It seems particularly in Australia that teacher evaluation and mentoring programs are failing. Data from the OECD 
Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS, 2013) presented the views of Australian teachers and compares 
them with teachers of other countries. Unfortunately the TALIS results paint a grim picture of teacher evaluation 
in Australia. While the value a teacher plays in academic outcomes is well understood it seems teachers feel that 
there is ‘virtually no recognition of effectiveness, effective teaching is not developed within schools and numerous 
problems are created by a system that recognise and reward comparatively low-performing teachers’ (Jensen, 2010, 
p.12). These findings are concerning because it would seem valuable, sustainable mentoring programs in Australian 
schools are rare and the successes of the good programs are not being interrogated and replicated. 

Selection and training of mentors is usually given some thought but the ongoing follow up of these relationships seems 
to be virtually non-existent. ‘Graduates for the teaching profession have undergone a four year degree …… mentors 
on the other hand, do not require any training or further qualifications whatsoever’ (Hudson, 2010, p.39). Carefully 
selected trained and willing mentors are needed to provide support and aid retention rates. Hudson (2010) also 
makes mention of the importance of professional ongoing support where the challenges and problems of teaching 
are tackled during observation, timetabled meetings and the inclusion of a range of teaching staff to provide specific 
support in a timely manner. This is critical at a time when schools are saying they are ‘time poor’. Not making time 
for the mentor to mentee connections has some significant repercussions.

The literature provides a number of ideas concerning shaping and managing a mentoring program. The diagram 
(Hay, 1996, p.137) below represents the typical pathway to competence for a mentee. This diagram spells out the 
ups and downs for an early career professional and allows processes to be put into place to avoid the pitfalls during 
the early stages of the mentoring relationship. This is an important example because it provides an honest picture 
of the challenges that will be faced by both the mentor and mentee.
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Figure 6.

Hay’s, (1996) diagram in Figure 6 would help shape the type of mentoring program that a school could implement 
along with a really novel idea that was presented earlier in the readings by Scherer (1999, p.1). She describes 
a ‘1000 day pledge’ (an elementary school offered it’s parents this pledge to improve literacy) that would offer 
beginning teachers at my school long term support in whatever form required.

To paint a picture of what a mentoring program might look it is helpful to refer to Tabbron et al, (1999) and his four 
key mentoring objectives that are supported by honesty, strong rapport and confidentiality:

1. A clear set of objectives.

2. Communication and training.

3. Matching of mentor and mentee.

4. Evaluation and review of the program.

A mentoring program should not be an add-on program.It is important that it forms part of the schools professional 
learning community and is looked at as valuable in terms of professional development. 

In the initial stages of a mentoring program ‘a clear organisational picture’ (DeSimone & Harris, 1994, p.466) needs 
to be created so that ‘everyone in the organisation (school) whether they participate in the program or not, know 
what the program involves, how it will work and why it is being implemented.’(Watts, 1996, p.13) The mentee needs 
to be clear about the school’s culture, overarching policies and inner workings. While it wouldn’t be expected that 
the mentee know everything about the school they will have a very good idea of what the learning environment will 
offer them before they get in front of a class. ‘It is essential to have timely induction and mentoring for effective 
teaching, as beginning teachers continue to articulate the need for ongoing support.’ (Hudson, 2010, p. 82) This has 
the potential to make very clear the type of support that they will be offered. 

Clear communication about what is hoped to be achieved, the qualities a mentor must possess along with compulsory 
training for mentors will be key features of this program. A great deal of the literature supports the matching of 
mentor and mentee through socialisation. While Green, (1997) discusses the importance of knowing the mentor well, 
Viator (1999) and Orpen, (1997) focus on the importance of matching the mentor and mentee. Viator, (1999, p.10) 
argues that mentees need to have input into the selection of the mentor in order for the relationship to be successful. 
‘The better the relationship between mentors and mentees in the mentoring programme, the more mentees were 
motivated to work hard and felt committed to their organisation’ (Orpen, 1997, p.58). Mentors need to be supported 
by the school and given time to deliver the objectives of the program. Orpen, (1997) also hypothesizes that the more 
opportunities that the mentor and mentee have to interact the better the relationship.

While the quality of the relationship is critcally important the ultimate goal is that the mentee develops independence 
and slowly over time the mentor and mentee relationship evolves. ‘Effective mentors stick with helping. They share, 
they model, they teach, they do not take over problems unless there is a crisis which required immediate action. 
Mentee growth depends on the mentee solving most of his or her, own problems’ (Shea, 1992, p.61). The mentor 
provides ideas and gives feedback and ‘will assist a mentee to explore the meaning of what they do every day’ (Argyris 
& Shon, 1996, p.20). Ultimately, the mentee needs to be encouraged to make decisions and develop independence. If 
the mentee comes to over rely on the mentor then the development of their independence can be stifled.
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Mentoring must foster independence in the workforce. ‘It seems that successful people within organisations have a 
series of mentoring relationships, are always alert for opportunities and changes and have the resilience to reinvent 
themselves whenever it is necessary’ (Dunn, 1997, p.126). Furthermore, in a real learning environment classrooms 
are open to colleagues and professional dialogue occurs where all staff are challenged to explore different learning 
opportunities for the students and themselves. If this is the type of environment that an early career professional 
walks in to then the mentoring program that they experience could lead them to a fulfilling teaching career and it 
might only take 1000 days.

Methodology

The purpose of the study was to understand the mentoring landscape of graduate teachers in the NT and to formulate 
context sensitive recommendations for the implementation of graduate mentoring processes systemwide. Hence, 
the question; ‘What does the mentoring landscape look like for graduate teachers in the Northern Territory?’ The 
researcher concurred with Hudson (2012) who asserts that ‘understanding how to support beginning teachers must 
include beginning teachers’ views on how they experience support within their schools.’ (p.72) and so pursued a 
methodology that would give voice to graduate teachers’ perspectives on their experiences of school mentoring. 
Consequently, the study was positioned within a qualitative approach which was essentially exploratory in nature.

Methods
One hundred and two surveys were emailed to graduate teachers identified through the Northern Territory Teacher 
Registration Board. Thirty two surveys were returned: 81.25% female and 18.75% male. (see Figure 1)

Figure 1.
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The spread of age across the respondents was substantial with 31.25% between the ages of 18-24 years old. The 
remaining age demographic can be seen in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2.

The graduate teachers responded from all of the regions of the Northern Territory with 62.5% of respondents from 
the Darwin/Palmerston and Rural Region, 9.38% from the Katherine and Alice Springs Region respectively and 
3.13% from the Arnhem Region and a further 15.63% from other areas. 

The survey began with classification questions about age, sex, and teaching designation and was subsequently 
structured to invite extended responses following a series of multiple choice items. Content includes questions to 
appraise whether the respondent had been assigned a mentor, if so, how that occurred, what attributes respondents 
looked for in a mentor, perceived personal benefits, and benefits to teaching. The responses were then examined 
with a view to identifying themes and trends and to subsequently draw a picture from the available data of the ‘state 
of play’ of graduate mentoring within the NT.

Discussion of the Data

When asked to consider the definition of mentoring and then choose the most appropriate answer as to whether they 
had a mentor, 50% of respondents had been formally assigned a mentor, 17.86% had found a mentor informally and 
32.14% had no mentor assigned to them (see Figure 3).

Figure 3.
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62.5% of respondents from the Darwin/Palmerston and Rural Region, 9.38% from the 
Katherine and Alice Springs Region respectively and 3.13% from the Arnhem Region and a 
further 15.63% from other areas.   
 
The survey began with classification questions about age, sex, and teaching designation 
and was subsequently structured to invite extended responses following a series of multiple 
choice items. Content includes questions to appraise whether the respondent had been 
assigned a mentor, if so how that occurred, what attributes respondents looked for in a 
mentor, perceived personal benefits, and benefits to teaching. The responses were then 
examined with a view to identifying themes and trends and to subsequently draw a picture 
from the available data of the ‘state of play’ of graduate mentoring within the NT. 
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When asked to consider the definition of mentoring and then choose the most appropriate 
answer as to whether they had a mentor, 50% of respondents had been formally assigned a 
mentor, 17.86% had found a mentor informally and 32.14% had no mentor assigned to 
them.  See Figure 3 
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Assigned Mentors 
Of the teachers that had formally been assigned a mentor, many of them commented on the 
support, advice and planning time that was provided.  Participant 3 wrote “they are there for 
me to bounce ideas off” while Participant 6 reflected on having a mentor that challenged 
them, “I am able to confidently reflect on my teaching and be challenged about my teaching 
methods in a safe and welcoming environment.”  Participant 9 explained that the experience 
of the teacher helped when planning and “she always encourages but never stands on my 
toes.  She gives me room to make my own mistakes.” Participant 12 who was told they must 
have a mentor but they could choose added to this when stating “the mentor is adding 
another voice to my decisions.”  Almost all of the participants that had been formally 
assigned a mentor wrote about the strong support their mentor was providing.  In particular 
five participants (14, 15, 16, 19 and 32) wrote about how beneficial this support was and that 
it was always focusing on the positives.  Participant 14 and 32 wrote about the value of the 
regular check in and sharing of ideas and resources. However, Participant 32 provided the 
most detailed response about their mentoring experience, “it is a long term process that is 
consistent, and we meet to discuss goals.  Monitoring and assessing my teaching processes 
involving formal feedback and discussions.” They also added “I have been incredible lucky to 
have a brilliant teacher providing support in ‘bucket loads’ �.. I hope that every teacher has 
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Assigned Mentors
Of the teachers that had formally been assigned a mentor, many of them commented on the support, advice and 
planning time that was provided. Participant 3 wrote “they are there for me to bounce ideas off” while Participant 
6 reflected on having a mentor that challenged them, “I am able to confidently reflect on my teaching and be 
challenged about my teaching methods in a safe and welcoming environment.” Participant 9 explained that the 
experience of the teacher helped when planning and “she always encourages but never stands on my toes. She gives 
me room to make my own mistakes.” Participant 12 who was told they must have a mentor but they could choose, 
added to this when stating “the mentor is adding another voice to my decisions.” Almost all of the participants that 
had been formally assigned a mentor wrote about the strong support their mentor was providing. In particular, five 
participants (14, 15, 16, 19 and 32) wrote about how beneficial this support was and that it was always focusing 
on the positives. Participant 14 and 32 wrote about the value of the regular check in and sharing of ideas and 
resources. However, Participant 32 provided the most detailed response about their mentoring experience, “it is a 
long term process that is consistent, and we meet to discuss goals. Monitoring and assessing my teaching processes 
involving formal feedback and discussions.” They also added “I have been incredibly lucky to have a brilliant teacher 
providing support in ‘bucket loads’ ….. I hope that every teacher has the experience that I have had in my first year 
of teaching.” Worryingly, Participant 22 stated that although the mentoring experience had been positive she was 
now in her second year and no longer had a mentor.

Found Mentors
The five teachers that had found their own mentors were essentially experiencing similar levels of support but in a 
more informal way. Participant 1 chose their mentor based on someone that they would regularly go to for advice. 
Participant 7 wrote, “I team teach in a classroom with an experienced teacher who has (not formally assigned) 
mentored me along the way. Participant 8 chose their mentor who tells them they are doing “okay” when they are 
not sure. Participant 15 “looked around and picked someone to help who I felt comfortable with no one was assigned 
to me,” but added “they are very supportive of me both professionally and personally.”

This group of teachers that had been assigned mentors or found mentors also provided responses to the processes 
that were improving their teaching knowledge. In Figure 4, of the 23 participants who answered this section of 
the survey, 73.91% were improving their assessment knowledge, 69.57% their reporting knowledge, 60.87% their 
classroom management knowledge was being improved and 52.17% were learning how to better develop student 
teacher relationships. Curriculum design 47.83% and innovative teaching practises 43.48% were also areas where 
the graduate teachers felt their knowledge was improving. (See figure 4)
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Participants were asked what teaching processes were being improved as a result of the mentoring experience. As 
can be seen in Figure 5, 65.22% of participants said reporting, 60.87% said creating assessment and behaviour 
management, while curriculum design (56.52%), student teacher relationships (52.17%) and implementing 
innovative teaching strategies (34.78%) were also areas that the participants felt were improving as a result of the 
mentoring relationship

Figure 5

No Mentors
Nine of the survey participants or 32.14% were provided no mentor and their responses were interesting. If the 
participants responded that they didn’t have a mentor they were asked 3 more questions that were applicable to 
just them. 

When asked what attributes/qualities would you look for in a mentor participant 5 wrote “a similar outlook in 
classroom management. Participant 8 is looking for an approachable manner and someone they can connect with 
while participant 11 would like a mentor “to be considerate and understanding.” Participant 17 and 18 listed 
supportive, knowledgeable, practical and personable. Participants 25 and 27 were looking for support and guidance.

The participants with no mentors were asked what benefits having a mentor would provide them and the responses 
included, “a non-judgemental forum to float ideas and talk through concepts” (Participant 5). Participant 8 felt that 
“it would give them someone to go to when (they) are not sure or need another opinion.” Receiving advice based 
on experience, knowledge and the ability to guide and nurture were the theme provided by participants 11, 18, 25, 
27 and 31. Participant 17 provided a response that summarised the responses of the other nine participants when 
they wrote that having a mentor would allow them to, “talk through issues with a confident advisor. This would help 
make beginning teaching less stressful, it would also be a shortcut to the huge amount of information you need to 
understand and use in the classroom.”

Summary of Findings

The results of the survey coupled with the literature review provide and interesting insight into the graduate 
mentoring issue that despite the best efforts of many educators is still failing our most vulnerable teachers. The 
responses to the survey questions provide evidence of what level of support the Northern Territory graduate teachers 
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are receiving in 2015 and how it is benefiting and improving them as teachers. It also provides evidence of what is 
not working and what these teachers feel would benefit them if they had a mentor.

The participants in the survey came from all over the Northern Territory, had different backgrounds and life 
experiences and had also studied at different universities. What is clear from the survey is that from the early 
experiences of these teachers that the level of support they had received varied from one school to another. However, 
there are a number of themes that have emerged related to what constitutes a good mentoring relationship and 
surprisingly you don’t necessarily have to have a mentor to know what effective support looks like.

Themes that have emerged relating to effective mentoring relationships are:

• Being provided with support and guidance from experienced and skilled teachers is vital.

• Having a mentor who challenged ideas and encouraged risk taking is vital.

• Support in the areas of reporting and assessment, curriculum design and classroom management was highly 
regarded.

• The mentor must have the skills and the time to support and talk through challenging situations.

Recommendations

How might this look in Northern Territory schools?
The data gathered through the literature review and the graduate teacher survey have provided a valuable insight 
into the great deal of good will surrounding graduate teacher mentoring and the reality of what is actually happening 
in schools. A remarkable element of the great deal of research into teacher mentoring is, ‘the biggest feature of the 
evidence is that the biggest effects on student learning occur when teachers become learners of their own teaching’ 
(Hattie, 2009). Teachers working together should be a feature of what schools do to shift student outcomes. 

This study focussed on graduate teacher mentoring. However, the study and the literature review have confirmed 
that there is an imperative to develop and implement a graduate teacher mentoring program across the Northern 
Territory. This is an aspirational target and there are a number of recommendations that have been formulated as 
part of this paper, these recommendations are as follows:

Recommendation 1: It is recommended that a strong partnership is developed between Charles 
Darwin University, Teachers Registration Board and schools to provide professional development 
for all graduate mentors.
There is no profession-wide approach to supporting teacher development in the important early years in the classroom. 
The data from this research clearly outlined the importance of mentoring relationships and just because you have 
been teaching a long time does not make you a qualified mentor. The Teacher Education Advisory Ministerial Group 
(2014) reported that often mentors are selected to supervise graduate teachers based on their ‘length of service’. 
There is a better way, and providing mentor teachers with appropriate training and support is critical.

It is recommended that the Northern Territory Department of Education work closely with Charles Darwin University 
and the Teacher Registration Board to develop a mentor training program and assist schools to ensure mentor 
training is made available to all mentor teachers. The recently formed Strengthening Teacher Capabilities Advisory 
Group sits between stakeholders and offers the best chance to collectively implement this recommendation.

Ensuring that mentor teachers have the necessary skills to supervise, provide support, give feedback and access 
professional development is critical to improving the quality of our graduate teachers. 

Recommendation 2: It is recommended that all 2016 graduate teachers are provided with a highly 
effective teacher who has undertaken mentor training.
The research from this study found that almost a third of the 2015 Northern Territory graduate teachers that 
responded did not have a mentor teachers assigned to them. This is a worrying finding and given the research related 
to teacher attrition rates is a call to action. The Northern Territory Department of Education Strategic Plan privileges 
the development of quality teachers and recognises that strengthening teacher capacity through embedding school 
cultures that recognise and celebrate best practice is critical to improving student learning outcomes.

It is recommended that in 2016 schools will use the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers when selecting 
highly effective teachers to take on the role of mentors. These teachers will undertake mentor training to support the 
vital work they do with graduate teachers. All graduate teachers will be provided with a trained and highly skilled 
teacher to support them in their first years of teaching.

In remote locations, challenged by this recommendation, suitable mentors will communicate regularly via electronic 
means fulfilling the same roll without the face to face component. 
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Recommendation 3: It is recommended that teacher mentoring programs in place in other 
jurisdictions are investigated and analysed.
The Strengthening Teacher Capabilities Advisory Group, tasked to ‘contribute to a strategic, systemwide, sustainable 
and evidence-based approaches to strengthening the capacity of teachers in Northern Territory schools’, will network 
and investigate other mentoring programs in Australia. Several states and territories have recognised the need to 
improve the support for beginning teachers and have done a great deal of work in this space. We need to draw from 
their experiences. 

This work has already begun and Peter Hudson PhD (Associate Professor, School of Curriculum, Queensland 
University of Technology) has written to Minister Peter Chandler to gauge interest in embedding the Mentoring for 
Effective Teaching (MET) program as a Northern Territory Mentor Program for Northern Territory Government 
schools. The MET program is one such program that may offer the Northern Territory Department of Education a 
quick and effective solution.

The MET program, along with a number of other programs such as ‘Graduate to Grow’ needs further consideration 
and discussion. This information along with recommendations will be provided to Department of Education’s 
Executive Board for consideration

Recommendation 4: It is recommended Northern Territory develop, adopt or adapt a mentoring 
program and trial it.
High-performing and improving education systems commit to providing structured support for graduate teachers in 
their transition from provisional registration to full teacher registration. This commitment builds a culture that looks 
after its most vulnerable teachers. Building the capacity of the teaching workforce is critical to improving student 
outcomes. Schools and the system have a fundamental responsibility to provide a Graduate Mentoring Program that 
gives graduate teachers the best opportunity to ‘survive and thrive’ as a teacher.

Utilising the findings and recommendations from the Strengthening Teacher Capabilities Advisory Group a Northern 
Territory specific Graduate Mentoring Program is to be submitted for approval by the Executive Board and trialled 
in a select group of schools. 
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How do schools successfully use an Annual Operational 
Planning process as a key component of building an 
‘Explicit Improvement Agenda’?

John Cleary

Introduction

For some years now I have been working on school improvement; both at an individual school and broader systemic 
level. This work has provided a range of opportunities to engage with schools, both as a Principal, Regional Advisor, 
coach and mentor and most recently as a Regional Director.

During this time, purposes and processes of Annual Operational Planning have received the close attention of systems 
and authorities within both the Northern Territory (NT), Australia and beyond. At issue has been attempts to find 
the right balance between mandate, persuasion and discretion concerning expectations of schools in relation to 
systemwide reform.

‘Debates about an emphasis on external accountability measures vs support for school based capacity building’ 
processes have sharpened a focus on the ‘right drivers’ (Fullan; 2011) utilised by schools and systems in realising 
the improvements they hope to achieve.

This paper will propose that it appears that an emphasis on product over process has led to a number of schools 
across the Northern Territory being unable to define what may constitute success and how this success might be 
measured and identified.

In a recent initiative system, senior management and regional leaders together with principals from across the 
Northern Territory have joined in a review of the existing Annual Performance Improvement Framework (APIF). 
The inclusion of practitioners in the review has provided an important opportunity to examine and amplify school 
successes with Annual Operational Planning processes from a broad range of contexts, particularly those schools 
demonstrating sustained and measurable improvements in Student Performance above the NT average.

Vital to the planned success of a number of systemic targets and initiatives articulated in the NT Department of 
Education (the Department) Strategic Plan 2013-2016 ‘Creating Success Together’ (2014), is the role of ‘Responsive 
Services and Systems’. A prominent strategy within Goal 4 of the Strategic Plan is to ‘Align and strengthen strategic 
and operational planning, monitoring and reporting to promote transparent and accountable practices’. This strategy 
has become part of a wider ‘Our School, Our Future: Increasing School Autonomy’ initiative particularly when 
coupled with action to ‘Implement a more equitable, accountable and efficient school funding model that provides 
government schools with greater flexibility in allocating their resources, monitoring expenditure and increasing 
school autonomy in decision making, through global funding allocations’ (2014:19).

This initiative also aligns with work conducted by the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER; 2015), 
research that examines the ‘Business Intelligence Systems and Capabilities’ of the Department in line with the 
existing 5 information goals: Efficiency, quality, usefulness, relevance and compliance. The availability and impact of 
these data on schools’ ability to set measurable and transparent improvement targets is an important consideration 
of this paper.

Hence, the purpose of this study was to uncover and understand the underlying conditions in schools experiencing 
success following emphasis on process rather than product when developing Annual Operational Plans as part of 
building ‘An Explicit Improvement Agenda’ (Masters; 2009). A second purpose was to deduce high yield strategies 
for school capacity building that, as a system, we need to invest in.
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Establishing the Current Reality

Research Design
The research sought to understand the meanings that people brought to the phenomena of Annual Operational 
Planning (AOP), hence the study was positioned within a qualitative approach. No similar studies had been completed 
so enquiry was essentially exploratory in nature and unfolded over two main phases.

Research was initially undertaken to establish the current reality of school engagement in the AOP process in the 
Northern Territory in an effort to determine what, if any, urgency for action exists. Data were initially collected from a 
sample of 87 schools from four regions; representative of urban, remote and very remote contexts. A narrative of the 
current reality was established utilising a number of data sources: Collection and review of AOP, expert informants 
and available system level data. Initial inquiry sought to identify not only the percentage of schools engaging with an 
AOP process, but also the number of schools able to provide measurable targets for growth across the five Key Result 
Areas (Teaching and Learning; Wellbeing; Participation, Transitions and Pathways; Partnerships and Leadership).

In the second phase, contingent on the first, the field of schools that fulfilled the above criteria, was narrowed 
to a small number that demonstrated growth in student performance above the NT mean. This focus group was 
accompanied by a control group of schools that had also fulfilled AOP expectations and had clear measures for 
success available, but where student growth over time had continued to be significantly below the NT mean.

