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Foreword

It’s important to celebrate success. The graduation of the original eight 
Powerhouse Schools is a significant milestone and marks the conclusion 
of the first five years of the SVA Bright Spots Schools Connection (The 
Connection). Designed in response to the understanding that great school 
leaders could influence change in their own schools and beyond, The 
Connection aspires to turn ‘bright spots’ into a ‘bright system’.

Although the model has grown and strengthened over its first five years, 
the core principles of The Connection have remained constant. It has 
brought to life the value of a collaborative network of practice, revolving 
around a common moral purpose: the strong belief that every student 
deserves a great education.  

Each of these Powerhouse Schools leaves a unique and crucial legacy. 
They have designed and refined excellent teaching and learning practices 
and we thank them for generously sharing their work and learnings with 
their Australian colleagues. 

Sue Cridge  
Director, Education  
SVA Bright Spots Schools Connection 

I met our Powerhouse Schools back in 2013 just before they formally 
started on the journey with The Connection. I fondly remember learning 
about the passion, drive and commitment of these school leaders to 
create great outcomes for their schools. I loved meeting the students and 
hearing about the exciting hopes and dreams they had for their future. 

The influence of the Powerhouse Schools and The Connection cannot 
be understated. Many aspects of their great practice can now be seen 
at the system level, with a number of education jurisdictions currently 
adopting many of these design principles in their work.

I am incredibly grateful to Sue Cridge and everyone who has worked in 
The Connection team and alongside SVA for all their hard work. We are so 
privileged to have had the opportunity to work with such talented school 
leaders and school communities who are so open to sharing and learning.

Suzie Riddell 
Chief Executive Officer,  
Social Ventures Australia
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The Connection model

What is it?
The SVA Bright Spots Schools Connection is a network of high-performing school leaders across 
Australia, delivering exceptional results within school communities experiencing disadvantage. 

Why did we create it?

What does it do?
The Connection leaders receive ongoing support via a unique, collaborative framework which 
brings together the leadership teams of schools facing similar challenges and exposes them to 
the absolute best educational practice and innovative thinking from around the world. 

How does it create impact?

The outcomes, findings and perspectives from The Connection are shared continually with other 
school leaders, government partners and supporters. 

In this way ‘bright spots’ help create a ‘bright system’, so that every child in Australia has the 
opportunity to both thrive at school and develop the necessary capabilities for the work of the future.

By the age of 15, students in low socioeconomic areas can be 

5X more likely
to be low performers than their peers.

REACH
Working with close 
to 50 schools and 
their leaders, The 
Connection reaches  
2,800 educators 
and approximately 
30,000 students  
in Australia.

POWER OF 
PARTNERSHIP
An innovative approach 
to collaboration 
accelerates the 
improvement in 
educational outcomes 
for disadvantaged 
students.

SCHOOLS
GOVERNMENTS

THE CONNECTION PHILANTHROPY

IDENTIFIES
successful  

education practice  
in communities 

experiencing 
disadvantage

BUILDS
capacity and  
mobilises the 

knowledge and 
expertise of school 

leaders

SPREADS
evidence-based practice 

through exposure 
to cutting-edge 

thinking and network 
opportunties

INFLUENCES
the education landscape 

to deliver impact 
for disadvantaged 

communities where  
it is needed most+ + +
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Broadmeadows Primary School 
Learning to Learn

In 2013 Broadmeadows Primary School identified that achievement levels for at least a third of 
their students were two to three years behind their peers. Often individually managed for social, 
emotional and/or academic reasons, the school concluded that these students required support 
with the very idea of learning. 

Milestones

2014

Three Professional 
Learning 

Communities 
established in the 

school to develop the 
‘Learning to Learn’ 

program

2015

Implementation 
of the Executive 

Function, Conceptual 
Learning and 

Learning Behaviours 
components of  

the program

Learning Behaviours 
included as part 

of parent/teacher 
interviews

2016

Students’ reports 
afford equal status to 

progress in literacy, 
numeracy, and 

Learning Behaviours

Consolidation of the 
Learning Behaviours 

framework

2017

The Broadmeadows 
program goes global 

when a former 
teacher applies the 

Learning Behaviours 
methodology to a 
difficult class in  
North London

2018

Learning Behaviours 
well established  

and in maintenance 
mode
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A shared language to make a difference
Then principal Keith MacDougall challenged staff to explore ‘learning behaviour issues’ from 
different perspectives using international and national research, particularly neuroscience. 
The result was a working framework consisting of three components to be developed and 
implemented; Executive Function, Conceptual Learning and Learning Behaviours. While threads of 
the first two components are still visible within the teaching and learning fabric at Broadmeadows 
today, Learning Behaviours has achieved the most impact.

The ‘Learning to Learn’ program, supported by SVA, aimed to help every child at Broadmeadows 
to become an engaged and resilient lifelong learner. It was achieved by involving the whole school 
community in new ways of thinking and acting to nurture and enhance students’ learning experiences.

Eighteen learning behaviours were developed to articulate expectations for learning for students, 
parents and teachers in three spheres; at school, at home and for students’ feelings. They include 
expected behaviour around being independent, communicating well, getting enough sleep, limiting 
screen time and feeling happy in the playground, amongst others.

The Learning Behaviours are explicitly taught throughout the school, Foundation to Year 6. 
Through one-on-one conversations with their teachers, each student identifies one or two 
Learning Behaviours that he or she will focus on. Teachers refer to the Learning Behaviours as 
they teach and they are displayed visually around each learning space. 

Students can see the progress they make towards achieving their own goals and can physically 
update their progress in real time. Successes are celebrated publicly at whole school assemblies 
and are shared with parents in school reports. 

“The Learning Behaviours have put a language around learning. It binds the 
school. The shared language delivers a common philosophy."

Leanne Lewis,  
Principal, Broadmeadows Primary School

Broadmeadows considered several methodologies to test whether Learning Behaviours were 
effective. They were introduced to ‘narrative’ as a research methodology at an SVA Thought 
Leadership Gathering and instantly saw its benefit. Through stories and conversations, teachers 
were adamant that Learning Behaviours make a difference. 

The Learning Behaviours are now well established within the school and the program is in 
maintenance mode. Changing, or even refining, one of the Learning Behaviours is not yet on the 
cards. They have become part of the air that the school breathes. 
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Dandenong North Primary School 
Learning from a  
High Performing Teacher

An outside reviewer prompted the wake-up call. They had reported to Dandenong North’s parent 
community that the students’ academic performances, in a school such as theirs, were only to be 
expected given the students’ disadvantages. This line of argument was simply not acceptable to the 
school’s leadership team. 

Milestones

2014

Designed IMOCAD 
program to support 

new teachers  
and education  
support staff 

Trained experienced 
teachers and 

generalist coaches

Delivered training and 
support to first cohort 
of graduate teachers

2015

Refined the IMOCAD 
methodology

Continued support 
to graduate teachers, 
trained new coaches

Commenced Student 
2019MARCRUC - THE 
CRUCIBLE Observers 

Program

2016

Strengthened Teacher 
Professional Growth 

Snapshot Tool

Broadened Student 
Observers Program

Hosted visits from 
other schools

2017

Involved all teachers 
and education 
support staff in 

IMOCAD

2018

Trained additional 
tranches of generalist 
coaches (82% of staff 
to be trained by end 

of 2018)
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To be a school of first choice
Like many Powerhouse schools, Dandenong North experienced a high turnover of staff, due to 
both natural attrition and increasing enrolments. They believed that the developing nature of the 
teaching skills of newly appointed graduate teachers threatened their ‘overall teaching success’. 
If every student was to succeed, the leadership team could no longer rely on the high levels of 
expertise of its more experienced teachers. 

‘Ensuring that each child is taught by a high performing teacher, every day’ became the mantra for 
the school and the platform on which the IMOCAD (Induction, Mentoring, Observation, Coaching, 
Appraisal, Development) program, supported by SVA, was built. It provided novice teachers, new 
teachers to the school and education support staff with a targeted and scaffolded program to 
shorten the process for them to become truly effective from five years to three. 

The school also developed and refined a ‘Targeted Performance and Development Program’ that 
named the expectations of teachers in a continuum from ‘graduate teacher’ through to ‘expert 
teacher’. The school aimed to move its newly appointed teachers through this continuum as 
quickly as possible. Interestingly, because the program involves all staff at the school, it has 
become a de facto learning program for all, more experienced teachers and school leadership 
members included.

“I am here to make sure that each child gets the best that is available for them. 
And I will do what it takes.”

Kevin Mackay,  
Principal, Dandenong North Primary School

A shared commitment to goals has been critical to the school’s success. The leadership team, 
teachers, and education support staff all share a common vision and approach to teaching and 
learning. It is important to the principal that all the staff remain ‘on song’; that they are clear about 
what they teach, why they are teaching it, how they teach, and how students learn. 