In order to gain a deep understanding of the phenomena under study, the researcher interacted in a collaborative 
sense with school leadership teams across both school groupings to identify and describe the key conditions and 
practices underpinning AOP. The key conditions and practices from the ‘success group’ were preferenced.

Systemic Starting Points

A sustained collaborative intervention in the Schools South Directorate (Alice Springs and Barkly Regions) alongside 
Professor John Hattie and Cognition Education had provided experience with the development and reflection of 
practice current across schools, utilising a ‘Schools Capability Assessment’ across each of the domains of a Visible 
Learning Approach.

In 2014, a request was made for this Capability Assessment to be utilised at a system level to provide a starting 
point prior to the commencement of a Visible Learning Professional Development program across all NT Department 
Schools in the Schools North Directorate.

The findings of the System Capability Assessment indicated a significant need for system focus in the area of ‘Strategic 
Planning’, commenting that this was ‘not established’ across the system as a whole, given a mean score of 0.7 from 
a possible 4.0 (Cognition Education, 2014).
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A similar outcome emerged at school level. Situated in the Schools North Directorate, a sample of 21 schools assessed 
in the domain of ‘Strategic tools and actions’ scored a mean of 2.1 from a possible 4.0 when viewed across the 
domains ‘The Visible Learner’, ‘Know thy Impact’, ‘Inspired and passionate teachers’ and ‘Effective feedback’. This 
was the lowest score alongside ‘Shared understandings’, which returned a mean score of 1.82 from a possible 4.0. 
These data indicate a lack of consistency and suggests an urgent need to prioritise a focus on understanding the 
place, purpose and process of strategic planning at both a school and system level.

Data collected in the immediate study on the number of schools undertaking and meeting all annual reporting 
expectations, in line with the Department’s ‘School Accountability and Performance Improvement Framework’ 
supported this conclusion.

The Framework requires that School Annual Performance Reports would include the following:

‘Schools provide an Annual Performance Report to their communities against the five Key Result 
Areas, the school’s performance targets and the performance standards based on like school, 
NT and national averages [...] The DSP (now Regional Director) and school council endorse the 
information contained in the school’s Annual Performance Report. The School Annual Report 
must separately identify supplementary funds allocated to meet the needs of the school’s target 
student cohort, and the relative achievement levels of target students […] The report is to be 
submitted annually to the Director School Performance (Regional Director) by the end of term 
1.’ (NT DOE, 2012: 4)

The study revealed the number of eligible NT Government Schools meeting these requirements for the 2013 school 
year (submitting reports by March 31st 2014) was 47, from a possible 154. A total percentage of 30.5% of schools 
complied with this expectation.

Two questions were then posed by the researcher. If less than a third of government schools were reflecting on 
their achievement of measurable performance targets within annual reporting processes, how many schools had 
measurable targets in place? Secondly, what number of schools had Annual Operational Plans in place for the 2014 
school year?

3	  

sample	  of	  21	  schools	  assessed	  in	  the	  domain	  
of	  ‘Strategic	  tools	  and	  actions’	  scored	  a	  mean	  
of	  2.1	  from	  a	  possible	  4.0	  when	  viewed	  across	  
the	  domains	  ‘The	  Visible	  Learner’,	  ‘Know	  thy	  
Impact’,	  ‘Inspired	  and	  passionate	  teachers’	  
and	  ‘Effective	  feedback’.	  This	  was	  the	  lowest	  
score	  alongside	  ‘Shared	  understandings’,	  
which	  returned	  a	  mean	  score	  of	  1.82	  from	  a	  
possible	  4.0.	  This	  data	  indicates	  a	  lack	  of	  
consistency	  and	  suggests	  an	  urgent	  need	  to	  
prioritise	  a	  focus	  on	  understanding	  the	  place,	  
purpose	  and	  process	  of	  strategic	  planning	  at	  
both	  a	  School	  and	  System	  level.	  
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47,	  from	  a	  possible	  154.	  A	  total	  percentage	  of	  
30.5%	  of	  schools	  complying	  with	  this	  
expectation.	  

Two	  questions	  were	  then	  posed	  by	  the	  
researcher.	  If	  less	  than	  a	  third	  of	  government	  
schools	  were	  reflecting	  on	  their	  achievement	  
of	  measurable	  performance	  targets	  within	  
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year?	  

The	  initial	  sample	  chosen	  to	  answer	  these	  two	  
questions	  was	  based	  on	  practicality	  and	  
accessibility.	  Drawn	  from	  4	  regions	  in	  the	  
Northern	  Territory	  (from	  urban	  to	  very	  
remote),	  the	  sample	  of	  87	  schools	  included	  all	  
schools	  in	  the	  Darwin,	  Katherine,	  Arnhem	  and	  
Barkly	  regions.	  Of	  these	  87	  schools,	  78	  had	  
Annual	  Operational	  Plans	  in	  place	  for	  the	  2014	  
school	  year	  (89.6%),	  with	  50.5%	  of	  schools	  
providing	  mostly	  measurable	  targets	  across	  
each	  of	  the	  5	  KRAs.	  

Data	  collected	  in	  the	  immediate	  study	  on	  the	  
number	  of	  schools	  undertaking	  and	  meeting	  all	  
Annual	  Reporting	  expectations,	  in	  line	  with	  the	  
Department	  of	  Education’s	  ‘School	  
Accountability	  and	  Performance	  Improvement	  
Framework’	  supported	  this	  conclusion.	  

The	  Framework	  requires	  that	  School	  Annual	  
Performance	  Reports	  would	  include	  the	  
following:	  

‘Schools	  provide	  an	  Annual	  Performance	  
Report	  to	  their	  communities	  against	  the	  five	  
KRAs,	  the	  school’s	  performance	  targets	  and	  
the	  performance	  standards	  based	  on	  like	  
school,	  NT	  and	  national	  averages[...]The	  DSP	  
(now	  Regional	  Director)	  and	  school	  council	  
endorse	  the	  information	  contained	  in	  the	  
school’s	  Annual	  Performance	  Report.	  The	  
School	  Annual	  Report	  must	  separately	  
identify	  supplementary	  funds	  allocated	  to	  
meet	  the	  needs	  of	  the	  school’s	  target	  student	  
cohort,	  and	  the	  relative	  achievement	  levels	  
of	  target	  students[…]The	  report	  is	  to	  be	  
submitted	  annually	  to	  the	  Director	  School	  
Performance	  (Regional	  Director)	  by	  the	  end	  
of	  term	  1.’	  

On	  the	  basis	  of	  good	  researcher	  access,	  a	  
decision	  was	  made	  to	  examine	  this	  
phenomena	  more	  closely	  in	  the	  Katherine	  
Region.	  Variance	  in	  both	  the	  number	  and	  
consistency	  of	  measurable	  targets	  was	  found	  
to	  be	  significant	  across	  each	  of	  the	  5	  Key	  
Result	  Areas.	  Of	  the	  27	  schools	  in	  the	  region,	  
17	  were	  able	  to	  demonstrate	  clear	  and	  
measurable	  targets	  for	  success	  in	  ‘Teaching	  
and	  Learning’	  and	  ‘Participation,	  Transitions	  

‘How	  do	  schools	  successfully	  use	  an	  Annual	  Operational	  Planning	  process	  as	  a	  key	  component	  of	  building	  an	  ‘Explicit	  
Improvement	  Agenda’?	  	  	  John	  Cleary,	  June	  2015	  
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The initial sample chosen to answer these two questions was based on practicality and accessibility. Drawn from 
four regions in the Northern Territory (from urban to very remote), the sample of 87 schools included all schools in 
the Darwin, Katherine, Arnhem and Barkly regions. Of these 87 schools, 78 had Annual Operational Plans in place 
for the 2014 school year (89.6%), with 50.5% of schools providing mostly measurable targets across each of the five 
Key Result Areas.

On the basis of good researcher access, a decision was made to examine this phenomena more closely in the Katherine 
Region. Variance in both the number and consistency of measurable targets was found to be significant across each 
of the 5 Key Result Areas. Of the 27 schools in the region, 17 were able to demonstrate clear and measurable targets 
for success in ‘Teaching and Learning’ and ‘Participation, Transitions and Pathways’ (62.9%), 15 in the area of 
‘Wellbeing’ (55.5%), 10 in the area of ‘Partnerships’ (37%) and 16 schools in the area of ‘Leadership’ (59.2%).

Backgrounding the research was the concept of a ‘visible Learning mindset’ that encourages school leaders to accept 
that ‘their fundamental task is to evaluate the effect of their teaching on students’ learning and achievement’ (Hattie, 
2012: 182). Hence, the data raised a concern regarding the validity and strategic intent of the decisions, actions and 
agendas of schools who have been unable to define what an indicator of their success could be.

Sir Michael Barber (2011) also touches upon the need to ‘understand the delivery challenge’, the need to ‘evaluate 
past and present performance’, ‘understand drivers of performance’ and the focus of the system as a whole.

The ability of leaders to easily gain access to the data they might require to establish specific and measurable targets 
for improvement, is referred to in the overarching findings of the ‘Business Intelligence Systems and Capabilities 
Project’ (ACER, 2015).

‘Although the data are contained within the various systems, they are not always 
easy to access so that they can be used to support the APIF, NSIT and Visible Learning’  
(Chan and Rothman, 2015: i)

Given this reality and with a view to amplifying the success of the 18.5% of schools in the Katherine region that had 
established mostly measurable targets across all five Key Result Areas in 2014, the researcher capitalised on his 
acting role as regional director and a principal business meeting convened in March 2015 to answer the question: 
‘What might an Outstanding Explicit Improvement Agenda look like in our classrooms, schools and in our region?’ 
The design of the two day conference sought to enable: 

• Understanding of the variety of organisational systems and leadership approaches to successfully building 
strategic direction and an explicit improvement agenda within schools in the Katherine Region.

• Understanding of key departmental policy development, frameworks and priorities, as well as international and 
global trends in establishing how to ensure a measurable impact on student learning. 

• Reflection on 2014 and its impact on Annual Operational Planning for 2015, including regional trends and a 
shared focus in setting specific and measurable targets for school improvement.

The design also focused participants on the components of the descriptor for an outstanding school in the domain 
titled ‘An Explicit Improvement Agenda’ identified in both the National School Improvement Tool (ACER, 2012: 2) 
and the Department of Education School Review Collection Tool (2012). The descriptor states:

‘The school leadership group, including, where appropriate, the governing council, has 
developed and is driving an explicit and detailed local school improvement agenda. This 
agenda is expressed in terms of specific improvements sought in student performance, is 
aligned with national and/or systemwide improvement priorities and includes clear targets 
with accompanying timelines which are rigorously actioned.

The school improvement agenda has been effective in focusing, and to some extend narrowing 
and sharpening, the whole school’s attention on core learning priorities.

There is a strong and optimistic commitment by all staff to the school improvement strategy 
and a clear belief that further improvement is possible. Teachers take responsibility for changes 
in practice required to achieve school targets and are using data on a regular basis to monitor 
the effectiveness of their own efforts to meet those targets.’ (ACER, 2012: 3)

Both tools were shaped by incorporating material developed by Professor Geoff Masters for the Australian Council 
for Educational Research in collaboration with the Queensland Department of Education, Training and Employment.

‘Creating Coherence and Clarity’ – What is Working Well?

A ‘design thinking’ process (IDEO, 2011) was utilised to support the principal group in the identification of the 
successes, challenges and priorities from a range of local and system- wide case studies regarding the ways in which 
schools build their own improvement agenda.
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A process of ‘discovery’, ‘interpretation’ and finally ‘ideation’ led to the group building clusters of like ideas and 
priorities and recommending a set of key actions and processes they felt were important to share with schools across 
the system. These recommendations will be further explored within this paper.

Aligned to this process was work to establish a number of schools from the original sample of 87 who had an Annual 
Operational Plan in place for the 2014 school year, and with measurable targets in place detailing what success 
would look like across all of the five KRAs. From the sample group, 29 schools were identified that matched these 
criteria.

The performance of each of the 29 schools was checked against the average growth in student achievement in the 
National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) in the Northern Territory between Years 3, 5, 7 
and 9. Schools that had exceeded the NT Mean for growth (two-year MSS cohort gains, see Figure 1) between these 
years in both 2013 and 2014 were identified for further investigation.

The six schools selected were representative of a range of contexts and regions. An additional group of four schools, 
representative of urban, remote and very remote contexts, and from a variety of regional centres was also established. 
This group comprised schools whose growth in the areas of writing, reading and numeracy had been below the NT 
mean.

‘Focusing and to some extent narrowing and sharpening’

Each of the schools selected was invited to participate in a leadership team exercise that required reflection on the 
processes they use in positioning an Annual Operational Planning process as a key component of building an explicit 
improvement agenda. The exercise was facilitated in the same manner with principals and leadership teams by the 
researcher irrespective of the prior researcher categorisation.

Individual team members from all schools were asked to identify their own ‘current situation’ on a rating scale 
(Strongly agree, Agree, Uncertain, Disagree and Strongly disagree) for each of the six elements of the outstanding 
school descriptor for Domain 1 within the National School Improvement Tool.

They were also asked to identify a ‘preferred future’ or desired state for this element, again on a rating scale (Crucial, 
Important, Fairly Important, Not very important and Not at all important).

Following this, teams were asked to collaboratively identify areas of consistent strength in current school practice 
and which was perceived as critically important to the school’s ongoing improvement of practice.

Leadership teams then focused their responses to no more than three of the six elements of the domain; providing 
examples of the focus of their work in this element as well as examples of what this means in practical terms.
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Findings

The role of school leaders in developing and driving an Explicit Improvement Agenda was identified as a consistent 
strength and area of importance for both groups.

The ability to articulate an agenda in terms of specific improvements sought in student achievement was identified 
as an area for growth for the aspirational group: An area they highly value and one where significant future focus 
would be required.

The ability to establish clear targets with timelines which are rigorously actioned was identified as the weakest 
element for the aspirational group. Though not in place in practice, the element was identified as the one with the 
highest value focus within their desired state.

The practice of narrowing and sharpening the whole school’s attention on core learning priorities was identified as 
the strongest area in schools in the success group. Alternatively, work to ensure that teachers take responsibility 
for changes in their practice required to achieve school targets was identified as the most important area for future 
attention by schools in the success group. It was also the area in which they believe they performed least well across 
all six elements of the domain.

In the success and aspirational groups, the identified gap between the current reality and preferred future in this 
element was 0.98 and 1, respectively. A consistent gap of 0.7 was identified by both groups in their ability to use data 
on a regular basis to monitor the effectiveness of their efforts.

This was consistent with the findings of work to establish the current reality in this space, and was also in line with 
the recommendations of the work of the Australian Council for Educational Research, undertaken in recent months.

The data indicate that schools are keen to engage more strategically and meaningfully in an Annual Operational 
Planning process and that despite the efforts of policy makers and implementers, both the policy itself and policy 
implementation are yet to satisfy a number of crucial school needs and areas for personal and professional 
development. The data also revealed that a coordinated and consistent response to this work at a regional level 
remains variable.

6	  

Following	  this,	  teams	  were	  asked	  to	  
collaboratively	  identify	  areas	  of	  consistent	  
strength	  in	  current	  school	  practice	  and	  which	  
was	  perceived	  as	  critically	  important	  to	  the	  
school’s	  ongoing	  improvement	  of	  practice.	  

one	  with	  the	  highest	  value	  focus	  within	  their	  
desired	  state.	  

The	  practice	  of	  narrowing	  and	  sharpening	  the	  
whole	  school’s	  attention	  on	  core	  learning	  
priorities	  was	  identified	  as	  the	  strongest	  area	  
in	  schools	  in	  the	  success	  group.	  Alternatively,	  
work	  to	  ensure	  that	  teachers	  take	  
responsibility	  for	  changes	  in	  their	  practice	  
required	  to	  achieve	  school	  targets	  was	  
identified	  as	  the	  most	  important	  area	  for	  
future	  attention	  by	  schools	  in	  the	  success	  
group.	  

Leadership	  teams	  then	  focused	  their	  
responses	  to	  no	  more	  than	  three	  of	  the	  six	  
elements	  of	  the	  domain;	  providing	  examples	  
of	  the	  focus	  of	  their	  work	  in	  this	  element	  as	  
well	  as	  examples	  of	  what	  this	  means	  in	  
practical	  terms.	  

Findings	  
It	  was	  also	  the	  area	  in	  which	  they	  believe	  they	  
performed	  least	  well	  across	  all	  six	  elements	  of	  
the	  domain.	  

In	  the	  success	  and	  aspirational	  groups,	  the	  
identified	  gap	  between	  the	  current	  reality	  and	  
preferred	  future	  in	  this	  element	  was	  0.98	  and	  
1,	  respectively.	  A	  consistent	  gap	  of	  0.7	  was	  
identified	  by	  both	  groups	  in	  their	  ability	  to	  use	  
data	  on	  a	  regular	  basis	  to	  monitor	  the	  
effectiveness	  of	  their	  efforts.	  

This	  was	  consistent	  with	  the	  findings	  of	  work	  
to	  establish	  the	  current	  reality	  in	  this	  space,	  
and	  was	  also	  in	  line	  with	  the	  
recommendations	  of	  the	  work	  of	  the	  
Australian	  Council	  for	  Educational	  Research,	  
undertaken	  in	  recent	  months.	  

(Figure	  2:	  Outcomes	  from	  Leadership	  Team	  Exercise	  Self-‐Reflection;	  0-‐2	  
Disagree/Not	  in	  place,	  3	  –	  Uncertain,	  4-‐5	  Agree/In	  Place)	  

The	  role	  of	  school	  leaders	  in	  developing	  and	  
driving	  an	  Explicit	  Improvement	  Agenda	  was	  
identified	  as	  a	  consistent	  strength	  and	  area	  of	  
importance	  for	  both	  groups.	  

The	  ability	  to	  articulate	  an	  agenda	  in	  terms	  of	  
specific	  improvements	  sought	  in	  student	  
achievement	  was	  identified	  as	  an	  area	  for	  
growth	  for	  the	  aspirational	  group:	  an	  area	  
they	  highly	  value	  and	  one	  where	  significant	  
future	  focus	  would	  be	  required.	  

The	  ability	  to	  establish	  clear	  targets	  with	  
timelines	  which	  are	  rigorously	  actioned	  was	  
identified	  as	  the	  weakest	  element	  for	  the	  
aspirational	  group.	  Though	  not	  in	  place	  in	  
practice,	  the	  element	  was	  identified	  as	  the	  

(Figure	  3:	  Average	  Responses	  from	  Success	  Group	  across	  ‘An	  Explicit	  
Improvement	  Agenda’	  domain)	  

‘How	  do	  schools	  successfully	  use	  an	  Annual	  Operational	  Planning	  process	  as	  a	  key	  component	  of	  building	  an	  ‘Explicit	  
Improvement	  Agenda’?	  	  	  John	  Cleary,	  June	  2015	  

Focus	  Element-‐	  
Domain	  1	  NSIT,	  
ACER	  (2012)	  

Success	  
Group	  
CR	  

Mean	  

Aspirational	  
CR	  Mean	  

	  

Success	  
Group	  
PF	  

Mean	  

Aspirational	  
Group	  PF	  
Mean	  

School	  leaders	  have	  
developed	  and	  are	  driving	  
an	  explicit	  detailed	  local	  
school	  improvement	  

agenda.	  

4.2	  
	  

4	  
	  

4.5	  
	  

4.3	  
	  

The	  improvement	  agenda	  
is	  couched	  in	  terms	  of	  
specific	  improvements	  

sought	  in	  student	  
performance.	  

4.22	  
	  

3.6	  
	  

4.48	  
	  

4.6	  
	  

There	  are	  clear	  targets	  
with	  timelines	  which	  are	  

rigorously	  actioned.	  

3.82	  
	  

3	  
	  

4.16	  
	  

4.6	  
	  

The	  improvement	  agenda	  
is	  effective	  in	  focusing	  and	  
narrowing	  and	  sharpening	  

the	  whole	  school’s	  
attention	  on	  core	  learning	  

priorities.	  

4.36	  
	  

3.6	  
	  

4.4	  
	  

4.3	  
	  

Teachers	  take	  
responsibility	  for	  changes	  
in	  their	  practice	  required	  
to	  achieve	  school	  targets.	  

3.7	  
	  

3.3	  
	  

4.68	  
	  

4.3	  
	  

Teachers	  use	  data	  on	  a	  
regular	  basis	  to	  monitor	  
the	  effectiveness	  of	  their	  

own	  efforts.	  

3.8	  
	  

3.3	  
	  

4.5	  
	  

4	  
	  

	  

Figure 2: Outcomes from Leadership Team Exercise Self-Reflection; 0-2 
Disagree/Not in Place, 3 – Uncertain, 4-5 Agree/In Place.
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However, the study concluded that certain approaches to improvement planning can lead to a significant and 
powerful re-engagement with an Annual Operational Planning process. These included a greater level of consistency 
in the ways in which school communities develop:

• A detailed and timely local school improvement agenda, aligned to specific and measurable school, regional and 
systemic targets for improvement.

• Clear actions and timelines with regularity and rigour in their implementation and review using quality data 
systems which are responsive and intuitive to user need.

The study suggests that there are positive approaches that can challenge preconceptions of Annual Operational 
Planning as essentially a driver of accountability and can reposition it as a tool in building school capability across 
the Department.

Consequently, a number of practical suggestions for enhancing the coordination of efforts across the system are 
offered for consideration. This paper also proposes a number of areas for possible further investigation.

Figure 3: Average Responses from Success Group across ‘An Explicit 
Improvement Agenda domain.

Figure 4: Average Responses from the Aspirational Group across ‘An 
Explicit Improvement Agenda domain.
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Recommendations and Conclusions
Following talk with the leaders of the 10 sample schools in the study, and with system leaders, it has become 
apparent that sustaining change in this work requires altering the mindset of the system as a whole - changing not 
just the way a school community might approach the formulation and prioritisation of Annual Operational Planning 
and the formulation of a School Improvement Agenda, but how they think about ‘Collaborative practices’, ‘The 
Mediating Layer’ and ‘Architecting Tomorrow’ (Mourshed et al, 2010: 74) as central components of this work.

The following conclusions and recommendations represent the outcomes of the study and draw heavily on the 
language of principals in the study and system leaders who propose the following response to the question, ‘How 
do schools successfully use an Annual Operational Planning process as a key component of building an ‘Explicit 
Improvement Agenda’?’ The study found that successful and improving schools emphasise certain key concepts and 
associated practices:

• Whole of School Focus.

• Communication. 

• Understanding Success. 

• Working Together.

• Building Staff and Student Capacity.

Five common and consistent practices appear to be common across the successful and improving schools in the 
study. Alternatively, these practices appear not to be consistent in schools in the aspirational group. The practices 
are described as:

1. Broad stakeholder consultation processes are in place to establish priorities – These processes are timely and 
developed before the end of the previous year, and are then refined and in place at the beginning of the school 
year.

2. School achievement and progress towards targets is reviewed regularly throughout the year and used to inform 
an ongoing focus. The reviewing process includes formal reporting of progress and achievement of Annual 
Operational targets to School Council and in Annual Reporting processes.

3. Clear, measurable and limited targets for improvement are set (2/3 in each Key Result Area). Targets are shared 
and measured and used in internal accountability processes to identify success and prioritise continuing areas 
of focus.

4. Collaborative Practice – Professional Learning 
Communities are in place and are focussed on 
responses/innovations that link to narrow and 
focused whole school agendas and targets.

5. Professional learning and timelines sync with the 
school’s improvement agenda. Teacher professional 
targets including improvement targets, link to whole 
school targets and priorities.

The study sought to uncover and understand the 
underlying conditions in schools experiencing success 
following emphasis on process rather than product 
when developing Annual Operational Plans as part of 
building ‘An Explicit Improvement Agenda’. Before 
making some recommendations for the system the 
paper turns to a discussion on how the identified 
concepts and practices align with current research and 
literature with a view to aligning the concepts of ‘public 
good’, system policy and support and school practice. 
In drawing on the recommendations of Professor Alan 
Reid, the following commentary frames, from a public 
good perspective, ‘research for policy and practice’ 
to ‘explore the kind of education that might promote 
public purposes of education, including the reasons 
for educational inequality, and how to promote deep 
versions of democracy in education systems’; alongside 
‘research of policy and practice’ to ‘critique and 
conceptualise the impact of policy in terms of public 
benefit’, as well as to provide ‘new knowledge and 
insights into aspects of existing policies in order to 
improve them’ (Reid, 2013: 293).
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Whole of School Focus

‘If a school is seriously to improve, then it needs to have relatively 
few priorities, which are focused on the core things that students 
need…Beyond just limiting priorities to what matters most, 
schools need to have a very clear sense of where to start and then 
focus their energies on this.' 

(Zbar, 2013: 4)

Common and Consistent Practice

1. Broad stakeholder consultation processes are in place to establish priorities – 
These processes are timely and developed before the end of the previous year, 
and are then refined and in place at the beginning of the school year.

David Bromell (2012) outlines a set of considerations for leaders in framing policy. He asks what ‘does the public 
value?’ and ‘how do we know?’ Furthermore, what are the social, cultural, economic, political and environmental 
dimensions of value we want to add through the policy being developed? Is this different from what the public needs, 
wants and desires?

Finally, Bromell articulates ‘How can we develop common purpose out of our diverse perspectives? What do we want 
to change, and why? What are the results we want to achieve?’ (2012: 20)

The questions posed here by Bromell should be posed by school and system leaders through open-ended, creative 
and courageous processes, but with reference to existing comitments and departmental strategic intent.

‘A focus on what matters most’
Vic Zbar builds on this process of consultation with a need for schools to be able to prioritise a commitment to action, 
shaping its ‘allocation of energy and resources accordingly’ and that the timeliness and availability of this strategic 
response to priorities is just as important as ‘the nature of the priorities that are set’ (2013: 4).

The availability of this focus is heavily dependent on the leader of a school community to engage a range of 
stakeholders, including the ‘right and opportunity for students to participate’ in this consultation process (Zhao, 
2013: 18).

How can we build the capacity of our leaders to ensure they can undertake this work successfully?

In his reflections on efforts to reform the Tasmanian Education System, Fullan shared his observations of ‘The 
Principal Nework Leaders’ (PNLs) intiative in building the collective capacity of their colleagues:

‘There must be very high expectations for PNLs to focus on capacity building that gets results. This is not about 
collaborating per se. It is about new capacities and new results. Work must be done to link the Professional Learning 
Institute (PLI) and PNLs as a vital, not an optional resource. Every PNL/Region must work out a capacity building 
plan with the PLI.’ (Fullan cited in Ewington et al, 2013: 17)

Recommendations for the System
• A review of current Annual Operational Planning timelines and development process to ensure established 

whole school priorities are in place at the beginning of the school year. 

• Establish PNLs (schools with a high to outstanding ‘Explicit Improvement Agenda’ in place through use of School 
Review measures) to support like-school colleagues to develop and implement effective consultation processes.

• PNLs to work with colleagues to build capacity in areas of need at Directorate and Regional Principal Business 
Days in tandem with an ongoing mentoring relationship, underpinned by support from Regional and Executive 
Directors to ensure consistency in focus and delivery.
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Communication

'The 'pros' do this all the time. They do this when no one is looking, 
and they do it through and with their colleagues and the team. They 
exercise their judgements with collective responsibility, openness 
to feedback and willing transparency. They are not afraid to make 
mistakes as long as they learn from them. They have pride in their 
work. They are respected by peers and by the public for knowing 
what they are doing. 

(Hargrreaves and Fullan, 2012: 22)

Common and Consistent Practice

2. School achievement and progress towards targets is reviewed regularly 
throughout the year and used to inform an ongoing focus. The reviewing 
process includes formal reporting of progress and achievement of Annual 
Operational targets to School Council and in Annual Reporting processes.

In the McKinsey & Company report into ‘How the world’s most improved school systems keep getting better’; systems 
undertaking a journey from ‘Good to Great’ placed an emphasis on ‘shaping the professional’.

‘The system cultivates ownership in schools for improvement through introducing self- evaluation 
for schools and making performance data more available.’(Mourshed et al, 2010: 39).

Examples of the systems identified as framing this competency as a key driver in improvement from ‘Good to great’ 
are: England (1995+), Hong Kong (1989-1999), Long Beach (2005+) and Singapore (1988-1998).

Decide on what is “non-negotiable”
In line with a self-evaluatory approach, the Long Beach System journey was clear from the beginning of this work in 
deciding which levers they wished to use to improve the system:

‘For each of these levers, the leader must then define a small set of fundamental rules or actions: we call these “non-
negotiables”.

These non-negotiables become the anchor points of the system reform.’ (2010: 99).

A further consideration from the study found that successful leaders were vigilant in ensuring that there was little or 
no compromise in their execution, including regular and informed reflection on progress towards both established 
measures for success and the actions set out in work to achieve these.

In reflecting on possible systemic “non- negotiables” relating to the self-evaluation to be undertaken by schools; the 
following recommendations are made.

Recommendations for the System

• The recommendations of the ACER Business Intelligence Systems and Capabilities Project, relating to the 
‘development of reporting tools that support the APIF, NSIT and Visible Learning’ (2015: iii) be implemented to 
provide schools with the ability to access up to date information in the form of a ‘dashboard’. The dashboard 
would provide core statistics of a school’s progress towards actions and targets for sharing with stakeholders 
(school council, parents and staff) on a regular basis.

• The system should explore the viability of the inclusion of an Annual Operational Plan Target Review in annual 
reports, detailing the targets in place for the school year and whether these targets were met.

• Reflection on the achievement of specific AOP targets and actions from the year past, should be included in 
Professional Target Setting protocols for principals with Regional Directors at the beginning of each school year.
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Understanding Success

‘The mandate now is for action- ‘feet to the fire’. The message should 
be that high expectations around the moral imperative and specific 
new levels of achievement are non-negotiable.’

(Fullan, 2013: 17)

Common and Consistent Practice

3. Clear, measurable and limited targets for improvement are set (2/3 in each 
key result area). Targets are shared and measured and used in internal 
accountability processes to identify success and prioritise continuing areas of 
focus.

In comparing a range of schools of thought regarding the place and use of measurable targets for improvement at a 
system level, leaders across three systems engaged in poor to fair journeys noted that:

‘Targets helped to align stakeholders on a small set of priorities’ providing ‘a simple metric 
regarding their progress in making improvements that could be easily communicated and 
understood by the public’ (Mourshed et al, 2010: 69).

Comparatively, the first point Asian leaders shared was a belief that top-down target setting was at odds with the 
development of holistic school capacity:

‘If schools follow the process, they will get good results. But if they focus on targets, they can 
end up taking shortcuts in the process’ (2010: 70).

The observation is made that even during periods when these systems were on a poor to fair journey, quantitative 
systemic targets were not set for their schools. However, the practice of mandating improvement targets and 
establishing ‘high expectations around the moral imperative’ (Fullan, 2013: 17) of ‘specific new levels of achievement’, 
could be viewed as two very different practices.

Fullan argues that the concept of the defined ‘non-negotiables’ in driving whole system reform and improvement, 
within reflections on the practices employed by improving educational systems, prioritises the message that ‘school 
and regional autonomy only work if there is an overarching accountability framework that people take seriously’.

The Loose-Tight Dilemma
The ‘Loose-Tight Dilemma’ (Dufour and Fullan, 2013: 33) provides a challenge for all levels of the system to ‘navigate 
this apparent dichotomy and find the appropriate balance between tight and loose, between assertiveness and 
autonomy’.

It is important to note that the role of punitive accountability as a lead driver in reform is ill- advised. In short, even 
in the least successful systems explored, accountability was a co-equal driver, not a dominant one.

However, the place of clear expectations and measures for growth and improvement as a tool to support internal 
accountability and reflection processes and targeted capacity building for staff, is worth exploring further.

Hassell and DeVelle (2015) note that international perspectives of the place of data in whole-school planning processes 
is varied and observe that:

‘Both Ontario and Australia publish school-level data, however the Ontario data is more explicit 
and is directly referenced to the improvement agenda’ (2015: 7).

In a further observation, ‘Ontario took quality data and used that data to drive systemic improvement, setting 
a simple agenda and then measuring progress. Key sets of data regarding the explicit improvement agenda are 
publicly available for each school’ (2015: 9).

In reflecting on the dangers of choosing the wrong drivers for whole system reform, the importance and potential of 
‘good accountability’ is important to focus upon.

Good accountability focuses on data led strategies for improvement and is characterised by a non-judgemental spirit 
and transparency. These elements combine to produce strong internal accountibility, which in turn produces strong 
public accountability.
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Fullan argues that ‘the essence of whole system success is continuous instructional improvement’ closely linked to 
an understanding of success:

‘increasing instructional improvement causes motivation to increase- what we call the moral 
imperative realised. Success means greater efficacy and the latter breeds greater commitment’ 
(Fullan, 2011: 14).

Recommendations for the system

• The system should explore its capability to define clear success criteria and measurable improvement targets 
for actions and goals within the Strategic Plan. These should be developed and shared with schools through 
consultative processes to support schools’ own reflections on their progress as part of systemic growth as a 
whole.

• Implement further recommendations of the ‘Business Intelligence and Capabilities Project’ which highlights a 
need to review ‘the training model’ (2015: ii) and the development of school capacity in regards to data literacy 
and the importance of increasing the interactivity and repsonsiveness of the data sets available.

• Identify and make available a suite of common data sets containing descriptios of measures in order to assist 
schools in the Annual Operational Planning process to establish measurable targets made easily available to 
establish measurable targets across each of the areas of the existing, or any revised Performance Improvement 
Framework.
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Working Together

‘Working together generates commitment. Moral purpose, when it 
stares you in the face through students and your peers working 
together to make lives and society better, is palpable, indeed virtually 
irresistible. The collective motivational well seems bottomless. The 
speed of effective change increases exponentially…’

(Fullan, cited in Mourshed et al, 2010: 74)

Common and Consistent Practice

4. Collaborative Practice-Professional Learning Communities are in place and 
are focussed on responses/innovations that link to narrow and focused whole 
school agendas and targets.

The concept of ‘Professional Capital’ and its potential within our communities of leaders is explored by Hargreaves 
and Fullan (2012) who assert that:

‘People are motivated by good ideas tied to action; they are energized even more by pursuing 
action with others; they are spurred on still further by learning from their mistakes; and they 
are ultimately propelled by actions that make an impact’ (2012: 7).

The opportunity to contribute to system and school priorities as part of an established and focused Professional 
Learning Community (PLC) (with a clear desired state, measures of success and prototypes to be actioned) is 
strengthened also by a link to systematic inquiry. Timperley (2011) reflects:

‘This inquiry process has many parallels to formative assessment practices […] Teachers 
frame their learning by identifying goals for both themselves and their students; they create 
partnerships with those with expertise to ensure their learning is focused and achieves desired 
goals; and they generate information about the progress they are making so that they can 
monitor and adjust their learning’ (cited in Fullan 2011: 13).

Systems that are improving professional learning demonstrate collaborative practices which ‘embed routines of 
instructional and leadership excellence in the teaching community’, de-privatising classroom practice and providing 
opportunities for teachers to become ‘coaches of their peers’ (Mourshed et al, 2010: 73).

“Use the group to change the group”
Dufour (2013) identified that teachers who participated in initiatives to de-privatise practice at the classroom level 
‘built shared knowledge, planned together, shared their instructional strategies and materials, learned from one 
another and took collective repsonsibility for student learning’.

Dufour also identifies three key criteria for the successful transformation of a culture of isolation to a culture of 
collaboration. The criteria were found to be:

‘assigning people into meaningful teams, providing time for collaboration, and establishing 
clarity regarding the focus of collaboration’ (2013: 68).

James Surowiecki (2005: 176) describes what he calls perfect ‘intellectual swing’ that utilises common purpose, 
effort and timing to achieve a desired result. He observes three elements that contribute to intellectual swing. They 
include: the degree to which the principal participates as a learner, the clarity and focus of the PLC and the extent of 
alignment of leadership and PLC to an explicit improvement agenda.

Hattie’s (2008) ‘essential elements for a successful PLC’ also value ‘shared values and expectations, a collective 
focus on student learning and collaboration where all members seek and share the expertise to develop common 
understanding of effective practice’ (p18).

Responses of the success and aspirational groups sampled point to the importance of paying attention to practices 
that support teachers to take responsibility for changing practice in the process of achieving school targets.
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This re-orientation towards teacher support should become a focus for school and system leaders in order to shift 
the drive for improvement away from the centre and to the front lines of schools, thereby increasing the likelihood 
of sustainable improvement.

Recommendations for the system
• System support of professional learning needs to prioritise building the capacity of leaders to establish, connect 

and sustain PLCs in their own communities of practice; both at a systemic, regional and school level.

• In addition to existing protocols already in place (mandatory reporting etc), school leaders are encouraged and 
supported to include collaborative practices to familiarise and establish staff with whole school priorities as an 
expected part of Day 1 (terms 1 and 3) mandatory staff development days.

• Scheduled professional opportunties to tease out practice that contributes towards whole school priorities as a 
PLC should form part of weekly staff meeting times and link with the expectations of the Teacher Responsibilities 
Guide (2012). This should happen formally at least 2-3 times per term, in conjunction with ongoing informal 
opportunity to reflect on progress towards agreed outcomes.
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Build Staff and Student Capacity

‘For every unit of performance I demand of you, I have an equal 
responsibility to provide you with a unit of capacity…you can’t 
make the school accountable for producing the result if you don’t 
accept some responsibility for marshalling the knowledge and the 
professional development support that is needed.’

(Elmore, 2010: 1)

Common and Consistent Practice

5. Professional learning and timelines sync with the school’s improvement 
agenda. Teacher professional targets including improvement targets, link to 
whole school targets and priorities.

To link the intrinsic motivation of teachers with the goals of whole system reform should forefront efforts towards 
improvement.

Identifying the whole school priorities which connect to the personal strengths and interests of our teachers, and 
then supporting them to deepen their level of effectivness in practice that is both ‘personally meaningful, and which 
makes a contribution’ to the system as a whole (Fullan, 2011: 3), must become the holy grail of ‘strategic capacity 
building’ in our schools.

Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) note the importance of levereging and cultivating ‘Professional Capital’ in schools, 
citing the core principles of ‘developing your commitments and capabilities’, ‘pushing and pulling your peers’ and 
‘exercising collective responsibility together’ across the entire system for the ‘great good that transcends us all’ 
(2012: 146).

Improving systems and schools demonstrate an ability to both create and capitalise on existing opportunities to 
intentionally build professional capital.

Mourshed et al note that:

‘Many systems[…] have created a pedagogy in which teachers and school leaders work together 
to embed routines that nurture instructional and leadership excellence’ (2010: 21).

The notion of established routine and the importance of intentional time management in favouring high value 
strategies and opportunities is explored by Covey (2004), who shares the view that:

‘I am personally persuaded that the essence of the best thinking in the area of time management 
can be captured in a single phrase: Organize and execute around priorities’ (2004: 14).

Beginning with the end in mind
The case study of Brechin Public School in the Simcoe County District School Board, leads Sharratt and Fullan (2012) 
to position some key practices which contributed to the sustained improvement of educational outcomes for students 
across Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) assessments. In this case; the principal ‘used data and the 
School Improvement Plan to inform professional learning. Professional learning was created for all, was universally 
valuable, and for individuals where specifically needed; it was prioritized and timetabled.’

Consequently, as a result of the intentionality of this practice:

‘Staff meetings quickly shifted focus from administrative items to professional learning. 
Essential strategies were broken down to promote clarity and successful implementation in 
all classrooms, with staff sharing their own big ideas and common understandings’ (2012: 22).

Recommendations for the system

Schools to be supported in designing and implementing termly professional learning timelines which are constructed and 
shared with teams at the beginning of each term period. These timelines should be directly linked to work undertaken 
in schools (particularly the focus and role of whole staff meetings and professional learning opportunities) with key 
actions and targets from school Annual Operational Plans. (This recommendation also refers to the development of a 
clear ‘Professional Learning Opportunities in Northern Territory Schools’ Policy and accompanying Guidelines).
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• Regional Directors and PNLs to support schools to develop clear design and structure for delivery of professional 
learning as a key element of mandated days at the begnning of terms 1 and 3.

• Link actions and targets for improvement in the DOE Strategic Plan and School Annual Operational Plans to the 
Teacher Professional Development Cycle; with an expectation that staff should be able to demonstrate at least 
one professional target which aligns directly to systemic/school actions and measurable improvement goals.

Conclusion

This study has uncovered a range of highly collaborative approaches that schools use to establish ‘An Explicit 
Improvement Agenda’ and commitment to action in processes of Annual Operational Planning. It is hoped the 
common, consistent and successful practices identifed and described in this paper will provide system and school 
leaders with a frame of reference in conversations about high value strategies for improvement.

The moral imperative is clear and it asks leaders to consider; What are the priorities for your community? How will 
you know where to start? What is the plan for improved student outcomes? What will success in this work look like?

Finally, it asks - How will all staff commit to ensuring this success is achieved?
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Implications of standardised testing on educational 
decision making: How can lead data systems 
demonstrate progress from school to system levels?

Daniel Murtas

Introduction

Standardised testing in Australia has become a big focus for the government and naturally the media and is now the 
counterpoint for educational reform. The results from testing such as National Assessment Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN) are used to compare how jurisdictions in Australia are progressing in literacy and numeracy. 
Tests such as Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) are used to compare how well Australia is 
progressing academically as a nation to the rest of the world. Not only does the government and media promote 
that these tests signify how well the nation, states and territories are progressing, but also how well schools are 
progressing. The standardised test this paper will focus on is NAPLAN.

(NAP, the National Assessment Program 2013) explain NAPLAN as: The measure through which governments, 
education authorities, schools, teachers and parents can determine whether or not young Australians have the 
literacy and numeracy skills that provide the critical foundation for other learning and for their productive and 
rewarding participation in the community. The tests provide parents and schools with an understanding of how 
individual students are performing at the time of the tests. They also provide schools, states and territories with 
information about how education programs are working and which areas need to be prioritised for improvement. 
NAPLAN tests are one aspect of each school’s assessment and reporting process, and do not replace the extensive, 
ongoing assessments made by teachers about each student’s performance (NAP 2013).

If the last sentence in this explanation is true, then why do education systems in Australia set their academic targets 
based on NAPLAN and not use the other common assessments for learning to form a greater snapshot of academic 
progression? According to information gained by the researcher, many principals do not acknowledge NAPLAN as 
being an accurate measure of their school’s performance as this paper will present. NAPLAN is described as being a 
snapshot of student learning at the point of time of testing. The data should be triangulated with other assessments to 
provide a more accurate measure of student and school progress. This begs the question of: Why is NAPLAN the only 
form of assessment for literacy and numeracy being used to measure progress across the nation? Is this information 
enough to guide education reform and systemic decision making? Fullan (2011) explains: A ‘wrong driver’ is a 
deliberate policy force that has little chance of achieving the desired result, while a ‘right driver’ is one that ends 
up achieving better measurable results for students. This statement from Fullan is echoed throughout this paper to 
prove that using NAPLAN results alone to promote school performance is a ‘wrong driver’.

In my role as principal I have been focused on developing data systems and processes for a long period of time to 
ensure data are transparent and demonstrate the most accurate measure of the students’ learning improvement and 
the school’s improvement. Research has been conducted to show that many other principals are doing the same, in 
particular to the Northern Territory’s (NT) context. The issue seems to be transferring these data beyond the school 
to a systemic level. Recently, work has commenced on a NT Government initiative involving Australian Council for 
Education Research (ACER) to audit the Business Intelligence Systems (a one stop data shop) and develop a system 
that enables users to have access to high quality data to inform educational decision making. This ‘big data’ project 
is an exciting initiative for the NT and with appropriate professional development in analysing and using the data to 
inform achievement, could have a great impact on better educational decision making at a systemic level.

The purpose of the research demonstrated in this paper is to highlight the impact NAPLAN alone has on school 
profiles and with the addition of ‘common’ assessment for learning data (lead data) schools can demonstrate accurate 
progress.

Research

The research was triggered by the NT Department of Education (the Department) Strategic Plan 2013-2015: ‘Creating 
Success Together’. From analysing this document and using it to plan strategically at a school level, it outlined key 
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systemic actions to reach systemic targets to be compared over time and with the nation. From analysing goal 3 in 
the strategic plan (quality leaders, quality teachers, quality schools), it is clear that an explicit focus is on providing 
high quality data, reporting and analysis on staffing and school achievement that can inform decision making 
and continuous improvement at school, region and systemic levels. This however did not match the Department’s 
performance measures, which outlines all academic targets set being based on NAPLAN achievement. If the system 
wants all school leaders, teachers and schools being able to analyse high quality data and use these data to inform 
decision making, then why do we only measure our performance with NAPLAN results? There seems to be a clear 
break in the line of sight from school, to region to system data collection and analysis to inform educational decision 
making and receiving the whole picture of where schools are at with their improvements or gains, hence the purpose 
and sense of urgency of this research. Figure 1 shows the Department’s academic targets setting by the end of 2015.

Figure 1

As demonstrated in figure 1, the targets demonstrate Indigenous and non-Indigenous students who can achieve at 
or above the national minimum standard in reading and numeracy for years 3, 5, 7 and 9. These targets are the 
only academic targets used to measure performance of students in the Northern Territory. Further research proved 
that all other jurisdictions were similar in their target setting using NAPLAN results in isolation to measure success. 
As indicated in Margret Wu’s research (2010) there are problems with using NAPLAN data in isolation due to the 
variation of student performance from tests to test, resulting in a large margin of error and possibly invalid data. 
Another problem with the isolated use of NAPLAN data to set systemic targets, is that teachers and schools are 
pressured to perform in these tests to gain credibility in teaching and learning standards, where teachers move away 
from their set teaching strategies to focus pedagogy that closely aligns to that of the NAPLAN testing format.