Various aspects of IMOCAD have generated new ideas, like the Student Observers Program. 
It provides students with the opportunity to observe teaching in classrooms and provide 
constructive feedback. For principal Mackay, a huge fan of evidence, the observations that these 
children provide prove that the school’s approach is working and complement 2017 NAPLAN 
results which were above the state average. 
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Hume Central Secondary College 
Real Relationships

Despite improvements at Hume Central Secondary College from a range of student learning 
initiatives and a college-wide peer coaching program, student behaviour had not shifted enough. 
The school faced the challenge that many of their students had not developed the social and 
emotional skills necessary to maximise academic growth and success in future study and 
employment. The college’s project ‘Real Relationships’, supported by SVA and in partnership with 
a range of academic experts from Victoria and the USA, aimed to turn this around.

Milestones

2014

Designed and 
delivered a whole 

school approach to 
behaviour support 

2015

Implemented  
Social Emotional 

Learning curriculum

Student suspensions 
and expulsions 

decreased by 10% 
compared with 2014

2016

Expanded SEL to 
mentoring classes 
across Years 7-12

Reduction of 50% 
in the number of 

students exited from 
class or suspended 

for misbehaviour

2017

Allocated an 
additional 75-minute 

lesson to all junior 
classes for SEL to 
be taught by two 

assigned teachers

2018

Introduction of the 
House System across 
all college campuses 

as an avenue  
for incentives 

Deepened  
School-wide Positive 
Behaviour Support
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Creating a safe place for learning
Hume Central Secondary College sought to apply an evidence-informed approach to developing social 
and emotional skills in students. It involved the design of a social and emotional learning curriculum 
and the delivery of a whole school approach to supporting student engagement and learning.

Two initiatives were introduced as part of the project; School-wide Positive Behaviour Support 
(SWPBS), which was rolled out first, and Social Emotional Learning (SEL) Curriculum, a program 
that aims to build students’ social and emotional competencies.

SWPBS is an approach to student engagement and wellbeing. It is a framework that involves 
shifting from a rigid, reactive, punitive approach to managing student behaviours to a more 
preventive, proactive, positive approach to support the development of student behaviours. 

The first task was to develop the set of behaviour expectations that would guide the whole 
college community. After a lengthy consultation process, they landed on a framework of 
behaviour expectations for students under three values; Respectful, Responsible, Learners. These 
expectations were then threaded through every teaching and learning opportunity in the college. 
Positive behaviour exhibited by students was acknowledged with a token that could be redeemed 
for a reward and counted towards a house total. Although some teachers were worried the 
rewards were tokenistic, they started to see their capacity to shift school culture.

The following year, the college implemented SEL and made several structural changes, including 
the introduction of teaching SEL in 70-minute periods once a fortnight. In the junior campuses 
SEL is team-taught and at the senior campus it is taught during mentoring class by the mentor 
teacher. SEL adopts a particular pedagogical methodology, a significant part of which is the 
explicit teaching of social and emotional competencies, such as self-regulation and self-
awareness. All staff have received training in the particular dilemma/research/scenario/role play 
pedagogical approach on which the success of the program depends. 

“I think that the change, in the way the campus felt, was palpable. It wasn’t just 
me projecting. You saw it in the behaviour, and it led to a different feeling.”

Irene Iliadis 
Principal, Hume Central Secondary College

The change in the school is palpable. College data indicates that the project has seen dramatic 
changes in the number of exits, suspensions and expulsions, transformed behaviour and 
improved academic performances. It has also made discernible changes to student-teacher 
relationships and created a positive school climate and culture.

However, the school leaders, teachers and students don’t need this data to affirm what they 
already know and can feel – that the college is a safe place where students can be respectful, 
responsible, learners.
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Merrylands East Public School 
Learning at the Leading Edge

The goal at Merrylands East Public School is to provide students with opportunities to develop the 
skills, capabilities, and knowledge that are necessary to be successful in a globalised and highly 
digital society. Led by principal John Goh, the school’s goals are informed by critical observation 
of modern workplaces — their design, ways of working and the enterprise of learning and creating 
in them. 

Milestones

2014

Developed open 
learning spaces; 

trained teachers to 
use open learning 
spaces effectively

Introduced Project-
based Learning in Year 
6 and Passion-based 
Learning (at least 1.5 

hours per week)

2015

Set up a Minecraft 
server, film studio and 

robotics station 

Gained new insights 
on using open 

learning spaces 
through connections 

with other schools

2016

Partnerships with 
experts and other 

schools provided a 
positive avenue for 
teachers to develop 
their confidence and 

expertise in delivering 
student-centred 

pedagogies

2017

Improved the 
collection and 

analysis of evidence-
based data in literacy, 

mathematics and 
skills and capabilities

2018

Passion-based 
Learning is reframed 

to be associated 
aspects of the 

curriculum, rather 
than timetabled 

throughout the school

Renewed interest in 
Play-based Learning 
will be the focus for 

2019 in Kindergarten 
and Year 1
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Learning anywhere, anytime, with anyone
The school’s SVA-supported project, ‘Learning at the Leading Edge’, prepares students for the 
future. John and his team believed that four factors held the key to the transformation of learning 
in Merrylands East Public School. They included a learning culture amongst the professional staff, 
a belief that students learn anywhere, anytime, and with anyone, that learning spaces matter and 
placing an emphasis on learning pedagogies. 