The design of the research incorporated questions to understand other school principal’s perceptions regarding the 
use of NAPLAN data. Research was also conducted to find other common data sets that are used by schools to inform 
strategic planning and decision making. The NAPLAN phenomena is not only associated with the Northern Territory. 
Other jurisdictions also outline NAPLAN as the primary focus for performance measures in literacy and numeracy in 
their strategic plans. While their goals and key strategies are excellent, the performance measures solely highlight 
NAPLAN as the driver for success in middle primary to middle years learning. It seems the thinking behind this is 
that NAPLAN is the best and possibly only indicator for where students are at with their learning at the point in time 
of the test. The research also aims to dispel this thinking and highlight that other common data sources can be used 
to triangulate the data to form a more accurate snapshot of where systems, regions and schools are at with their 
improvement.
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collection	  and	  analysis	  to	  inform	  educational	  
decision	  making	  and	  receiving	  the	  whole	  
picture	  of	  where	  schools	  are	  at	  with	  their	  
improvements	  or	  gains,	  hence	  the	  purpose	  
and	  sense	  of	  urgency	  of	  this	  research.	  Figure	  1	  
shows	  the	  Department	  of	  Education	  NT’s	  
academic	  targets	  setting	  by	  the	  end	  of	  2015.	  
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The	  purpose	  of	  the	  research	  demonstrated	  in	  
this	  paper	  is	  to	  highlight	  the	  impact	  NAPLAN	  
alone	  has	  on	  school	  profiles	  and	  with	  the	  
addition	  of	  ‘common’	  assessment	  for	  learning	  
data	  (lead	  data)	  schools	  can	  demonstrate	  
accurate	  progress.	  

The	  research	  was	  triggered	  by	  the	  
Department	  of	  Education	  NT’s	  Strategic	  Plan	  
2013-‐2015:	  ‘Creating	  Success	  Together’.	  From	  
analysing	  this	  document	  and	  using	  it	  to	  plan	  
strategically	  at	  a	  school	  level,	  it	  outlined	  key	  
systemic	  actions	  to	  reach	  systemic	  targets	  to	  
be	  compared	  over	  time	  and	  with	  the	  nation.	  
From	  analysing	  goal	  3	  in	  the	  strategic	  plan	  
(Quality	  leaders,	  quality	  teachers,	  quality	  
schools),	  it	  is	  clear	  that	  an	  explicit	  focus	  is	  on	  
providing	  high	  quality	  data,	  reporting	  and	  
analysis	  on	  staffing	  and	  school	  achievement	  
that	  can	  inform	  decision	  making	  and	  
continuous	  improvement	  at	  school,	  region	  
and	  systemic	  levels.	  This	  however	  did	  not	  
match	  the	  department’s	  performance	  
measures,	  which	  outlines	  all	  academic	  targets	  
set	  being	  based	  on	  NAPLAN	  achievement.	  If	  
the	  system	  wants	  all	  school	  leaders,	  teachers	  
and	  schools	  being	  able	  to	  analyse	  high	  quality	  
data	  and	  use	  this	  data	  to	  inform	  decision	  
making,	  then	  why	  do	  we	  only	  measure	  our	  
performance	  with	  NAPLAN	  results?	  There	  
seems	  to	  be	  a	  clear	  break	  in	  the	  line	  of	  sight	  
from	  school,	  to	  region	  to	  system	  data	  
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Forty school principals in various educational contexts in the Northern Territory were randomly selected to provide 
feedback on current data systems and processes used in their schools. The sample principals were sourced from 
four different regions in the Northern Territory, which include Darwin, Katherine, Central and Barkly regions. Their 
schools range from small, very remote schools to large urban schools. Principals were surveyed on:

• Processes and systems in place to effectively collect, analyse and discuss data.

• Which, if any, data from school systems are collected and used at a regional and systemic level?

• The correlation NAPLAN has with their current data and the value they place on NAPLAN testing to stand alone 
in systemic educational decision making.

This research also correlates with the Department’s work on developing the Business Intelligence System. This 
project intention is to develop a systematic ‘big data’ system to collect and collate a range of school to system level 
data to inform greater evidence in decision making. Currently at a national level, My School is the system that is used 
for the public to access data on particular schools. Hassell and DeVille (2015) explain that whilst school-level data 
are available on My School in Australia, and schools are required to complete annual reports similar to the Board 
of Studies report in NSW, the sets of information collected at a system level are not collated, nor do they address a 
particular agenda. There is much debate and ongoing research regarding the publishing of NAPLAN data on the My 
School site.

The rationale to introduce My School was its capacity to increase the transparency of Australia’s schooling system. 
The publication of school results from standardised testing in literacy and numeracy, particularly when statistically 
similar to ‘like schools’ can be compared, and would allow consumers to judge the educational quality of each 
institution. Margaret Wu (2010) examined each school’s NAPLAN scores and concluded that there was a large margin 
of error in the measurement of any student NAPLAN performance, and the difficulty in separating out student level 
factors from school level factors, mean that variations in student performance cannot be reliably attributed to school 
performance. Wu’s research highlights how published NAPLAN results without triangulation of other lead data can 
be an inaccurate portrayal of a school’s performance and can be misleading to consumers.

The research I have conducted across the Northern Territory will highlight the need for the ‘big data’ system to have 
a function where school’s lead data can be transparent at a regional level and a systemic level to portray a complete 
picture of a school’s performance and progress.

What is so?

Goss (2015) states: ‘Since the first NAPLAN tests in 2008, results in Queensland and Western Australia have improved 
for most year levels and most subjects. Yet the only areas of substantial improvement are in reading and grammar in 
year 3 in Queensland – no doubt helped by the introduction of a prep year in 2007. In other states, the only glimpses 
of improvement are in year 3 reading and year 5 numeracy. The percentage of year 9 students who meet minimum 
standards has stayed largely static.’

‘The big story from the 2015 NAPLAN results is how little has changed. This is troubling. It shows Australia has 
failed to improve learning, despite many years of concerted effort.’

In relation to Goss’s statement, the first question I as the researcher asked of respondents was ‘Are your past 
NAPLAN results an accurate measure of how well your school has achieved in literacy and numeracy?’ The data 
outlined in the following graphs support the statement from Goss and research from Wu, in that just over half, 
52.63% in fact of respondents believe that NAPLAN results had a direct correlation to the standard of their students 
in their Year 3, 5, 7 and Year 9 cohorts.
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The data support that almost half of school principals believe that their students are more capable of what they had 
demonstrated during testing. This can be due to an array of reasons. Some responses as to why stated by sample 
principals were; low participation rates, students of a high academic ability proven by their formative testing, were 
not motivated to complete the testing due to emotional reasons, low academic students coloured in the bubble and 
guessed the answers and low numbers in year level cohorts, where a small number of students who did not perform 
well brought the achievement mean down.

Goss’s comments and research is powerful in that it highlights this has been the same story since NAPLAN began 
in 2008. Now seven years on and the testing has shown no significant change in Australia’s results. From these 
results, there have been many systematic changes in education, however, it is now evident that these changes have 
had no impact if we align the changes to the NAPLAN results. Promoted on their own the NAPLAN results may not 
tell the true story of how well we are actually going as a nation. It seems to be a wrong driver where the focus is on 
accountability rather than capacity building. A triangulation of data to support NAPLAN would make the data more 
credible and tell a truer story of how well a student, school, region and system is performing.

Grattan Institute's latest report, Targeted Teaching, shows that the most effective way to improve learning in the 
classroom is to target teaching to every student. This is hard work: Teachers must be able to assess what each 
student knows now, target their teaching to what they are ready to learn next, and track each student's progress 
over time Goss (2015).

NAPLAN and School Performance

The above graph shows the principals’ perception towards NAPLAN testing being a direct measure of their overall 
school performance. Over 51% of surveyed principals state that NAPLAN does not reflect their school’s performance. 
Many surveyed principals stated that testing a small part of the curriculum did not indicate the students’ learning 
in the whole curriculum area. Principals also indicated that NAPLAN is a standardised test, designed to assess and 
compare the overall achievement of very large groups, not individual students or schools. Principals also identified 
the four month delay in receiving the test results as an inaccurate portrayal of student learning compared to the 
improvements made since the time of testing. Wu and Hornsby (2012) state that student achievement should not 
be narrowly confined to achievement in literacy and numeracy only. Achievement should include creativity, critical 
thinking, ability to follow an inquiry, compassion, motivation and resilience – important skills, strategies and 
behaviours that are not assessed with NAPLAN.

‘Bureaucrats may refer to an achievement gap between students and between schools, but what 
they mean is a score gap. Since the test assesses very limited aspects of learning, the results 
cannot be used to make claims about overall achievement’ Wu and Hornsby (2012:1).

‘It should always be remembered that NAPLAN is a single test on a single day. As such, it does 
not provide much information at individual level. It cannot be used to make accurate decisions 
about student achievement or school performance’ Wu and Hornsby (2012:2).

The statements from Wu and Hornsby are a true reflection of the survey data above and the principals’ statements 
regarding NAPLAN as being a direct correlation to their school’s performance.
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answers	  and	  low	  numbers	  in	  year	  level	  
cohorts,	  where	  a	  small	  number	  of	  students	  
who	  did	  not	  perform	  well	  brought	  the	  
achievement	  mean	  down.	  
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The	  above	  graph	  shows	  the	  Principals’	  
perception	  towards	  NAPLAN	  testing	  being	  a	  
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state	  that	  NAPLAN	  does	  not	  reflect	  their	  
school’s	  performance.	  Many	  surveyed	  
Principals	  stated	  that	  testing	  a	  small	  part	  of	  
the	  curriculum	  did	  not	  indicate	  the	  students’	  
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Principals	  also	  indicated	  that	  NAPLAN	  is	  a	  
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the	  time	  of	  testing.	  Wu	  and	  Hornsby	  (2012)	  
state	  that	  student	  achievement	  should	  not	  be	  
narrowly	  confined	  to	  achievement	  in	  literacy	  
and	  numeracy	  only.	  Achievement	  should	  
include	  creativity,	  critical	  thinking,	  ability	  to	  
follow	  an	  inquiry,	  compassion,	  motivation	  and	  
resilience-‐	  important	  skills,	  strategies	  and	  
behaviours	  that	  are	  not	  assessed	  with	  
NAPLAN.	  

Grattan	  Institute's	  latest	  report,	  Targeted	  
Teaching,	  shows	  that	  the	  most	  effective	  way	  
to	  improve	  learning	  in	  the	  classroom	  is	  to	  
target	  teaching	  to	  every	  student.	  This	  is	  hard	  
work:	  teachers	  must	  be	  able	  to	  assess	  what	  
each	  student	  knows	  now,	  target	  their	  
teaching	  to	  what	  they	  are	  ready	  to	  learn	  next,	  
and	  track	  each	  student's	  progress	  over	  time	  
Goss	  (2015).	  
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Assessment for Learning

The above data show other assessment school principals in the Northern Territory value to demonstrate their progress 
as a school. These assessment types are designed to track student progress over time and for students to set targets 
and strategies to achieve their targets. In respect to ‘reading’, it is evident that school principals place high value 
on reading age data as indicated by the high response of Progressive Achievement Tests in Reading (PAT-R) and PM 
benchmark assessments. The research suggests that over 95% of all sample principals use PAT-R assessments to gain 
data for student reading progress and over 90% of principals indicate their schools implement PM benchmarking to 
gain a story about their students and school progress for reading. These formative assessments provide schools with 
an accurate measure of where students are at with their learning and these data combined with NAPLAN results to 
triangulate the data, forms a truer picture of the students’ or schools’ performance. Fullan, Hill and Cre`vola (2010) 
state, as commentators have pointed out for decades, assessment for learning has always been given inadequate 
attention and accorded a lower status than summative assessment. Most of the time we see assessment of learning 
rather than assessment for learning. Rarely is assessment about information that will, on a day to day basis, guide 
and direct instructional decision making and improve learning (p.48).

The research shows that schools are collecting these data, further research will indicate the quality assurance 
implemented to validate the data to ensure accuracy. A recommendation to the Department would be to consider the 
number of schools using the same assessment data to gain accurate data of where their schools are at and to access 
these data across regions to collate the data and analyse the data to set targets for strategic planning. The common 
assessment data such as PAT-R and PM Benchmark data would be powerful when aligned with NAPLAN targets in 
the Departments strategic plan.

A Systematic Approach to Collecting and Using Data

According to Masters (2011) Teaching and Leaning Framework for School Improvement, two very important aspects 
of high performing schools are domain 1- an explicit improvement agenda and domain 2- analysis and discussion of 
data. The outline of an explicit improvement agenda is: ‘The school leadership team has established and is driving a 
strong improvement agenda for the school, grounded in evidence from research and practice and couched in terms 
of improvements in measurable student outcomes, especially in literacy, numeracy and science. Explicit and clear 
school-wide targets for improvement have been set and communicated, with accompanying timelines.’ This domain 
has a clear focus on school leaders and teachers taking responsibility for the changes in their practice required to 
achieve school targets and are using data on a regular basis to monitor the effectiveness of their own efforts to meet 

‘Bureaucrats	  may	  refer	  to	  an	  achievement	  gap	  
between	  students	  and	  between	  schools,	  but	  
what	  they	  mean	  is	  a	  score	  gap.	  Since	  the	  test	  
assesses	  very	  limited	  aspects	  of	  learning,	  the	  
results	  cannot	  be	  used	  to	  make	  claims	  about	  
overall	  achievement.’	  Wu	  and	  Hornsby	  
(2012:1)	  

The	  above	  data	  shows	  other	  assessment	  
school	  Principals	  in	  the	  Northern	  Territory	  
value	  to	  demonstrate	  their	  progress	  as	  a	  
school.	  These	  assessment	  types	  are	  designed	  
to	  track	  student	  progress	  over	  time	  and	  for	  
students	  to	  set	  targets	  and	  strategies	  to	  
achieve	  their	  targets.	  In	  respect	  to	  ‘reading’,	  it	  
is	  evident	  that	  school	  Principals	  place	  high	  
value	  on	  reading	  age	  data	  as	  indicated	  by	  the	  
high	  response	  of	  PAT-‐R	  and	  PM	  Benchmark	  
assessments.	  The	  research	  suggests	  that	  over	  
95%	  of	  all	  sample	  Principals	  use	  PAT-‐R	  
assessments	  to	  gain	  data	  for	  student	  reading	  
progress	  and	  over	  90%	  of	  Principals	  indicate	  
their	  schools	  implement	  PM	  Benchmarking	  to	  
gain	  a	  story	  about	  their	  students	  and	  school	  
progress	  for	  reading.	  These	  formative	  
assessments	  provide	  schools	  with	  an	  accurate	  
measure	  of	  where	  students	  are	  at	  with	  their	  
learning	  and	  this	  data	  combined	  with	  NAPLAN	  
results	  to	  triangulate	  the	  data,	  forms	  a	  truer	  
picture	  of	  the	  students’	  or	  schools’	  
performance.	  Fullan,	  Hill	  and	  Cre`vola	  (2010)	  
state,	  as	  commentators	  have	  pointed	  out	  for	  
decades,	  assessment	  for	  learning	  has	  always	  
been	  given	  inadequate	  attention	  and	  
accorded	  a	  lower	  status	  than	  summative	  
assessment.	  Most	  of	  the	  time	  we	  see	  
assessment	  of	  learning	  rather	  than	  
assessment	  for	  learning.	  Rarely	  is	  assessment	  
about	  information	  that	  will,	  on	  a	  day	  to	  day	  
basis,	  guide	  and	  direct	  instructional	  decision	  
making	  and	  improve	  learning	  (p.48)	  

‘It	  should	  always	  be	  remembered	  that	  
NAPLAN	  is	  a	  single	  test	  on	  a	  single	  day.	  As	  
such,	  it	  does	  not	  provide	  much	  information	  at	  
individual	  level.	  It	  cannot	  be	  used	  to	  make	  
accurate	  decisions	  about	  student	  achievement	  
or	  school	  performance.’	  Wu	  and	  Hornsby	  
(2012:2)	  

The	  statements	  from	  Wu	  and	  Hornsby	  are	  a	  
true	  reflection	  of	  the	  survey	  data	  above	  and	  
the	  Principals’	  statements	  regarding	  NAPLAN	  
as	  being	  a	  direct	  correlation	  to	  their	  school’s	  
performance.	  

The	  research	  shows	  that	  schools	  are	  collecting	  
this	  data,	  further	  research	  will	  indicate	  the	  
quality	  assurance	  implemented	  to	  validate	  the	  
data	  to	  ensure	  it	  is	  accurate.	  A	  
recommendation	  to	  the	  Northern	  Territory	  
Department	  of	  Education	  would	  be	  to	  
consider	  the	  number	  of	  schools	  using	  the	  
same	  assessment	  data	  to	  gain	  accurate	  data	  
of	  where	  their	  schools	  are	  at	  and	  to	  access	  
this	  data	  across	  regions	  to	  collate	  the	  data	  
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those targets. The targets schools set align with national and systemwide priorites and are particularly set around the 
formative assessments indicated previously. The research conducted indicates that most sample schools surveyed 
have data collection processes in place with schools using a system to gather important data to inform decision 
making around their key priorities. As indicated in the graph, 28 out of the 40 schools surveyed have a system in 
place that is either a created excel document, database or purchased system such as ‘Grade Xpert’. Out of the 28 
schools who have a data collection system in place, approximately 79% of these schools have an embedded process 
in place to analyse and discuss their data to inform improvement targets and strategies to improve teaching and 
learning in their schools. This statistic should be concerning for the Northern Territory education system. How do 
these schools who do not collect data or use the data effectively know how well they are going or what their key 
priorities are without evidence and measurable targets being set to inform their improvement agenda? It would 
benefit these schools and the system to ensure consistency with common data collection and processes across 
schools, regions and systems. There are three types of data systems used throughout Northern Territory schools and 
no system in place to collect these data from schools to communicate with the region or system. The only literacy and 
numeracy data collected at a system level is NAPLAN (sits in isolation) where schools are measured with effect size 
data without consultation of the valued formative assessment data that are collected analysed and discussed all year 
round. The schools who do not have collection processes in place may only have these NAPLAN targets to aspire to. 

and	  analyse	  the	  data	  to	  set	  targets	  for	  
strategic	  planning.	  The	  common	  assessment	  
data	  such	  as	  PAT-‐R	  and	  PM	  Benchmark	  data	  
would	  be	  powerful	  when	  aligned	  with	  
NAPLAN	  targets	  in	  the	  NT	  DOE	  strategic	  plan.	  

According	  to	  Masters	  (2011)	  Teaching	  and	  
Leaning	  Framework	  for	  School	  
Improvement,	  two	  very	  important	  aspects	  
of	  high	  performing	  schools	  are	  domain	  1-‐	  
an	  explicit	  improvement	  agenda	  and	  
domain	  2-‐	  analysis	  and	  discussion	  of	  data.	  
The	  outline	  of	  an	  explicit	  improvement	  
agenda	  is:	  ‘the	  school	  leadership	  team	  has	  
established	  and	  is	  driving	  a	  strong	  
improvement	  agenda	  for	  the	  school,	  
grounded	  in	  evidence	  from	  research	  and	  
practice	  and	  couched	  in	  terms	  of	  
improvements	  in	  measurable	  student	  
outcomes,	  especially	  in	  literacy,	  numeracy	  
and	  science.	   Explicit	  and	  clear	  school-‐	  
wide	  targets	  for	  improvement	  have	  been	  
set	  and	  communicated,	  with	  
accompanying	  timelines.’	  This	  domain	  has	  
a	  clear	  focus	  on	  school	  leaders	  and	  
teachers	  taking	  responsibility	  for	  the	  
changes	  in	  their	  practice	  required	  to	  
achieve	  school	  targets	  and	  are	  using	  data	  
on	  a	  regular	  basis	  to	  monitor	  the	  
effectiveness	  of	  their	  own	  efforts	  to	  meet	  
those	  targets.	  The	  targets	  schools	  set	  align	  
with	  national	  and	  system	  wide	  priorites	  
and	  are	  particularly	  set	  around	  the	  
formative	  assessments	  indicated	  
previously.	  The	  research	  conducted	  
indicates	  that	  most	  sample	  schools	  
surveyed	  have	  data	  collection	  processes	  in	  
place	  with	  schools	  using	  a	  system	  to	  
gather	  important	  data	  to	  inform	  decision	  
making	  around	  their	  key	  priorities.	  As	  
indicated	  in	  the	  graph,	  28	  out	  of	  the	  40	  
schools	  surveyed	  have	  a	  system	  in	  place	  
that	  is	  either	  a	  created	  excel	  document,	  
database	  or	  purchased	  system	  such	  as	  
‘Grade	  Xpert’.	  Out	  of	  the	  28	  schools	  who	  
have	  a	  data	  collection	  system	  in	  place,	  
approximately	  79%	  of	  these	  schools	  have	  
embedded	  process	  in	  place	  to	  analyse	  and	  
discuss	  their	  data	  to	  inform	  improvement	  
targets	  and	  strategies	  to	  improve	  teaching	  
and	  learning	  in	  their	  schools.	  This	  statistic	  
should	  be	  concerning	  for	  the	  Northern	  
Territory	  Education	  System.	  How	  do	  these	  
schools	  who	  do	  not	  collect	  data	  or	  use	  the	  
data	  effectively	  know	  how	  well	  they	  are	  
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These schools would only be using their NAPLAN data to inform their Annual Operational Plans and outline their 
strategies for improvement and whole school planning. The issue with this is that NAPLAN data are released once 
a year and four months after students complete the test, thus allowing schools minimal time for change practices 
to improve in the deficit areas presented from the data. Another issue is the validity of the data being the only data 
source available for literacy and numeracy.

Domain 2 of the teaching and learning for school improvement framework outlines that a high performing school has 
the principal and other school leaders clearly articulate their belief that reliable data on student outcomes are crucial to 
the school’s improvement agenda. The school has established and is implementing a systematic plan for the collection, 
analysis and use of student achievement data. Test data in literacy, numeracy and science are key elements of this plan.

Data are used throughout the school to identify gaps in student learning, to monitor improvement over time and to 
monitor growth across the years of school. A high priority has been given to professional development aimed at building 
teachers’ and leaders’ data literacy skills. Staff conversations and language reflect a sophisticated understanding of 
data concepts (e.g. value-added; growth; improvement; statistical significance).

Teachers are given test data (including NAPLAN) for their classes electronically and are provided with, and use, software 
(e.g. Excel) to analyse, display and communicate data on individual and class performances and progress, including 
comparisons of pre and post test results. Teachers routinely use objective data on student achievement as evidence of 
successful teaching.

This outline of an outstanding standard according to the framework, highlights the urgency for NAPLAN data to be 
triangulated with a range of other academic data sources. According to the survey results, most schools perform well 
in this area of collection, analysis and transparency of reliable data, however at the regional and system level the 
range of data is minimised greatly. If a range of common data was to be collected from schools to a systemic level, 
then according to the framework, there would be a critical need to develop the capacity of corporate staff to analyse 
data, have a sophisticated understanding of the data and communicate these data to set targets and improvement 
strategies at a systemic level.

Lead Data: School, Regions and System Alignment

In Good to Great (2001) Jim Collins provided evidence that in “great” organisations, there was a commitment to 
studying data to make informed decisions. It is the opinion of this researcher that the use of data to make decisions 
concerning student academic programming may be one of the keys to accelerating and realising improved student 
achievement. Effective uses of data can be incorporated into instructional planning and can be an essential element in 
discussion among professional staff. Orchestrated conversation that occurs by leadership/data teams with a focus on 
determining learner strengths and weaknesses, as well as teacher strengths and weaknesses provides teachers with 
opportunities for collaboration. Analysing data in a systematic manner that has been developed and implemented 
at the local level could lead to sustainable momentum through to regional and systemic levels. Fullan (2005) stated, 
“Building capacity, which involves policies, strategies, resources, and actions designed to increase people’s collective 
power to move the system forward (schools, districts, states). Building capacity involves developing new knowledge, 
skills, and competencies; and new shared identity and motivation to work together for greater change” (p.55).

Fullan (2005, p.56) stated that assessment for learning is the key to higher student achievement. He also described 
the importance of a system of assessing, analysing, and planning courses of action:

• Accessing/gathering data on student 
learning.

• Disaggregating data for more detailed 
understanding.

• Developing action plans based on the 
previous two points in order, to make 
improvements.

• Being able to articulate and discuss 
performance with parents and external 
groups.

Fullan went on to claim that, “When schools and 
school systems increase their collective capacity 
to engage in ongoing assessment for learning, 
they achieve major improvements” (p.56). 
Many of the items listed in Fullan’s plan may 
be contributing factors to the development of 
school wide and systemwide capacity building.

The Northern Territory Department of 
Education (DOE) has invested in a Business 

achievement.	  Effective	  uses	  of	  data	  can	  be	  
incorporated	  into	  instructional	  planning	  and	  
can	  be	  an	  essential	  element	  in	  discussion	  
among	  professional	  staff.	  Orchestrated	  
conversation	  that	  occurs	  by	  leadership/data	  
teams	  with	  a	  focus	  on	  determining	  learner	  
strengths	  and	  weaknesses,	  as	  well	  as	  teacher	  
strengths	  and	  weaknesses	  provides	  teachers	  
with	  opportunities	  for	  collaboration.	  
Analysing	  data	  in	  a	  systematic	  manner	  that	  
has	  been	  developed	  and	  implemented	  at	  the	  
local	  level	  could	  lead	  to	  sustainable	  
momentum	  through	  to	  regional	  and	  systemic	  
levels.	  Fullan	  (2005)	  stated,	  “Building	  capacity,	  
which	  involves	  policies,	  strategies,	  resources,	  
and	  actions	  designed	  to	  increase	  people’s	  
collective	  power	  to	  move	  the	  system	  forward	  
(schools,	  districts,	  states).	  Building	  capacity	  
involves	  developing	  new	  knowledge,	  skills,	  
and	  competencies;	  and	  new	  shared	   identity	  
and	  motivation	  to	  work	  together	  for	  greater	  
change”	  (p.55).	  

intelligence	  Systems	  and	  Capabilities	  Project.	  
The	  essence	  of	  this	  project	  is	  that	  the	  
department	  realise	  a	  need	  for	  schools,	  
regions	  and	  systems	  to	  access	  reliable	  and	  
valid	  data	  in	  a	  central	  system	  to	  gain	  better	  
transparency	  of	  how	  education	  is	  
progressing	  at	  all	  levels	  from	  system	  to	  
student.	  A	  recommendation	  to	  the	  
department	  from	  the	  research	  conducted	  is	  
to	  ensure	  a	  function	  is	  available	  for	  schools	  
to	  input	  their	  common	  performance	  data	  
into	  the	  data	  dashboard	  and	  to	  be	  
transparent	  to	  regions	  and	  the	  system.	  This	  
data	  could	  be	  used	  in	  conjunction	  with	  
NAPLAN	  and	  if	  need	  be	  published	  on	  My	  
School	  to	  present	  a	  complete	  picture	  of	  the	  
school’s	  progress	  in	  teaching	  and	  learning	  
improvement.	  

Fullan	  (2005,	  p.56)	  stated	  that	  assessment	  for	  
learning	  is	  the	  key	  to	  higher	  student	  
achievement.	  He	  also	  described	  the	  
importance	  of	  a	  system	  of	  assessing,	  
analysing,	  and	  planning	  courses	  of	  action:	  

•	   Accessing/gathering	  data	  on	  student	  
learning	  
Disaggregating	  data	  for	  more	  detailed	  
understanding	  
Developing	  action	  plans	  based	  on	  the	  
previous	  two	  points	  in	  order,	  to	  make	  
improvements	  
Being	  able	  to	  articulate	  and	  discuss	  
performance	  with	  parents	  and	  external	  
groups.	  

•	  

•	  

•	   According	  to	  the	  survey	  conducted	  as	  part	  of	  
the	  research	  to	  support	  the	  recommendation	  
of	  data	  transparency	  from	  student	  to	  system,	  
over	  87%	  of	  school	  principals	  indicated	  that	  
they	  would	  welcome	  the	  region	  and	  the	  
system	  to	  access	  their	  school	  data	  to	  set	  
systemic	  goals.	  If	  this	  was	  to	  occur,	  there	  
could	  be	  a	  risk	  of	  ‘big	  education	  data’	  
overload,	  where	  there	  is	  too	  much	  data	  
available	  for	  systems	  to	  comprehend	  as	  well	  
as	  store	  in	  a	  central	  area.	  A	  recommendation	  
to	  ensure	  best	  possible	  decision	  making	  can	  
occur	  at	  a	  system	  level	  would	  be	  to	  have	  
narrowed	  common	  data	  sets	  accessed	  from	  

Fullan	  went	  on	  to	  claim	  that,	  “When	  schools	  
and	  school	  systems	  increase	  their	  collective	  
capacity	  to	  engage	  in	  ongoing	  assessment	  for	  
learning,	  they	  achieve	  major	  improvements”	  
(p.56).	  Many	  of	  the	  items	  listed	  in	  Fullan’s	  
plan	  may	  be	  contributing	  factors	  to	  the	  
development	  of	  school	  wide	  and	  system	  wide	  
capacity	  building.	  

The	  Northern	  Territory	  Department	  of	  
Education	  has	  invested	  in	  a	  Business	  
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Intelligence Systems and Capabilities Project. The essence of this project is that the Department realises a need for 
schools, regions and systems to access reliable and valid data in a central system to gain better transparency of 
how education is progressing at all levels from system to student. A recommendation to the Department from the 
research conducted is to ensure a function is available for schools to input their common performance data into 
the data dashboard and to be transparent to regions and the system. These data could be used in conjunction with 
NAPLAN and if need be published on My School to present a complete picture of the school’s progress in teaching 
and learning improvement.

According to the survey conducted as part of the research to support the recommendation of data transparency 
from student to system, over 87% of school principals indicated that they would welcome the region and the system 
to access their school data to set systemic goals. If this was to occur, there could be a risk of ‘big education data’ 
overload, where there are too many data available for systems to comprehend as well as store in a central area. A 
recommendation to ensure best possible decision making can occur at a system level would be to have narrowed 
common data sets accessed from schools and regions, Hassell and DeVille (2015).

What we can Learn from China

At the moment tests like NAPLAN and PISA have capacity to shape how national policy actors think about the role of 
education systems in the 21st century. Since NAPLAN commenced in 2008, the government has injected $100 million 
at standardised testing and results have barely improved. The pressure from the government has seen many schools 
and teachers change their teaching and learning practices to suit the style of the NAPLAN test, running high pressure 
NAPLAN drills and using questionable methods to ensure the students achieved high scores on test day. During this 
time value adding learning was altered to regurgitate answers that were not part of the planned curriculum. While not 
all schools follow these practices, there is an element of this behaviour that aligns with the education system in China, 
where students sit many standardised tests and most direct teaching is performed to prepare students for these tests.

According to Dr. Yong Zhao (2014), Shanghai students topped the triennial tests of the PISA in 2009 and 2012, making 
Chinese education attractive to some education researchers and policymakers in the US. Many of the reforms taking 
hold in the US, including a greater emphasis on standardised testing and on core subjects like reading and math, echo 
the Chinese experience. The contemporary Chinese education remains exam-oriented, relying on rote memorisation 
and mechanical drills as the primary approach, and uses test scores as the primary or only criterion to evaluate 
students. Thus, Chinese education is authoritarian in nature, and produces good test scores but not a citizenry 
of diverse, creative and innovative talent. Zhao concludes his views by mentioning that Chinese education should 
not serve as a model for the US or elsewhere, since it promotes a “poisonous pedagogy, stifles creativity, smothers 
curiosity, suppresses individuality, ruins children’s health, distresses students and parents, corrupts teachers and 
leaders, and perpetuates social injustice and inequity.” The author also devotes considerable space to challenging the 
credibility of PISA, citing some of its technical flaws, and questioning its validity for measuring a student’s ability to 
live in the modern world as well as its usefulness for assessing the quality of education systems. He asserts that PISA 
only proves that Shanghai students have achieved the highest scores in math, reading and science in 2009 and 2012, 
but provides no direct evidence that Chinese students perform better in other skill areas that an educational system 
should cultivate, let alone that China should be taken as the world’s model of educational excellence.

From attending a recent benchmarking tour to China I have seen this type of pressure from the system to ensure 
teachers prepare their students for the tests. Testing data are collected regularly to inform the progress of students 
towards their final exam. Schools in China have a very high pass rate for these exams, however there are no 
intervention strategies for students who are not meeting the benchmark. There has also been pressure on the 
Chinese education system to improve ‘creativity’ in students, however with no compromise to abolish their testing 
methods, creative subjects such as the arts and science sit alone and are elective subject areas for students to access.

Clarifying Educational Goals and Purposes

Breakspear (2014) indicated that the prominence of tests such as PISA and NAPLAN may serve as a proxy for overall 
system effectiveness. The problem with this is the narrow indicators from the tests can become equated with the 
education system end goals. NAPLAN may produce useful data of the performance of years 3, 5, 7 and 9 students 
in literacy and numeracy, however it cannot represent the broader goals ad purposes of school systems. The targets 
outlined in the system’s strategic plan to improve NAPLAN scores as the sole academic targets, demonstrate a 
narrowed vision for the education of students. Narrow indicators should not be equated with end goals of education.

Australia has a sophisticated curriculum and it outlines key learning areas and general capabilities for students to 
engage in to meet their year level standards and eventually their end goal in education. The Australian Curriculum 
sets consistent national standards to improve learning outcomes for all young Australians. It sets out, through content 
descriptions and achievement standards, what students should be taught and achieve, as they progress through 
school. It is the base for future learning, growth and active participation in the Australian community (ACARA 2015). 
The Australian Curriculum was created from the Melbourne declaration, where it states the goal for all young people 
to become: Successful learners, confident and creative individuals and active informed citizens (MCEETYA, 2008). 
This statement extends far beyond the narrow range of competencies that NAPLAN can assess.
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Reid (2010) states: ‘Why is it not just as important to assess and report on the ways in which schools are promoting, 
say, intercultural understandings or creativity, as it is to report on literacy and numeracy outcomes?’

NAPLAN was not designed for the purpose to which it is being put in My School. Understanding NAPLAN results 
as a representation of the quality of a school is a corruption of its original purpose. Sure, it is possible to argue that 
parents can gather other data to complete the picture, but this isn’t easy. Many people don’t have the time or the 
knowledge to piece together the full range of information about a school, so they will tend to rely on a single source 
such as My School. The Department’s strategic plan – ‘Creating Success Together’ in many ways echoes this, as again 
the targets for improvement are based on NAPLAN improvement, without a supporting range of data sources to build 
a complete picture of system success.

According to the sample Principals across four 
regions in the Northern Territory, 97.5% of their 
schools set targets based on lead data sources, 
other than NAPLAN. These data sources have 
been acknowledged as reliable sources by 
the sample principals and form the setting of 
benchmarks at their associated school level.

According to the Principals and Protocols for 
Reporting on Australian Schooling (2009) a 
key principle of the document emphasises good 
quality data supports each school to improve 
outcomes for all of their students. It supports 
effective diagnosis of student progress and the 
design of quality learning programs. It also 
informs schools’ approaches to the provision 
of programs, development of school policies, 
allocation of resources, relationships with 
parents and partnerships with the community 
and business. The document outlines four key 
indicators to support schools with the use of 
data, schools should have access to:

• Comprehensive data on the performance of their own students that uses a broad set of indicators.

• Data which enable each school to compare and benchmark its own performance against all schools, with schools 
in its jurisdiction and with schools of similar characteristics.

• Data demonstrating the performance of the school and students over time.

• Diagnostic data to inform the professional judgement of teachers in maximising student achievement.

As principals in the Northern Territory collect, analyse and benchmark data which are common among the sample 
regions, it would be beneficial to these regions to develop common benchmarks for identified assessment data which 
are valued as high quality data among schools. If all regions worked together to set clear standards for each data set, 
the system would have high level formative assessment data available to support the triangulation of NAPLAN data 
to gain a clearer picture of the performance of the NT education system.

For systemwide ‘lead’ data collection to occur, a consistent process would need to be adhered to. At present each 
region in the Department has a regional leader (Regional Director), it would be imperative for these leaders to work 
with all schools in their division to identify the key data sets that inform their school performance. Once these key data 
sets are identified the regional directors would lead schools to develop common benchmarks for each identified data 
set to form a regional data collection system that could be used to analyse schools data, set performance benchmarks 
and identify trends, strengths and weaknesses in the region over time and to either celebrate performance or develop 
strategies for improvement for particular teaching and learning areas. If the Regional Directors collaborated to share 
their regional data, common benchmarks could be set to inform a systemic level benchmark for each data set aligned 
to year level standards. The schools, regions and system could use these benchmarks to analyse progress data and 
set measurable targets to strive for and to also inform student, school, region and systemic performance. Fullan 
(2010) supports this thinking by recommending that policy makers and state leaders backward map to start with the 
classroom and aim policies and resources at a collective of assessment for learning data and not a new innovation 
based on a narrow focus from data that stands alone such as NAPLAN.

Fullan (2010) supports that standards need to be clarified and targets need to be negotiated in a way that district and 
school leaders understand and own them and that no element of data should stand alone. From this, policies should 
be directed to allocate resources that result in system innovation in relation to assessment practices, classroom 
teaching strategies and investing in assessment literacy processes on a large scale.

Triangulating	  key	  data	  to	  set	  valid	  targets	  

may	  serve	  as	  a	  proxy	  for	  overall	  system	  
effectiveness.	  The	  problem	  with	  this	  is	  the	  
narrow	  indicators	  from	  the	  tests	  can	  become	  
equated	  with	  the	  education	  system	  end	  goals.	  
NAPLAN	  may	  produce	  useful	  data	  of	  the	  
performance	  of	  years	  3,	  5,	  7	  and	  9	  students	  in	  
literacy	  and	  numeracy,	  however	  it	  cannot	  
represent	  the	  broader	  goals	  ad	  purposes	  of	  
school	  systems.	  The	  targets	  outlined	  in	  the	  
system’s	  strategic	  plan	  to	  improve	  NAPLAN	  
scores	  as	  the	  sole	  academic	  targets,	  
demonstrate	  a	  narrowed	  vision	  for	  the	  
education	  of	  students.	  Narrow	  indicators	  
should	  not	  be	  equated	  with	  end	  goals	  of	  
education.	  

NAPLAN	  was	  not	  designed	  for	  the	  purpose	  to	  
which	  it	  is	  being	  put	  in	  My	  School.	  
Understanding	  NAPLAN	  results	  as	  a	  
representation	  of	  the	  quality	  of	  a	  school	  is	  a	  
corruption	  of	  its	  original	  purpose.	  Sure,	  it	  is	  
possible	  to	  argue	  that	  parents	  can	  gather	  
other	  data	  to	  complete	  the	  picture,	  but	  this	  
isn’t	  easy.	  Many	  people	  don’t	  have	  the	  time	  
or	  the	  knowledge	  to	  piece	  together	  the	  full	  
range	  of	  information	  about	  a	  school,	  so	  they	  
will	  tend	  to	  rely	  on	  a	  single	  source	  such	  as	  My	  
School.	  The	  NT	  department’s	  strategic	  plan-‐	  
‘Creating	  Success	  Together’	  in	  many	  ways	  
echoes	  this,	  as	  again	  the	  targets	  for	  
improvement	  are	  based	  on	  NAPLAN	  
improvement,	  without	  a	  supporting	  range	  of	  
data	  sources	  to	  build	  a	  complete	  picture	  of	  
system	  success.	  

Australia	  has	  a	  sophisticated	  curriculum	  and	  it	  
outlines	  key	  learning	  areas	  and	  general	  
capabilities	  for	  students	  to	  engage	  in	  to	  meet	  
their	  year	  level	  standards	  and	  eventually	  their	  
end	  goal	  in	  education.	  The	  Australian	  
Curriculum	  sets	  consistent	  national	  standards	  
to	  improve	  learning	  outcomes	  for	  all	  young	  
Australians.	  It	  sets	  out,	  through	  content	  
descriptions	  and	  achievement	  standards,	  
what	  students	  should	  be	  taught	  and	  achieve,	  
as	  they	  progress	  through	  school.	  It	  is	  the	  base	  
for	  future	  learning,	  growth	  and	  active	  
participation	  in	  the	  Australian	  community	  
(ACARA	  2015).	  The	  Australian	  Curriculum	  was	  
created	  from	  the	  Melbourne	  declaration,	  
where	  it	  states	  the	  goal	  for	  all	  young	  people	  
become:	  successful	  learners,	  confident	  and	  
creative	  individuals	  and	  active	  informed	  
citizens	  (MCEETYA,	  2008).	  This	  statement	  
extends	  far	  beyond	  the	  narrow	  range	  of	  
competencies	  that	  NAPLAN	  can	  assess.	  

According	  to	  the	  sample	  Principals	  across	  4	  
regions	  in	  the	  Northern	  Territory,	  97.5%	  of	  
their	  schools	  set	  targets	  based	  on	  lead	  data	  
sources,	  other	  than	  NAPLAN.	  These	  data	  
sources	  have	  been	  acknowledged	  as	  
reliable	  sources	  by	  the	  sample	  principals	  
and	  form	  the	  setting	  of	  benchmarks	  at	  their	  
associated	  school	  level.	  

Reid	  (2010)	  states:	  ‘Why	  is	  it	  not	  just	  as	  
important	  to	  assess	  and	  report	  on	  the	  ways	  in	  
which	  schools	  are	  promoting,	  say,	  
intercultural	  understandings	  or	  creativity,	  as	  it	  
is	  to	  report	  on	  literacy	  and	  numeracy	  
outcomes?’	  

According	  to	  the	  Principals	  and	  Protocols	  for	  
Reporting	  on	  Australian	  Schooling	  (2009)	  a	  
key	  principle	  of	   the	  document	  emphasises	  
good	  quality	  data	  supports	  each	  school	  to	  
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“Assessment for learning has always been given inadequate attention 
and accorded a lower status than summative assessment. Most of 
the time we see assessment of learning rather than assessment for 
learning.” (Fullan, 2010)

Conclusions and Recommendations for the NT Education System

The actions and research conducted to inform this paper has detected the different forms of data collection and 
processes schools use to inform their school performance. This work, for a majority of schools, is seen as a valuable 
measure of their growth and future development which extends beyond the NAPLAN phenomena. It is evident that 
most schools use a range of assessment for learning data or ‘lead’ data to set measurable targets that are aligned to 
their explicit improvement agenda. The key now is to uncover these data from a school level and reach into the next 
tiers, to inform regional and systemic improvement. Until this can occur, educational decision making and policy 
making processes will remain to be informed by a narrow focus, where it is near impossible to measure accurately 
and promote the true performance of a school’s improvement to the general public.

Recommendation 1: Establish common assessment data to be collected and analysed by schools 
and regions.
As outlined in the McKinsey Report: ‘How the world’s most improved school systems keep getting better’ (2010), 
it is imperative for schools, regions and systems to establish key data sets and targets in alignment at these levels 
to inform systemic improvement. Regional directors need to play a key role in establishing these key data sets 
with schools to expand the focus beyond NAPLAN. The ACER PAT Reading and Maths testing has commenced at a 
systemwide level, which is a good start in this space and is a great opportunity for regions to build on, and add other 
key data sets to develop school profiles regarding performance. The school profiles could then be collated to inform 
regional performance and with the process developed further at system level could inform systemic performance 
and targets.

Recommendation 2: Set systemic targets for lead data sets along with NAPLAN to be included in 
the NT DOE strategic plan.
Currently the Department’s Strategic Plan 2013-2017:

‘Creating Success Together’ identifies NAPLAN as the only measure of academic success and performance for primary 
and middle school years. A triangulated approach with the identified key data sets identified in recommendation 1 
would create a better picture of where the system is at and the growth of the system over time. Targets for these data 
sets could be set and evaluated through regional and school review processes to inform systemic improvement and 
educational reform strategies relevant to the system’s needs as the data sets would be more reliable and valid when 
triangulated with NAPLAN targets.

Recommendation 3: Build capacity of teachers, principals and system leaders to interpret key 
data sets and set measurable targets from these.
If the system takes on the previous recommendations outlined in this paper, it is essential that teachers, Principals 
and system leaders undertake high quality professional development regarding the access, use and interpretation 
of key data sets. This priority should be narrowed to the school’s explicit improvement agenda and be an action in 
the Department’s strategic plan. If the System invested in high quality training for teachers regarding the analysis 
of narrowed data sets aligned to the school’s explicit improvement agenda, the potential to inform improvements 
in student learning at the classroom level is limitless. As the data sets are complex, there is a need for teachers, 
principals and system leaders to have specialised skills to be able to collect, read, discuss and make use of them.

Recommendation 4: The Business Intelligence System project should incorporate a function to 
upload key data sets from schools to collate at a regional and systemic level.
The current work and progress regarding the NT Business Intelligence Project is very exciting for the system. The 
project will enable a streamlined system for accessing high quality data for educators and leaders. At present schools 
across the NT use a variety of data collection systems that evidently stay at the school level with no function to 
submit key data sets to the region or system. It would be recommended that the system invest in streamlining a data 
collection system for the use of all schools to collect their data as a by-product from the Business Intelligence System 
project. This would ensure all schools are collecting high quality data with a focus on their school’s context and data 
that would be submitted regionally and systemically to inform high level targets setting and improvement strategies.

Recommendation 5: To promote the triangulation of assessment for learning data with NAPLAN to 
policymakers in the NT and at national level.
NAPLAN has fuelled national discussions and arguments between educational researchers, policy makers, educational 
leaders and practitioners. However, the prominence of NAPLAN as the key or sole indicator for determining 
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system performance and the high-stakes consequences for policy leaders, have potential negative consequences 
on educational decision making processes. Thus, how the system defines progress will define educational policy-
making and in-turn inform public perception of what is valuable in terms of student education. NAPLAN can still 
play an important role in this policymaking process, however, should not be the sole indicator or measure of system 
performance due to the margin of error associated with the testing format as outlined in this paper. As discussed, 
NAPLAN alone has not had a huge improvement on student learning since its introduction, if we look at these data 
in isolation. If the system expands its academic measures beyond NAPLAN, a greater picture of system, region and 
school performance would be available to make more accurate decisions for educational reform at a system level.

Recommendation 6: Triangulated data sets to be published on MY School, rather than NAPLAN 
alone.
Triangulating NAPLAN data with identified key data sets would eliminate the pressures of teachers and principals 
preparing their students by teaching to the test and the narrowing of the curriculum. This along with the sole 
reliance on NAPLAN and the questions about its validity would be dysfunctions of the past. The curriculum has 
been broadened to address the range of knowledge and skills demanded in the 21st century, where innovation and 
creativity are key to the subjects of the arts and science, thus schools should be able to extend their autonomy and 
publish the true picture of their school performance to the public. My School would still be a functional site for these 
data to be accessed.
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Introduction 

Education systems worldwide are currently driven by an agenda wholly focused on improved student achievement 
typically through coordinated strategies across levels of the organisation starting with the Government, and including 
the central office, corporate divisions, regions, and schools. The reform agenda aims to raise the standards of all, 
reduce the gap between student levels of achievement and build instructional leadership capacity across the tiers of 
educations systems. Named the ‘global education reform movement’ by Pasi Sahlber (2011), the acronym, GERM, 
has become a popular term for what is now an identifiable trend.

Over the past 15 to 20 years, research and debate in the field of educational reform has been invigorated by 
key developments in international benchmarking of student achievement which has provided new avenues for 
research into systemwide reform. International benchmarking of a country or region’s improvement or otherwise is 
commonly determined through longitudinal testing regimes. The most influential of these are Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMSS) and the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA; since 2000) 
with its focus on literacy and numeracy achievement measurement. 

For more than a decade an abundance of research within various educational jurisdictions (Fullan, (2003, 2006, 2010, 
2012); Leithwood, (2003); Crevola, (2006); Hargreaves, (2009, 2011); Barber, et al, (2010, 2012), etc) has collectively 
emphasised the importance of teacher development, school and district leadership, leveling of hierarchical systems, 
and shared responsibility for student learning and pointed to a need for entirely new education frameworks and 
structures within systems. More recently, highly successful education systems have become a focus of study.

The findings of this research into highly successful education systems are variously described as the seven ‘big ideas 
for whole system reform’ by Fullan (2010), and as the six ‘common interventions’ across high performing education 
systems in the 2010 McKinsey report (Mourshed, Chinjioke and Barber). The Atlantic and Pacific study by Barber, 
Donnelly and Rizvi (2012) cites nine ‘building blocks of world-class education systems’ comprising a degree of 
overlap with the two other intervention frameworks cited above. These constructions are investigated and compared 
in this paper with a view to discovering common trends and their potential application to the Northern Territory 
(NT) education context.

It can be argued that the education system in the Northern Territory is a small system with large challenges. Recent 
formal reviews commissioned by the Department of Education (DOE) in the Northern Territory (NT) and conducted 
by Australian educational experts1 have identified top-down accountability and an overabundance of initiatives 
not carried to completion as a hindrance to systemwide success. Unfortunately, achievement standards and rates 
of improvement in NT schools, when evaluated against Australian and international benchmarks, have continued 
to decline. The Northern Territory is now the second lowest, or lowest, performing state or territory in Australia 
(depending on disaggregation of the data) on the National Assessment Program in Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). 
Programme for International Student Achievement (PISA) performance has also steadily declined against other 
jurisdictions. 

Against this background of concern, this study does however affirm that two notable change processes, widely 
occurring in the NT education system, are in accordance with certain elements identified in the development of 
world-class education systems and the GERM. The fully funded, systemwide implementation of Visible Learning 
(2013 to date) which concentrates development of teacher efficacy and accountability through collaborative practice 
in all NT schools per the approach recommended by John Hattie (2011) is the first. This is a student focused approach 
necessitating deep analysis of student progress and teacher accountability through transparent data analysis. The 
second initiative is a common assessment regime across schools and which is centrally managed to inform planning 
for student learning at all levels of the system. This is currently maturing to effectively support the data driven, Visible 
Learning practices. The author suggests that these are bold initiatives and dynamic drivers of reform that have 
the potential to strengthen pedagogy, align people across the organisation, and embed a sustainable improvement 

1 Bruce Wilson (2014), A Share of the Future: Review of the Indigenous education in the NT; Vic Zbar (2014), Work Like the Best: Review of 
middle schooling in the NT; Geoff Masters (2011), Improving Educational Outcomes in the NT, Preliminary advice to the NT Department of 
Education and Training, with a particular focus on ongoing improvement of students’ literacy and numeracy achievements.
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agenda based on this excellent classroom focus. Accordingly, they need to be supported with structural and strategic 
changes and new systemwide frameworks. Other strengths of the NT system are the apparent genuinely consistent 
moral intention to address the needs of disadvantaged students and a curriculum that, although not yet consistently 
delivered as such, appears an excellent basis for a quality education for 21st century skills.

The purpose of this study is to identify and describe examples of cases of effective systemwide reform that might 
be introduced and developed appropriately within the NT context. The enquiry process involved four major steps; 
first, discover and distil GERM interventions from the literature and explore cultures and contexts where these 
have worked; second, explore successful educational jurisdictions for social and political commonality with NT 
circumstances to determine the most appropriate improvement model and process for implementation in the NT; 
third, identify current strategies and frameworks of the NT Department of Education that conform with identified 
effective systemwide reform practices; and fourth, define and signpost broad components of change for NT educational 
planning to enhance current efforts and coordinate energy for significant, systemwide improvement for students.

An exploratory approach underpinned initial efforts to identify cases of successful systemwide reform. Accordingly, 
national and international literature were investigated. Aspects of the strategies and frameworks currently driving 
the systemwide educational direction of several Australian states were noted during the investigation in order to 
understand the climate of reform in Australia and some of the emphases and directions being undertaken. 

In addition to exploring system reform in Australian state jurisdictions, an investigation of overseas systems 
successfully implementing change was undertaken in an effort to uncover and describe processes, frameworks 
and practices that have the potential to meet the need of educational improvement in the NT. The Ontario Province 
experience of system improvement was found to be particularly impressive. It appears that Ontario improvements 
have arisen from a solid and informed platform of advice, knowledge and research from the academy and its 
leading academics and has proven to be highly successful. The well documented Ontario improvement agenda has 
influenced systemwide reform in a number of English speaking counties around the world2. 

The Ontario model was chosen for more in depth exploration because of a number of similarities with the NT context. 
These include the degree of curriculum and cultural consistency with the NT given the extraordinarily high levels of 
poverty and first language and Indigenous population disadvantage commensurate with geographical isolation. It 
was noted that Ontario has reviewed and continuously upgraded its improvement agenda since 2003 to achieve its 
well documented success. In the process it has made available a large tome of publications detailing processes and 
substantial evidence of the remarkable improvement achieved throughout the province3. Ontario has generously 
made available detailed accounts of their process of implementation along with open access to the frameworks, 
strategies and support materials. This paper asserts that the change process and implementation strategies used 
in Ontario in particular provide a solid foundation for bolstering recently commenced systemwide improvement 
efforts in the NT. The paper addresses, in the following order, an analysis of the current literature on system reform 
including that of Australian states, identification of successful reform approaches that appear most suited to the NT 
context, description of current NT reform practices that conform with descriptions of successful reform approaches 
uncovered in the literature review, and a summary and recommendations for future reform of NT education. 

International Benchmarking Underpins Studies of Systemwide Improvement

Pasi Sahlber published, Finnish Lessons: What Can the World Learn from Educational Change in Finland (2011) in 
which he coined a handy term for current international education reform developments. GERM is Sahlber’s acronym 
for the Global Education Reform Movement, which encapsulates the international change direction of the past 15 to 
20 years as systems seek to improve the performance of their students over time and against other systems around 
the world. Following is a summary of the international benchmarking data that has stimulated the GERM leading to 
accounts of studies that develop the perceived attributes of successful systems.

PISA, TIMSS and NAPLAN 
Influential studies for the identification of high performing systems largely originate from measures of student 
performance data from the PISA and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). 
The PISA program is a worldwide study by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) in member and non-member nations of 15 year old school pupils' scholastic performance on 
mathematics, science, and reading. PISA provides data from internationally standardised tests that enable 
Australia and other systems to compare and monitor their performance with that of each other. Involvement 
in PISA internationally has grown. In the first assessment in 2000, just 32 countries participated, while 67 
countries or economies participated in PISA 2009, including all 32 OECD member participants and 35 partner  
 
2 A conversation on 19.09.15 with the Director of International School Leadership (ISL), Ontario confirmed the large enrolments of planners 

from scores of education jurisdictions throughout the world that participate in Education Study Tours and their International School 
Leadership program. These courses together with tailored professional development services, led by their own and the University of Toronto 
experts support the adaptation and implementation of change processes of key components of the Ontario system in other education systems 
around the world. The Ontario Institute for Studies in Education is also a prominent provider of training related to the Ontario education 
system today.

3 Notable publications generated from within Ontario education that document the change process include two by former deputy minister of 
education, Ben Levin, and Levin et al, both in 2008 (see references). 
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economy participants. A further nine countries and provinces joined the program in 2014 (ACER website, 2015a). 
PISA supports student outcome data disaggregation by sex, Indigenous status, geographic location and indicators of 
socioeconomic background (ACER website, 2015).

TIMSS is a project of the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) and is directed 
by the International Study Center at Boston College in collaboration with a worldwide network of organisations and 
representatives from the participating countries. In the originator’s own words TIMSS is a large-scale assessment 
designed to inform educational policy and practice by providing an international perspective on teaching and 
learning in mathematics and science. TIMSS conducts assessments of mathematics and science for students in Year 
4 and Year 8, supported with data about country, school, and classroom learning environments. First conducted in 
1995, TIMSS reports every four years on the achievement of Year 4 and Year 8 students. Australia has participated 
in all five cycles (ACER website, 2015b).

In Australia, NAPLAN is an annual nation-wide testing program undertaken by all students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9, 
the three-yearly assessments of samples of students in Science at Year 6, Civics and Citizenship at Years 6 and 10, 
and Information and Communications Technology at Years 6 and 10. The additional tests build a broader data set 
beyond literacy and numeracy. The results from international and national assessments are used to monitor progress 
towards many of the goals outlined in the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians 
(MCEEYA, 2008). 

PISA and TIMSS data and reports have fueled educational research and debate in the literature on what works in 
systemwide reform in the past decade. Toby Greany (2015) in his recent publication stated:

This has largely been of international assessments such as PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS, which have 
both raised the stakes (by revealing stark differences in performance between countries) and 
enabled more sophisticated comparative studies exploring how and why these differences have 
arisen (Barber and Mourshed, 2007: Mourshed et al, 2010: Fullan, 2010: Jensen et al, 2012).

PISA and TIMSS are often referred to as ‘high stakes testing’ when systems use results from these together with their 
broad normative internal testing programs, such as Australia’s NAPLAN, to punish low performing schools. Fullan 
(2011) asserts that high stakes testing in the United States has led to a narrowing of the curriculum as pressure 
drives educators to ‘teach to the test’, and is discussed in more detail below.

The utilisation of PISA and other standardised testing results when employed as the basis for models to build 
successful education systems (including McKinsey and those that follow) have both fans and critics judged by the 
explosion in recent years of research publications on this topic. One skeptic is Anna Dall, who argues in line with the 
title of her paper: Is PISA counter-productive to building successful education systems? (2011). For Dall the problem 
lies in the first instance with the PISA conception of an education system too narrowly focused on a limited model of 
literacy and numeracy achievement. Michael Barber who co-authors two reports based on PISA results (as discussed 
below) has no such concerns. The drive towards raising systemwide improvement on the basis of benchmarking 
data alone overlooks the need to improve the depth and quality of education systems which is the topic of a later 
section of this paper. 

German Studies 2003
As early as 2003, PISA data were the subject of research on two OECD commissioned projects conducted at the 
Institute of Economic Research; University of Munich, by Wößmann, Ludemann, Schütz and West (2007) and Schütz, 
Wößmann and West (2007). Caldwell and Harris (2008) commented on the results of these studies. Wößmann et 
al. focused on the level of student achievement and on equity issues related to student achievement respectively. 
The former study found that schools perform better if they have autonomy over employing their own teachers and 
determining their salaries and with autonomy over their budgets and course content. The second study, on student 
equity, found that accountability, autonomy, and choice in education systems benefitted both students of all levels of 
socio economic status (SES) without exception (2008, p26-27). 

The McKinsey Reports 2010 and 2007
Perhaps the most influential and widely read report on international education system reform is a McKinsey report 
conducted by Mona Mourshed, Chinezi Chijioke and Michael Barber and published in 2010: How the world’s most 
improved school systems keep getting better. The researchers began by selecting 20 high performing education 
systems from PISA benchmarking data that showed sustained improvement regardless of their starting levels of 
achievement. The (so called) McKinsey Report examines a range of system and school characteristics and arrives at 
understandings of the conditions that distinguish high and low performance. The methodology is rigorous involving 
hundreds of interviews of system leaders and practitioners and the creation of data bases of 575 interventions that 
the researchers encountered across the twenty systems under scrutiny. These they categorised into ‘10 areas of 
impact’ and 60 disaggregated subareas (Mourshed et al, 2010, p14). 

Findings of the report indicate systems ascertain starting points and follow a progression of identifiable stages as the 
system moves toward higher levels of success. The continua of stages are categorised; from poor to fair, fair to good, 
good to great, and great to excellent. Michael Fullan in the forward to the McKinsey report observed:
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…it is very clear that all improving entities, even if their starting point is dismal, are led by 
a combination of leaders who are self-aware that they are engaged in a phenomenon that the 
report calls ‘it’s a system thing’ – a small number of critical factors that go together to create 
the chemistry of widespread improvement. 

We see the clusters of interventions, different for those starting from a weak base than those 
who have already had significant success. We see the pathways playing themselves out in 
each type of context. We see what it takes to ignite system change, what specific strategies 
achieve breakthrough, what interventions build ever-increasing momentum, how systems can 
sustain improvement, and especially how they can go to the next stage of development (Fullan 
in Mourshed et al, 2010, p6).

The McKinsey report concludes that the experiences of the 20 improving school systems show strong commonalities 
in the nature of their journeys and are summarised as follows McKinsey & Company website (accessed August, 
2015).

1) A system can make significant gains from wherever it starts—and these gains can be achieved in six years or 
less. 

2) Improving system performance ultimately comes down to improving the learning experience of students in their 
classrooms. 

3) Each particular stage of the school system improvement journey is associated with a unique set of interventions.

4) A system’s context might not determine what needs to be done, but it does determine how it is done. 

5) Six interventions occur equally at every performance stage for all systems:

i) Building the instructional skills of teachers and management skills of principals.

ii) Assessing students.

iii) Improving data systems.

iv) Facilitating improvement through the introduction of policy documents and education laws. 

v) Revising standards and curriculum. 

vi) Ensuring an appropriate reward and remuneration structure for teachers and principals. 

6) Systems further along the journey sustain improvement by balancing school autonomy with consistent teaching 
practice. 

7) Leaders take advantage of changed circumstances to ignite reforms. 

8) Leadership continuity is essential. 

However, the McKinsey Reports have a critic in Frank Coffield, who urges caution on how the results of the (several) 
McKinsey reports are taken. Coffield (2012) argues: 

• An impoverished view of teaching and learning (refers only to ‘effective teaching strategies’, the ‘right approach’ 
and ‘the best methods’).

• A thin evidence base – the authors handling of statistical terms is potentially misleading.

• Implausible central arguments (interventions for all levels too readily locked into the stages of growth and all 
schools in one system are given the same ‘grade’ at the same time and no attention to plausible research that 
shows student success and background explain most variation in outcomes).

• Technocratic and authoritarian language. 

• The role of culture is underplayed.

• The omission of the impact democracy plays.

Despite reservations of these kinds, the 2010 McKinsey report has generated much interest from system planners 
worldwide enthusiastic about demonstrated successful pathways to reform. The report has been adopted as a 
planning tool for reform by educational systems in countries such as Canada, the United States, Wales and Australia. 

The Grattan Reports 2011 and 2015
Arguably, journalists in Australia, indeed around the world, generate and perpetuate judgments on national 
performance on PISA testing when new data are released every four years. Alan Reid (2013), in his paper Renewing 
the public and the role of research in education, is critical of the way politicians are led by, in some cases poor 
and non-refereed consultant research and discussion, to make important decisions intended to drive education 
improvement. A prominent piece of research and the focus of Reid’s attention was undertaken by Ben Jensen et al. 
(2012) and published by the Grattan Institute. The Grattan report greatly influenced policy makers of the Australian 
Government as they embraced the findings, rationalised them, and made decisions that Reid argues may prove 
detrimental to Australian education for years to come. 
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The process for writing the 124 page report began in September 2011 with a high powered 
Round Table including Prime Minister Gillard, Federal Minister for Education, Peter Garrett, 
CEOs of Education Systems from around Australia, and senior school Systems: Hong Kong, 
Shanghai, Korea (presumably South Korea) and Singapore. (Jensen, et al 2012)

The Jensen et al report establishes four East-Asian education systems as superior to Australia on the basis of the 
PISA scores. Reid believes that Grattan Institute reports “have become justifications for policy directions: and they 
normalise current political assumptions or create these assumptions in the discourses of the media and policy 
makers.” (p284). Reid also examines the hops, steps and jumps the Grattan Report takes to arrive at ‘best practice’ 
recommendations they determine have caused Hong Kong, Shanghai, South Korea and Singapore to achieve higher 
PISA results than Australia. The Jensen Report argues therefore that Australia must adopt the strategies of these 
other countries.

The sometimes stated, sometimes implied, judgments throughout the report and certainly the 
public utterances by its main author after its release, is that Australian education systems 
do not measure up to the quality of East-Asian education; and that the adoption of some or 
all of the strategies and policies of these four countries would improve Australian education 
immeasurably (Reid 2013, p285).

Reid also challenges the academic rigor and methodology of the Grattan report and is critical of its reliability due to 
an unqualified dependence on PISA data as a basis of judgments on the quality of education systems.

The report does not outline or justify its approach or methodology. Importantly, it does not 
explore the strengths and difficulties associated with comparative educational research of this 
type and certainly it does not cite any literature which might provide a justification of the 
approach used. Instead, it assumes that it is possible to simply describe a range of policies 
and practices in different countries and to correlate these with PISA results (Reid 2013, p285).

Quoting Askew et al. (2010), Reid observes that the differences in PISA test results between countries are usually 
statistically insignificant. Furthermore he notes that countries moving up or down the PISA ‘league tables’ is not 
significant evidence for drawing any conclusions and he is critical of the insensitivity and limits to what PISA tests 
measure. 

Reid points to flawed research in the Grattan Report and makes certain crucial observations about how it has 
damaged education in Australia. He argues that media-fueled public debate on Grattan Report findings have 
ultimately resulted in cuts to public funding of education by undermining support for The Gonski Report (2011)4 
judging, on the basis of the Asian experience, that schools did ‘not need more money’ to improve results. Jenson 
was vocal in the public media around at least two other important issues and his voice was influential in February 
2012 as Reid observed. 

The stories fed into and reinforced the developing taken-for-granted assumptions in public 
discourses about education, such as that standards are declining in Australian education; that 
class size does not matter; that merit-based pay is the best way to motivate teachers; and that 
giving schools greater autonomy in an education market will enhance quality (Reid, 291).

Notably, it appears The Grattan Institute may have been listening to critique since the new 2015 Grattan Report 
was entitled Targeted teaching: How better use of data can improve student learning (Goss and Hunter, 2015). This 
shift in emphasis better reflects contemporary research on what works in schools. The first words of the report are:

The best schools in Australia are not necessarily those with the best ATAR or NAPLAN scores. 
They are those that enable their students to make the greatest progress in learning… teaching 
must be targeted to each student’s needs. This requires accurate information about what 
students know and are ready to learn next…

While NAPLAN tests provide essential data for system monitoring and can point to areas of 
strength and weakness in a classroom, on their own they are too imprecise, and held too 
infrequently, to identify each student’s specific learning needs (2015, p1).

The line pursued in this report is that measures of student progress, and not mere test results, should be the focus 
of all teaching in our education system. This is because stronger individual progress will in turn lift achievement 
across the system while contributing to a growth mindset that will support the future success of students. Rich data 
on individual progress, in the hands of effective teaching that targets progress equal to at least ‘one year in one year’ 
will eventually result in improved outcomes across the system if this approach is widely applied. Targeted teaching is 
based on the use of current data of each student’s learning and potentially removes the emphasis on PISA or TIMSS 
test results. The 2015 Grattan Report is less intent on providing advice for national educational decision making,  
instead it captures the fundamental premise of most international studies of the GERM, an altogether safer and less 
controversial playing field.

4 The Review of Funding for Schooling Final Report December 2011. In 2010, the Australian government commissioned a panel, led by David 
Gonski AC, to conduct the Review of Funding for Schooling. The review examined school funding arrangements in Australia, and its final 
report was released in December 2011.
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Leading Studies of Systemwide Reform – Qualitative Approaches

Oceans of Innovation Report 2012
Two years after the 2010 McKinsey report Michael Barber published more findings that provide details of interventions 
typical of high performing systems (Barber, Donnelly and Rizvi, Oceans of Innovation: The Atlantic, the Pacific, 
global leadership and the future of education), hereafter referred to as the Oceans Report.

In the Oceans Report, under the heading ‘the whole system revolution’, nine building blocks of world-class education 
systems’ are identified. These are grouped under three headings: 

Standards and Accountability.

• Globally benchmarked standards.

• Good transparent data and accountability.

• Every child on the agenda always in order to challenge inequality.

Human Capital.

• Recruit great people and train them well.

• Continuous improvement of pedagogical skills and knowledge.

• Great leadership at school level.

Structure and Organisation.

• Effective, enabling central department and agencies.

• Capacity to manage change and engage communities at every level.

• Operational responsibility and budgets significantly devolved to school level.

(Barber, et al. 2012, p57) 

Barber et al. within in the Oceans Report opinion high praise for the availability of international benchmarking and 
the ensuing potential for commencing qualitative research on the reform of whole systems. 

As a result of international benchmarking, there is growing knowledge of how to reform 
education systems successfully. This knowledge about reforming whole systems (as opposed 
to introducing superficially attractive ‘initiatives’) has huge potential. Systems in the Pacific 
region as varied as Japan, Hong Kong, Singapore and Chile are actively applying this knowledge 
and making progress as a result (Barber, Donnelly and Rizvi 2012, p56).

The Oceans Report details the reform efforts of a number of systems around the world including Singapore, Kuala 
Lumpur, Melbourne, San Francisco (Bay Area Springboard Schools), Ontario, Shanghai, Hong Kong and Hanoi and 
raises the question of why every system is not following suit.

Though the knowledge is now well established, most systems have still not applied it, partly 
because bringing change across a large system requires consistent and courageous leadership, 
and partly because implementation is all-too-often not taken seriously enough. In Russia, for 
example, bold reforms are being contemplated in 2012, but no one yet is expecting successful 
implementation or even planning for it systematically. Ensuring the state itself is effective is 
therefore a key part in making progress (Barber, Donnelly and Rizvi 2012, p58).

Barber et al. also examine how the world’s most successful systems have inbuilt openings for teachers and leaders to 
continuously build capacity to innovate and invent best practices through forums and networking opportunities. The 
teacher networks in Ontario and the professional learning communities in Shanghai are cited as examples (Barber, 
Donnelly and Rizvi 2012, p61). Reform plus systemic innovation are combined to describe whole system revolution 
as illustrated in the following diagram.
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(Barber, Donnelly and Rizvi 2012, p62)

A revolution is required according to Barber et al. to build education systems capable of meeting global futures 
characterised by broader and more universal education that develops students able to face the challenges of our 
overpopulated, polluted and warming world with the confidence to shape the change agenda. The need for future 
focused and morally equitable education delivery are significant aspects of the best examples of GERM systems. They 
are not areas generally discussed in data generated models and are therefore neglected in most benchmark testing 
reports. The Oceans Report differs in its concern for quality and equity, both topics that will be introduced again 
later in this paper.

Fullan’s Big Ideas behind Whole System Reform (since 2003)
In the 1990s Michael Fullan was writing about the idea of tri-level reform of education systems; notably in 2003 in 
his work Change Forces with a Vengeance. Fullan had recognised that systemwide change required the development 
of new capacities within the levels: The school, the district and the state and of the relationships between them. He 
assigns one chapter of his work to the discussion of what is required at each level termed ‘tri-level reform’.

…we need dramatically more intensive interaction within school, across schools, within 
districts, across districts, and between districts and the state … (Fullan, 2003, p39).

The test of the twenty-first century – a test for large-scale, sustainable reform – is whether 
districts and states can become more sophisticated complex systems that can actually 
contribute to the development and fostering of new learning which is marked by the engagement 
and energy of the vast majority of educators and students as they obtain results never before 
accomplished. We need, in other words, very different districts and states than now exist 
(Fullan, 2003, p54).

From this study, including what was learned through his work in England under the Tony Blair government, Fullan 
(2003, p 82-90) arrived at five broad themes that he posited must become the focus of all interventions and should 
occur across all levels of systems for successful reform:

1. Supported self-review and action research.

2. Networking and collaboration; time and opportunities.

3. Training; time and resources.

4. Leadership (instructional). 

5. Government action – on climate, awareness, teacher quality and development.

The esteemed5 Michael Fullan has explored many aspects of educational reform and been prolific in publishing 
his findings. His influence in the field of systemwide reform and particularly his leadership in framing the reform  
education agenda in Ontario, are well established as is his research and analysis of other systems around the world 
including England under the Blair government. Fullan has also been a critical friend or advisor to Tasmania, the ACT  
 

5 Michael Fullan is a worldwide authority on educational reform with a mandate of helping to achieve the moral purpose of all children 
learning. In 2012, Fullan was named an Officer of the Order of Canada for his achievements in the field of education reform, as a scholar, 
teacher, writer and adviser to governments in Canada and abroad. Fullan holds honorary doctorates from Nipissing University in Canada, and 
the University of Edinburgh in Scotland.

In summary, to be successful in the 21st century, systems need not only 
to drive forward whole-system reform, based on the evidence; they 
also need the capacity to innovate, to learn from that innovation and 
continuously improve the system. Bring on the whole-system revolution!
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and NSW. In 2010 Fullan brings together his vast experience in his book All Systems Go: The change imperative for 
whole system reform: a joint publication with the Ontario Principal’s Council in which he summarises key findings 
and ideas behind effective systemwide reform (Fullan, 2010). In this work he draws on his experience leading 
change in Ontario and observations and his input in various educational jurisdictions undertaking improvement 
journeys. Fullan’s text expounds his ‘the big ideas behind system reform’ arranged under the conception of seven 
key drivers being; 1) all children can learn, 2) a small number of key priorities, 3) resolute leadership/stay on the 
message, 4) collective capacity, 5) strategies with precision, 6) intelligent accountability and, 7) all means all (p24). 
These are the ideas that represent the fundamentals of the Ontario Strategy. 

In summary, the following table provides a comparative reference comprising, the key interventions from The 
McKinsey Report, The Oceans Report, and Fullan’s ‘Big Ideas”. 

Table 1: Key Interventions for Effective Systemwide Reform: Three Sources

McKinsey common 
interventions at all 
stages of system 

development  
(Mourshed, et al 2010, P28)

McKinsey intervention clusters as 
systems move from poor to fair to 

good to excellent  
(Mourshed, et al 2010, P28)

A whole system revolution 
(Barber, et al 2012, p57)

Big Ideas behind whole 
system reform (Fullan, 

2010, p24)

1. Building the instructional 
skills of teachers and 
principals

1. Poor to fair: Achieving the basics 
of literacy and numeracy 
1a. Providing motivation and scaffolding 
for low skill teachers

1. Standards and 
Accountability

1a. Globally benchmarked 
standards

1. All children can learn

1b. Getting all schools to minimum 
quality level

1b. Good, transparent data 
and accountability

2. Assessing student 
learning 

1c. Getting students in seats 1c. Every child on the agenda 
always (to challenge inequality)

2. A small number of key 
priorities

3. Revising curriculum and 
standards

2. Fair to good: Getting the 
foundations in place 
2a. Data and accountability in place

2. Human Capital

2a) Recruit great people and 
train them well

2b. Financial and organisational 
foundation

2b. Continuous improvement 
of pedagogical skills and 
knowledge

3. Resolute leadership, stay on 
the message

4.Utilising student data to 
guide delivery

2c. Pedagogical foundation 2c. Great leadership at school 
level

3. Good to great: Shaping the 
profession 
3a Raising caliber of entering teachers 
and principals 

3. Structure and 
organisation

3a. Effective, enabling central 
department and agencies

4. Collective capacity

5. Establishing policy 
documents and 
educational laws

3b Raising caliber of existing teachers 
and principals

3b. Capacity to manage 
change and engage 
communities at every level

5. Strategies with precision

3c School based decision making 3c. Operational responsibility 
and budgets significantly 
devolved to school level

6. Ensuring the 
appropriate reward and 
remuneration structure for 
teachers and principals

4. Great to Excellent: Improving 
through peer and innovation 
4a. Cultivating peer-led learning for 
teachers and principals

6. Intelligent accountability

4b. Creating additional support 
mechanisms for professionals

7 All means all –  
all school, all districts

4c. System-sponsored experimentation/
innovation across schools
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Fullan has also scrutinised strategies that have failed over the past decades notably centralised high stakes 
accountability schemes and decentralised site-based management approaches. Fullan reasons that Chicago, 
Milwaukee and Seattle, where large investments in the professional development of principals failed because there 
was no attempt to change the role of the principal (2009, p94). 

Fullan identifies four ‘wrong drivers’ for systemwide reform in his seminar paper in 2011. He argues that many of 
these erroneous drivers have had appeal for system planners as ‘silver bullets’, but have proven ineffective and hard 
to dislodge (2011. p4-5). Fullan’s four matched pairs of wrong and right drivers (Table 2) are:

Table 2: Fullan’s Right and Wrong Drivers for Systemwide Educational Reform

Wrong Drivers Right Drivers

Accountability: using test results, and teacher appraisal, to reward 
or punish teachers and schools

Capacity building

Individual teacher and leadership quality: promoting individuals Group solutions

Technology: investing in and assuming that the wonders of the 
digital world will carry the day

Instruction

Fragmented strategies Integrated or systemic strategies

Fullan further observes that large scale system improvement must also be reinforced by a culture-change comprising 
adjusted underlying attitudes, philosophy, and theory of action, manifest in an emerging set of values, norms, skills, 
practices and relationships. 

The mindset that works for whole system reform is the one that inevitably generates individual 
and collective motivation and corresponding skills to transform the system. It is okay to use 
the full constellation of eight drivers along the way, as long as you make sure the less effective 
four play a decidedly second fiddle role to the right four. (Fullan, 2011, p 5-6).

The wrong drivers, Fullan asserts are in fact used to lead reform in the US and Australia and he predicts they “will 
fail to achieve whole system reform and may move backwards; relative to successful countries that used the ‘right 
drivers’ to lead a reform agenda” (Fullan, 2011, p5). This is taken up in greater depth in the following section, below.

In John Hattie’s (2015), What doesn’t work in Education: The Politics of Distraction, he prefers to use the term 
‘distraction’ as opposed to the ‘wrong driver’. Hattie like Fullan also takes time out from ‘what works’ to explore and 
consider what is not working in systemwide reform in order to highlight where energies and resources are being 
wasted. Hattie identifies five strategies commonly used by systems aspiring to be in the world’s top five on the PISA 
rankings that are ‘distractions’ and don’t work. These are, 1) appease the parents, 2) fix the infrastructure, 3) fix the 
students, 4) fix the school and, 5) fix the teachers. These, Hattie argues, are the wrong educational interventions at 
great cost and with relatively minimal effects. These two most notable researchers in the field of systemwide reform 
identify areas with little overlap in their findings of what can go wrong yet show considerable unity on topics around 
strategies that do work. 

Table 3: What doesn’t work; Hattie and Fullan

Hattie’s Distractions Fullan’s Wrong Drivers

Appease the parents Accountability

Fix the infrastructure Promoting and rewarding individual teachers

Fix the students Technology

Fix the school Fragmented strategies

Fix the teachers

The Australian National and State Reform Agendas

During the past decade the national education agenda in Australia has been led by the Ministerial Council on 
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) and framed by the Melbourne Declaration on 
Educational Goals for Young Australians (2008). Key Strategies were developed for state and territory governments, 
articulated in the National Education Agreement (COAG, 2008) and funded through ‘national partnerships’6; an  
 
6 The COAG National Partnership Agreements comprised: National Partnerships Agreement on Literacy and Numeracy (2008); National 

Partnerships Agreement on Improving Teacher Quality (2008); National Integrated Strategy for Closing the Gap in Indigenous Disadvantage 
(2009.
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approach requiring state and territory education systems to work collaboratively with the Australian Government, 
using Federal education funding tied to agreed targets and their successful implementation.

Fullan critiques the Australian education reform agenda as it is articulated in the National Education Agreement 
(COAG, 2008), to arrive at the conclusion:

I will say flat out… there is no way that these ambitious and admirable nationwide goals will 
be met with the strategies being used. No successful system in the world has ever led with these 
drivers. They cannot generate on a large scale the kind of intrinsic motivational energy that 
will be required to transform these massive systems (Fullan, 2011, p7-8).

Apart from Australia, Fullan is also referring to the US when he uses the term ‘massive systems’. On the failure he 
anticipates, Fullan further states:

The US and Australian aspirations sound great as goals but crumble from a strategy or driver 
perspective. At best they can tighten up an otherwise loose system and get temporary pockets 
of improvement, but can never establish the conditions for whole system reform. These wrong 
drivers are ineffective because they fail to get at changing the day-to-day culture of school 
systems (Fullan, 2011, p8).

Australia is perhaps not a good comparative counterpart to the US as it is not such a massive system. The vast 
difference in size would seem to have a bearing on the implementation of Fullan’s tri-level model when it comes to 
layers of strategies within all levels of a system. However, Australian Federal funding agreements prescribe action, 
(drivers, both good and bad), to states and territories they must implement, by their own methods, including ones 
that require a burrowing down through system layers to the classroom level.

The reform directions summarised in the National Education Agreement are:

• Attract, train, place, develop and retain quality teachers and school leaders and support schools working with 
their local community.

• Implement a national curriculum.

• Transparent and strengthened accountability to improve student and school performance, including through 
national reporting on individual schools and the improved collection of, and access to, nationally consistent data 
and information required to support the agreed outcomes.

• Raise parental and community expectations of educational outcomes.

• Support teaching and learning in schools through appropriate infrastructure.

• Review funding and regulation across Government and non-government schooling sectors.

• Providing support to students with additional needs.

• “Closing the Gap” in educational outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students (COAG, 2008a, p12).

This list is informed within the document, (item 40) by a statement of clarification: 

40. The reform directions have been identified as priority areas for effort over the near term, 
noting that the rate of progress in many areas will be contingent on available resources. The 
foundation for each policy and reform direction is an approach that places students and their 
achievement of the nationally agreed outcomes at the centre of the service system and any 
reform efforts (COAG, 2008, p12).

Western Australian (WA) education planning documents clearly articulate the state’s compliance with item 40; 
“students and their achievement at the centre of reform efforts”. The intention is front and centre in the WA 
documents; one being the Excellence and Equity; Strategic Plan for WA Public Schools 2012-2015 (WA DOE, 2012a) 
and another, the Director General of Education’s lead document; Classroom First Strategy (WA DOE, 2012b). In the 
later document state corporate level planners clearly intend to drive classroom practice, through an instructional 
leadership attitude across all levels of the system. The expectations are clearly expressed as follows:

The Classroom First strategy directly targets improved instructional practice. It differs from 
previous Department corporate strategy that has a managerial focus. Such approaches have 
suffered from a tenuous link to educational improvement. 

It also differs from previous approaches that have focused on the system and the school as the 
units of change. This strategy focuses on learning in classrooms. 

It can also be distinguished from previous strategy that has treated all schools the same. 
Classroom First acknowledges that different schools will benefit from different forms of support 
and require different levels to intervention.

The strategy has an initial phase of minimising the distractions and workload of system 
requirements which over time have complicated teachers’ work without adding value to 
students’ classroom experiences (2012b, p3).
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This is similar to the School Effectiveness Framework (Ministry of Education, Ontario, 2013) which delineates what 
now happens in schools throughout the Province of Ontario; being a school system that Fullan et al. have led to 
success.

Students are the central focus of the framework. High expectations for their learning and 
achievement are paramount. This framework identifies practices to support educators in 
reaching every student and removing discriminatory biases and systemic barriers…

Personalization puts the student at the centre, providing assessment and instruction that are 
tailored to students’ particular learning needs. Precision links assessment for and as learning 
to evidence-based instruction in order to respond to the learning needs of each student. 
Focused, ongoing job-embedded professional learning for educators supports the seamless 
weaving together of instruction and assessment (2013, p4).

The commonalities between the Ontario and the Western Australian approaches in placing students at the centre 
of the systemwide change agenda are evident in the aims dedicated to targeted improved instructional practice. 
Classrooms and students are the units of change in WA just as students are named as the central focus of the Ontario 
model. The system planning content in documents from both jurisdictions also share drivers found in the National 
Education Agreement. 

The following diagram from the Ontario School Effectiveness Framework (2013, p5) captures both an alignment that 
Fullan describes as Tri Level planning and perhaps the most significant components of system improvement in all 
the models examined in this paper – being the focus on the data informed planning for each student, which is also 
identifiable in the WA phrase Classrooms First, and the focus on instructional leadership in each tier of the Ontario 
system.
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Equity is Intrinsic to Systemwide Reform

In studies including the McKinsey Report the question of underpinning systemwide improvement with principles 
and goals for raising standards for all students to ensure equitable educational provision is not prominent. Equity, 
though undeniably a key ingredient in education reform and particularly pertinent to the NT context, can be easily 
overlooked. Equity has been conceived and compared in quantitative based analysis including the Grattan Report 
(2012) with perturbing results. The Grattan study interprets student equity as the gaps between high and low scores 
in test results and makes comparisons between the performances of students in socioeconomic groupings. Equity in 
the Grattan construction is based on PISA test results only.

2.1.2 High levels of equity

High-performing education systems in East Asia have successfully increased performance while 
maintaining, and often increasing, equity. Compared to Australia and most OECD countries, a 
child from a poorer background in these systems is less likely to drop out or fall behind. 

Figure 4 shows that there is less of a gap between high and low performing students in Korea, 
Shanghai and Hong Kong compared to many other OECD education systems (Jenson, 2012, p10).

Equity between Australian states and territories for mathematical literacy achievement against PISA results is 
similarly graphed and compared in PISA in Brief: Highlights from the full Australian report: PISA 2012: How 
Australia measures up (Thompson et al, 2012) and is explained as follows: 

The socioeconomic gradients for the Australian jurisdictions are shown in the following 
figure. Examining the average achievement of students of the same socioeconomic background 
in different jurisdictions: 
»» At the very lowest levels of socioeconomic background, students in Western Australia, New 
South Wales, Victoria, South Australia and Queensland clearly scored substantially higher 
than students in the Northern Territory and higher than students in Tasmania. 
»» The relationship between performance and socioeconomic background is stronger than the 
Australian average in Tasmania and the Northern Territory, and lower than the Australian 
average in Victoria (2012, P8). 
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It is questionable as to whether PISA scores actually measure equity in educational delivery and achievement 
especially when many of the very lowest Economic, Social and Cultural Status (ESCS) Index students in the NT, for 
instance, are situated in very remote communities and have English as a second or third language. It is unlikely that 
mathematical literacy would be a high curriculum priority for teachers working with these students. However, it 
cannot be denied that in this school curriculum area the NT and Tasmania have work to do.

Wales, the most disadvantaged country in the United Kingdom, embarked on a comprehensive process of systemwide 
reform with a strong focus on closing achievement gaps between students of every socioeconomic status. This is 
typical of many states and counties planning and drafting new frameworks in the past 15 years. Raising achievement 
levels is considered of little value in Wales if improved standards are not available to, and enjoyed by, all students 
in the system. 

The Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, of Wales, launched their School Effectiveness 
Framework in 2008, inaugurating their new reform agenda. Detailed in the context statement of the document  
(p 5) is a commitment to equity, quality and social justice. The goal is to apply internationally recognised knowledge 
relating to school effectiveness, along with knowledge of particular circumstances in Wales, to drive improvement 
and address the uneven progress results of Welsh students (as signposted in the country’s 2006 PISA results).

A context statement at the start of the Welsh School Effectiveness Framework refers to United Nations (UN) 
Conventions when articulating their commitment to equity across the country.

The Welsh Assembly Government’s policies for children and young people have their basis in 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which includes the right to have a comprehensive 
range of educational and learning opportunities. This rights-based approach is set out in 
Children and Young People: Rights into Action (2004). This strategy brings together children’s 
rights under seven core aims that now make up the statutory definition for the wellbeing of 
children and young people in Wales. Core aim 2 states that children and young people have 
the right to education, training and work experience -tailored to meet their needs; basic skills 
which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; and independent, specialist careers 
advice and guidance, student support and counselling services. The Assembly Government, its 
local authority partners and schools themselves are committed to the provision of high quality 
school education for all children and young people. Provision that enables them to access their 
entitlements so as to participate fully in learning and in the life of their communities. (Welsh 
Assembly Government, 2008, p4)

The depth of emphasis on addressing disadvantage is also evident in the findings of the comprehensive study, 
Improving Schools in Wales: An OECD Perspective (2014). The summary to Chapter Two; ‘Supporting equity and 
quality in Welsh schools’, encapsulates the progress of the Welsh system after 10 years of reform efforts. There are 
lessons that could be learned by NT planners in how to address their own very high levels of student disadvantage. 

This chapter reviews the challenges and opportunities for supporting equity and quality in 
schools across Wales. Despite a comprehensive school model and the provision of various 
grants to help schools better respond to diversity in their classrooms, schools are struggling 
to respond to high proportions of low performers, disadvantaged students and students with 
special learning needs.

…

Three concrete policy options would help DfES ensure that schools are meeting the learning 
needs of all their students. 1) set high expectations for learning and promote the use of 
differentiated teaching and more personalised learning by students. For this DfES should 
put sustained efforts in improving the pedagogical capacity of its teachers, support staff and 
head teachers. 2) simplify and stabilise the use of targeted funding for specific groups and 3), 
recognise and invest in support staff to improving teaching and learning. This includes moving 
forward with the suggested introduction of minimum qualifications for support staff working in 
specific roles (Welsh Assembly Govt, 2008, chapt. 2).

Unlike the more affluent and mono-cultural Finland, the NT has more in common with Wales (and Ontario) where 
systemwide reform has been on the agenda for more than a decade and where the challenges of disadvantage and 
poverty are more comparable to the NT. Notably, Wales has followed Finland in abolishing standardised testing. 
Hargraves observed in his Weebly blog in 2014 when referring to the findings of the OECD Welsh study to which he 
contributed: 

…in contrast to Finland, as the country’s own plans revealed, its social challenges were high 
and its educational performance was in need of improvement. (Hargreaves, 2014)

The NT could learn from the Welsh commitment to equity and equality emphasised in its reform strategies. The 
following is a summary of the OECD recommendations for future planning in Wales in order to build upon the 
progress made since commencing their reform agenda. The first three recommendations are consistent with the 
accepted directions for reform arising from McKinsey, Oceans and Fullan as abbreviated in Table 1.
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The report recommends that four areas are given priority:

• Ensuring that schools meet the learning needs of all their students.

• Building professional capital and collective responsibility throughout the system.

• Developing a coherent assessment and evaluation framework to promote improvement.

• Defining a long term education strategy that builds on a select number of core priorities, is 
adequately designed and resourced and has appropriate governance and support structures 
(OECD, 2014).

Interestingly, the Ontario education system, compared with other English speaking countries is experiencing the 
greatest success in PISA testing. Ontario like Wales has a vision that brings together the pursuit of excellence and 
the goal of equity across the province. Since the early wave of reform in Ontario bolstered by Leithwood, Fullan and 
Watson, The Schools we Need: Recent Education Policy in Ontario and Recommendations for Moving forward (2003) 
consistent progress has been made suggesting that the pursuit of equity need not compromise the outcome measures 
of excellence and, in fact, may make an essential contribution. 

Equity and excellence, in the vision of schools we propose for the province, are complementary 
rather than competing aspirations. There is nothing helpful to be gained by proposing one-
dimensional concept of excellence for a multi-dimensional world.…

As the main institution for fostering social cohesion in an increasingly diverse society, publicly 
funded school must serve all children, not simply those with the loudest or most powerful 
advocates. This means addressing the cognitive and social needs of every child, with an 
emphasis on including those who may not have been well served in the past. For instance, a 
focus on academic achievement, such as improving literacy and mathematics, must include a 
commitment to narrowing the gap between high and low achieving children (2003, p15).

A recommendation from the abovementioned paper was that student progress from year to year and ‘value adding’ 
should be the basis of measures of school achievement while also demonstrating ‘raising the bar’ and ‘closing 
the gaps’ in the achievement of all their student cohorts. By 2008 Levin, Gaze and Fullan were able to report 
extraordinary successes in both equity and excellence: 

When examining Ontario’s results in PISA 2009, it was evident not only that Ontario is one 
of the highest performing jurisdictions, but, while achieving excellence; the province is also 
reducing the gaps in achievement. PISA confirmed this improvement, stating that Ontario is 
among the few jurisdictions in the world that demonstrate both higher achievement in reading 
and a smaller performance gap between high and low income students when compared to the 
OECD average (EQAO, 2010), (Levin et al, 2008).

While no state or territory in Australia as strongly articulates the Welsh or the Ontarian commitments to reducing 
educational disadvantage, most jurisdictions articulate goals for achieving greater equity. For instance, in South 
Australia’s Strategic Plan 2014-2017 a core strategy, ‘higher standards for learning achievement’, states they will 
have achieved their goal when “The educational achievement gap between the highest and lowest achievers has 
been reduced” (p5). This aim is more specifically stated in the SA Aboriginal Strategy 2013-2016 (aimed at the 
cohort comprising the majority of most disadvantaged students). The targets are very specific: 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students perform at equivalent or better rates to other 
students when assessed for numeracy and literacy skills, (p5).

• Halve the gap in reading, writing and numeracy achievement between Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students and non-Aboriginal students by 2018, (p11).

• Halve the gap in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Year 12 attainment or equivalent 
attainment rates by 2020, (p15).

The NT Strategic Plan 2013-2015 comprises strategies to “work with families and communities to close the 
educational achievement gap for Indigenous students”. This falls under Goal 2 which states, “…our commitment to 
improving the educational outcomes of students across all stages of schooling” (p13). Specific targets for improved 
Indigenous achievement levels are found in A share of the future: Indigenous education strategy 2015-2024) where 
the ten year target is:

Indigenous students in government schools achieve results in reading and numeracy in Year 
3 and Year 5 in the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy testing consistent 
with the Territory’s non-Indigenous cohort. (p7)

While there is a general aim to raise the achievement standards of all students there are no (apparent) specific 
targets for any disadvantaged students who are not Indigenous in either the SA or NT documents. All non-Indigenous 
students are in a category that implies they are of consistently higher socioeconomic status and therefore already 
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adequately provided for according to the above target in both the state and the territory. Perhaps goals for equity 
need restating to account for this anomaly. 

There is awareness in all the educational planning of Australian states and territories about the need for equity 
in a quality education system but it varies in depth and sensitivity in planning documentation. How prominent 
is the philosophy and how specific are the aims and targets shows variation. Where targets are specified they 
are generally in quantifiable terms with reference to Australian (NAPLAN) or international benchmarking testing 
(mainly PISA). There is a blending of an understanding of ‘educational disadvantage’ applying to Indigenous people 
and a dangerous tendency not to embrace broader cohorts, as found in the more philosophically based Welsh and 
the Ontarian planning, to include groups such as migrants and refugees for instance.

Rich and Forward Looking Education in Systemwide Reform

Since roughly the mid-1990s from educational systemwide reform agendas there have emerged examples that have 
ensured strong moral platforms and principles underpinning their planning. These systems are mindful of the need 
for rich and relevant curricula while they continue to strive for the highest possible levels of achievement equity for 
every student. Many systems are boldly and overtly striving to deliver a ‘world-class’ or a ‘21st century’ education 
for all their citizens. 

Current debate and waves of reform however, are too often dedicated to driving up achievement at the expense 
of more desirable and relevant educational content. Evidence based decision making has compromised breadth 
in what is being both taught and measured limiting testing to predominantly literacy and numeracy skills and 
knowledge. Happily, education researchers and most system change leaders do not appear to have lost sight of the 
need for wellbeing, quality curriculum, critical thinking and problem solving skills and long term social outcomes. 
Within a purely data driven approach to systemwide change, a rich and varied 21st century curriculum and students 
reaching their full potential in an equitable school system are at risk.

As far back as 2000, Brian Caldwell summarised ‘world-class’ education in the twenty-first century as one that will 
result in everyone becoming highly literate, highly numerate, well informed, capable of learning constantly, and 
producing confident citizens for a democratic society (2000, p190). In a work of Yong Zhao (2012) is found another 
set of features of quality contemporary education that goes beyond ‘acceptable test scores’ to include creativity, 
entrepreneurial thinking and innovation as key aims. 

Michael Barber published a seminar paper in 2009 in which he calls for educational system leaders to contribute 
wider, deeper, shared, system leadership development that he believes is at the heart of the best education systems 
in the world. The paper is entitled The impossible and the necessary: Challenges for educators: Are you ready 
for this? (2009). Barber calls for systems to develop programs and curriculum that embrace a comprehensive 
knowledge base and a range of thinking and logic skills underpinned by learning involving the development of 
ethical judgment. Systems that are too focused on ‘teaching to the test’ driving their students to attend hours of 
after school tutoring to cram knowledge measureable in pencil and paper tests may be the ‘highest performing’ but 
they may not be producing thinking, creative, problem solving, team players with twenty-first century skills. For a 
closer examination of successful systems that might provide a range of ideas and strategies that would adapt well 
to Australian conditions and implicit expectations of a quality education we need to look at systems embedded in 
cultures similar enough to our own to provide a bases for modeling our own improvement agenda. This is an aspect 
of education that is not well modeled by East Asian systems, even those at the top of the table.

Andy Hargreaves and Dennis Shirley, authors of The Fourth Way: the inspiring future for educational change (2009) 
is an ‘encouraging’ view of the current wave of education reform as the title suggests. In the ‘fourth way’ of change 
the authors advocate that it must be democratic, purposeful and be underpinned by principles of professionalism 
sustained by four ‘catalysts of coherence’ (pp71-111): 

The Fourth Way does not drive reform relentlessly through teachers, use them as final delivery 
points for government policies, or vacuum up their motivations into a vortex of change defined 
by short-term political agendas and the special interests with which they are aligned. Rather, 
it brings together government policy, professional involvement, and public engagement around 
an inspiring social and educational vision of prosperity, opportunity, and creativity in a world 
of greater inclusiveness, security, and humanity.

The Fourth Way pushes beyond standardization, data-driven decision making, and target-
obsessed distractions to forge and equal and interactive partnership among the people, the 
profession, and their government (p71).

The Hargreaves and Shirley approach is appropriately driven by democratic principles and a valuing of the 
professionalism of educators. While their language differs from that of the McKinsey reports when describing 
practices and interventions that have led school systems to successful outcomes, the findings may turn out to be 
more similar than they first appear. 
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Hargreaves and Shirley (2009) are strong advocates for the need to remain focused on the ‘moral purpose’ when 
planning systemwide changes. They reason that an inspiring and inclusive vision is desirable:

A compelling and inclusive moral purpose steers a system, binds it together, and draws the best 
people to work in it. Literacy and numeracy are sometimes such a purpose and should always 
be an educational priority. But they are not always the right reform priority, especially when 
schools and nations are already high performers in those areas, or when they side-line other 
emphases that need more attention…Raising the bar and closing the gap in tested literacy 
and mathematics is too narrow a goal… The challenge is to address more than one thing in 
particular, without addressing everything at once (p76). 

Yong Zhao, has published a number of books and articles that explore the achievements of high PISA performers 
including Shanghai and other Asian systems in terms of their curriculum and capacity to prepare tomorrow’s 
citizens. What Shanghai, for instance gains in PISA test ranking it loses in depth and the capacity to prepare students 
to successfully live in the future. Zhao advocates a paradigm shift in the design and measurement of world class 
education systems. He defines eight indicators in his paper, Paradigm shift: Defining and designing world-class 
education (2013, p18-29) being, 1) student voice; governance and environment, 2) student choice; broad and flexible 
curriculum, 3) student support; personalisation and mentoring, 4) authentic products; personally meaningful and 
useful for others, 5) sustained and disciplined process; multiple drafts and review, 6) strength-based; unique and 
local, 7) global orientation; international partners and opportunities and, 8) global competence; foreign languages 
and cultures. 

There are as many ways of framing the idea of a deeper more meaningful education for the future as there are 
prominent researchers and their books and articles. It is not within the scope or purpose of this discussion to arrive 
at any conclusions or recommendations as to content and curriculum reform for the NT. The above examples are 
intended to provide a few illustrations of the debate and to note that planners must develop clear intentions for 
educational outcomes outside of literacy and numeracy achievement when planning reform. They will also need to 
develop new ways to recognise and measure achievement of these contemporary skills and competencies.

Education System Reform Efforts – Which Systems to Follow (or not) 

Who to follow
It appears that from amongst the countries and states that have initiated whole system reform the successful Ontario 
education agenda has the most to offer planners in the NT. When Michael Fullan was invited by education authorities 
in Ontario to help design their reform priorities he observed at that time that the system was ‘good’ but not ‘great’ 
due to a percentage of underperforming schools:

There are schools that are awful or adequate - not by their own doing, but because the system 
has not invested in their development until recently. We have already made significant progress 
in two years. The next two years should be revealing as we attempt to go deeper and deeper, in 
partnership with schools and districts across the province (Fullan, 2006, p xiii).

In a short paper published in 2012 entitled What America Can Learn from Ontario’s Education Success, Fullan 
purveys the finding that four major international studies have found that the Ontario system is one of the most 
improved and highest performing in the world (Fullan, 2012. P1). Ontario, coming in around fifth or sixth (on 
different PISA and TIMSS subject results) follows Shanghai, Singapore, Hong Kong, Korea and Finland in the highest 
performing systems (not always in that order). Ontario is the highest performing English language system and also 
the one most structurally comparable culturally and socioeconomically to the NT. 

The decision to model systemwide reform on Ontario’s processes and planning has been made by education 
jurisdictions around the world. Notably the United States which commissioned the Marc Tucker led study with a 
Harvard University team. Standing on the Shoulders of Giants: an American Agenda for Education Reform, (2011) 
was intended to advise what could be learned from leading jurisdictions and used in the US. The same leading 
countries or provinces (above) are again the subject of examination in this paper. In the same year the OECD 
launched Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education: Lessons from PISA for The United States 
(OECD), 2011. In this study the province of Ontario is the first of a comparable group of eight high ranking systems 
reviewed and the most similar to both the US and Australia.

While there are lessons to be learned from the top ranked Asian counties and provinces the observed and identified 
strategies are less suitable for application to the Australian (or US) context. Ontario and Finland being the only high 
performing non-Asian education systems have commonalities. According to Andy Hargreaves on his website blog 
(2014) it is feasible for some of their approaches and strategies to be followed in lower performing systems including 
the US and the UK (and presumably Australia):

Canada has some striking commonalities with Finland, the only non-Asian performer above it 
in the OECD rankings. Both countries value teachers and teaching and insist on a professional 
program of university-based training for all public school teachers. This is followed by an 
inspiring and supportive environment for teachers to do their work in schools – with good 
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facilities, acceptable pay, wide availability of professional development, and a good degree of 
discretion to make their own professional judgments. Both countries have a strong commitment 
to public schools and only a very modest or non-existent private sector in education. Both 
countries have strong social welfare and public health systems with broad safety net so protect 
the young and most vulnerable members of the population. Last, both nations are characterised 
by deeper cultures of cooperation and inclusiveness that actually makes them more competitive 
internationally (Hargreaves, 2014).

In the past ten years a number of Australian education jurisdictions have tailored their strategic directions in line 
with knowledge of the school-effectiveness literature. In 2011 the Department of Education, senior leadership group 
of Tasmania, developed a sustainable reform process reviewed and discussed by Ewington & Milbourne (2013) in 
their paper Reforming an education system: The Tasmanian experience. The authors observe that the Tasmanian 
reform planning was’ “supported through research, which reflected current thinking in maximizing quality teaching 
and leadership practice” (p3). In their paper on the new (revised) reform agenda for Tasmania commencing 2014, 
after an 18 month consultation and planning period, it is stated; “We have enough of the pieces that make a 
difference, and we have a grasp of the complexity of educational reform, to initiate a critical recombination of 
measures to influence the quality of teaching and learning”.

Who not to follow
While ranked number one in most of the later PISA league tables, the total package of education in Shanghai has its 
critics not least of all Yong Zhao; another researcher who is totally opposed to education reform built upon national 
or international ‘high stakes’ testing. In the US he argues, this approach has led to cheating and a loss of values “that 
helped make America the most prosperous and advanced nation in the world” (Yhao, 2014, p5). 

In Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Dragon? (2014), Zhao explains that the ability to perform well in PISA tests stems 
from centuries of imperial exams being the very ‘spirit of education’ in Shanghai, (p28). Zhao argues that Chinese 
education is a ‘perfect machine for homogenisation’ based on a rigorous framework and system of teaching and 
learning, which, in secondary schools in particular, have predominantly been determined by the examination syllabi. 
School activities are very much oriented towards exam preparation. Subjects such as music and art, and even 
physical education, are not taught because they are not covered in the public examinations. Schools work their 
students for long hours every day, and the work week extends to weekends, mainly for additional exam preparation 
classes. A new order was issued in 2013 by the Chinese government to combat the pressures of school work on 
students and the consequences which it was believed severely damaged student’s physical and psychological well-
being; also it judged was due to rote-memorisation (Zhao, 2014, p151). The essence of education in China remains 
the same today according to Zhao despite reform efforts. This is due to the complexities of the ancient education 
system and entrenched attitudes that are proving very difficult to shift. Shanghai and lead performing East Asian 
systems, now themselves understand the need to develop students that are creative, innovative and responsible 
individuals who are collaborative, productive, lifelong learners. 

Zhao cautions western countries not to follow the (old) East Asian systems in an effort to ‘catch up’ on performance 
results. In Lessons that matter: What should we learn from Asia’s school systems? (2015), Zhao outlines a direction 
for Australian systemwide reform, to prepare all students for the future, as Asia is also now attempting to institute. 
In spite of their success on education score cards, the East Asian countries can no longer rely on ‘more of the same’ 
if they are to meet the challenges of the twenty-first century. Zhao discusses this transformation under the headings; 
1) inventing the future, not fixing the past, 2) encouraging bottom-up innovation, reducing top-down planning,  
3) pursuing worthwhile outcomes, 4) granting meaningful autonomy and, 5) building on strength and responding 
to unique contexts. These innovations have resonated with aspects of the McKinsey and Oceans Reports and with 
Fullan’s research work that comprise the debate on GERM.

Recommendations to Guide Educational Improvement Planning in the NT

This paper has shown the GERM is underpinned by several leading studies and frameworks for reform. Of those 
most suitable for informing a systemwide reform agenda for the NT, three stand out. These are the Oceans Report, 
the 2010 McKinsey Report, and Fullan’s body of work and research culminating in his ‘big ideas for whole-system 
reform’. 

For practical guidance and a role model, for the implementation of change strategies and the development of 
effective frameworks and practices, the work of the Ontario educational province is the most suitable guide for the 
NT. This is because Ontario; 1) has demonstrated continuous and resounding success in systemwide improvement, 
2) is commensurate with the NT apropos student population challenges around language, geographical isolation and 
Indigeneity, 3) is committed to both equity and curriculum excellence and, 4) provides publicly available and clearly 
defined long term education strategy designed, resourced and supported by an appropriate governance model, all of 
which could inform a systemwide improvement agenda for NT.
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Recommendations following McKinsey, Oceans and Fullan Reports
McKinsey Report provides six common interventions across all journeys, the Oceans details nine building blocks and 
the Fullan contributes seven big ideas which are all set out in Table 1 on page 11 and 12 above. These are again 
brought together and aligned below in Table 4 where possible, to illustrate how they may, 1) enable the identification 
of current best practice in the NT and/or, 2) inform a future systemwide reform, planning direction. The table also 
provides examples from Ontario (et al.) of strategies, frameworks and guidelines developed in the province for 
implementation. 

Table 4: Alignment of GERM interventions to the NT context and recommendations

Interventions Strategies, Structures and Frameworks  
from Ontario et al

NT Situation and Recommendations

McKinsey: 

1. Building the 
instructional skills of 
teachers… 

Oceans:

2b. Continuous 
improvement of 
pedagogical skills 
and knowledge

Fullan:

1. All children can learn

4. Collective capacity

5. Strategies with 
precision

• Establishment of The Literacy and Numeracy 
Secretariat

• The School Effectiveness Framework 

• Teacher Learning and Leadership Program

• Teacher Performance Appraisal

• New Teacher Induction program

• Professional Learning Communities: a model for 
Ontario Schools

Have: 

• NT systemwide implementation of Visible Learning 
including the provision of impact coaches and PD 
for ongoing guidance in collaborative practice

• Teacher performance appraisal and standards

Recommended: 

• Project-based professional learning opportunities 
for experienced classroom teachers

• A systemwide approach to sharing successful 
practice (and literacy and numeracy programs) 

• Refocus work of School Support Services staff and 
regional support staff to capacity building of teacher 
practice backing Visible Learning and provide 
systemwide programs school-based PD and 
mentoring

• Develop Guidelines for Professional Learning 
Communities in NT Schools

McKinsey: 

1. (continued) …and 
(instructional skills) 
of principals

Oceans:

2c. Great leadership at 
school level

Fullan:

3. Resolute leadership, 
stay on the 
message

Ontario Leadership Strategy: Strong and 
sustainable leadership for improved student 
achievement comprising: 

• Mentoring Newly Appointed School Leaders

• Succession Planning

• Principal/Vice-Principal Performance Appraisal

• Board Leadership Development Strategy 

Ontario Leadership Framework comprising: 

• K-12 School Effectiveness Framework

• School-Level Leadership

• District Effectiveness Framework

• System-Level Leadership

Have: 

• AITSL Australian Professional Standards for 
Principals

Recommended: 

• A systemwide leadership strategy incorporating, 
principal induction and succession planning based 
on A systemwide instructional leadership approach

• A regional framework and a regional leadership 
framework to support the systemwide development 
of instructional leadership 

• Leadership Frameworks and strategies for 
principals as listed below

McKinsey: 

2. Assessing student 
learning

4. Utilising student 
data to guide 
delivery

Oceans:

1b. Good, transparent 
data and 
accountability

Fullan:

6. Intelligent 
accountability

• Growing Success: Assessment, evaluation and 
reporting in Ontario schools

• K-12 School Effectiveness Framework – 
component: Assessment for, as and of learning 

Have:

• Systemwide data base and analysis to inform 
decision making and continuous improvement at 
school, region and system levels

• Developing intelligent teacher data analysis of 
individual student progress at classroom and 
school level through Visible Learning training. This 
increases individual and shared responsibility for 
student progress.

Recommended:

• A School Effectiveness Framework and 
Assessment, Evaluation and Reporting Guidelines 
to clearly articulate and align the practice of 
teachers, schools, regions, and system support 
expertise, in systemwide, data informed, decision 
making, planning, evaluation and improvement.
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Interventions Strategies, Structures and Frameworks  
from Ontario et al

NT Situation and Recommendations

McKinsey: 

5. Establishing policy 
documents and 
educational laws 
to support: (as 
stated elsewhere 
in the report), 
“system integration 
and coordination 
across every 
level” Mourshed, 
2010,p28)

Oceans:

3a. Effective, enabling 
central department 
and agencies

Fullan:

7. All means all – all 
school, all districts

Lead documents:

• Achieving Excellence: A new vision for Ontario 
Education

• Energizing Ontario Education: Reaching every 
student

• From WA – Classrooms First Strategy and The Early 
years of Schooling

• From Victoria – New Directions for School 
Leadership and the Teaching Profession and 
Towards Victoria as a Learning Community

• From SA – Building a High Performing System

• From NSW: Connected Communities Strategy

Policy and Guidelines, examples in some areas:

• Foundations for a Health School

• Creating Pathways to success: Policy and Program 
requirement, K to 12 (Ontario)

• Parents in Partnership: A parent engagement policy 
for Ontario schools

• Learning for All: A guide to Effective Assessment 
and Instructions for All Students

(From NSW – School Excellence Framework)

Have:

• Capability Framework: Teaching Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander EAL/D learners

• Indigenous Education Strategy: 2015-2024

• Teaching in the Early Years Framework

• NT and Australian Curriculum Frameworks

• Safe Schools NT – Code of behaviour

Lead documents recommended: 

• Strategic plan to reflect a renewed vision and 
systemwide reform direction

• Lead document (like Achieving Excellence) for a 
wide audience and including government direction

Frameworks recommended:

• System Level Leadership 

• School Leadership 

• Regional Effectiveness 

• School Effectiveness 

• School Review 

• Professional Learning Communities 

Guidelines recommended:

• Parent and Community Engagement and 
Partnerships 

• Provision for Students with Special Needs

• Creating Pathways to Success (career and 
vocational education)

• Effective Assessment and Instruction for all 
Students

In Conclusion

School systems around the world have measures and frameworks available to them in great abundance in the years 
since international benchmark testing has become established. Quantitate comparative measures of student literacy 
and numeracy achievement in up to 60 countries has led to a dearth of research of high and lower quality and 
analysis of what the best performing education systems do to achieve high standards and growth in these core skills. 
Education systems in countries around the world including Australia are building reform agendas based on the most 
influential of the studies including the 2010 McKinsey Report and by following strategies that have transformed 
education systems most like their own. As part of their strategic planning, jurisdictions commonly use their own 
students’ performance in PISA and TIMSS as the benchmark and for their planning targets. 

Equity for all students is widely understood as the capacity of the system to close gaps between the disadvantaged 
and the highest performing students. The importance of high level goals for equity is intrinsic to the most moral 
and valuable research and debate. The best systems are also seen to rate an education that prepares students for 
the future, is internationally aware, language competent, and that comprises the development of 21st century skills. 

The NT education system has areas of success but ranks down the score card of Australian states and territories. 
There is some urgency in the need to look to the body of research and seek a new approach and direction for 
improved results for all students. Some systems including the PISA giants of East Asia are not suitable models for the 
NT to base a change agenda due to the diversely different cultures, curriculum, aims and priorities of those counties. 
The redevelopment and success of education in Ontario is leading the world in transformational strategies and 
structures that are well documented. The Ministry of Education in Ontario generously shares, and developmentally 
supports, ‘all comers’ from systems around the world seeking a guaranteed improvement direction. Education 
systems in other states and the other territory of Australia are among those already drawing on Ontarian expertise, 
mentorship and knowledge.

It is proposed that the NT build on new and current initiatives with expediency and commit to following the example 
of the education reform agenda led so successfully by Ontario in every way that it is feasible to do so. Ontario 
documentation and frameworks should be adapted (as recommended above in Table 4) and become prominent in 
the NT change agenda. Education academics and experienced educational leaders within the province of Ontario 
should be approached for their advice and guidance. On this basis the NT could develop a new direction based 
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on best practice, and with a unified commitment to an improvement agenda, will shift NT education onto a new 
trajectory of continuous improved student achievement across the system.
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