In particular, through practice, the project deepened the school’s understanding of the three 
pedagogies it chose to focus on; Problem-based, Passion-based and Play-based Learning.

Project-based Learning offered teachers a method in which students gain knowledge and skills 
by working for an extended period of time to investigate and respond to an authentic, engaging 
and complex question or challenge. One such project saw the school partner with the Museum 
of Contemporary Art (MCA), with students posing the question ‘What would it be like to work at 
a museum?’. Students were given the opportunity to work for a few days at the MCA, but to earn 
that right, had to apply for a position, prepare a CV, attend an interview and if successful, research 
what working at the museum might entail.

Passion-based Learning allows children to explore an area of interest in depth. It affords students 
opportunities to use their creativity and initiative, while developing their research, problem solving, 
and self-regulation skills – all within the context of the curriculum.

Play-based Learning will be a focus of attention in 2019 and allows students to use play to engage 
in new experiences and environments, to understand the social and physical conditions that 
define their world, and the language and symbols that are used to describe them. 

“I think of what knowledge and skills children will need in the future. Instead of 
playing with virtual reality, we want our children to create virtual reality.”

John Goh,  
Principal, Merrylands East Public School

John is confident that the directions the school is taking are providing students with knowledge 
and skills that they will need in the future. He knows he has the confidence of parents in the 
school community and is adamant that NAPLAN results are not indicators of successful learning 
or a successful school. ‘When a child says, “I’m going to the MCA to work there for the next four 
days because I applied for a job and I wrote my CV” there is a marked difference. I think we have 
built something better than what we had,’ said John. ‘We have built a better product of schooling.’



12 BUILDING A BRIGHT SYSTEM

Rooty Hill High School 
Career Capable, Future-Focused

For Christine Cawsey and the team at Rooty Hill High School, the student comes first. This means 
making sure that the school’s purpose, work practices and key initiatives remain focussed on 
students. As principal, she needs to ‘ride the boundary’ and work with staff to select and deliver 
those universal, targeted, and intensive strategies that will help each student to do his or her best. 

Milestones

2014

Career Capable, 
Future-Focussed 
strategy launched

2015

New school plan 
launched, reframing 

the school’s intention 
to operate as a true 

‘Powerhouse School’

2016

Named as one of 
the most innovative 

schools in Australia by 
Educator Magazine

2017

Again, named as one 
of the most innovative 
schools in Australia by 

Educator Magazine

2018

Launch of 2018-2020 
school plan under three 

strategic directions; 
signature platforms 

and pedagogies, 
expansive learning, 

and adaptability and 
creativity
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Self-reflection for continuous improvement
In 2014, under the school’s ‘Career Capable, Future-Focused’ strategy (also the focus of its 
Connection project) it embarked on four discrete projects around assessment, traineeship and 
work readiness, online communications and the development of personalised digital portfolios 
for students.

A year later, the school reflected on and evaluated their work. They concluded that the project-
based nature of their chosen initiatives was limiting their scope. Inspired by the other Powerhouse 
schools in The Connection cohort, they considered what it meant to truly be a ‘Powerhouse’ and 
what impact exhibiting these characteristics could have on their school. Christine Cawsey called 
these features out as ‘a capacity to take risks; a willingness to innovate; absolute rigour around 
data; making sensible evidence-informed decisions; having the capacity to engage all levels of the 
school community, particularly students. And a focus on really high-quality professional practice.’

“It is always about quality teaching, not just quality teachers. Every student and 
class deserve high-quality teaching and learning.”

Christine Cawsey 
Principal, Rooty Hill High School

The school decided to redesign their work practices, strategic partnerships and direction to 
operate more like a ‘true’ Powerhouse School. The new school plan (2015-17) had three strategic 
directions, each relating to people, sub-projects and expected products and practices. The school 
also introduced Outcomes Based Accountability to track progress on its milestones and report on 
the progressive impact of its work on knowledge and skills, behaviour, attitudes and learning.

While it is still possible to see connections between the original four projects conceived in 2014 
and those in the new school plan, the latter now provide the school with an overall unity of 
purpose, where the whole is bigger than the sum of the parts.

In the 2018-2020 plan, the school has used the evidence and recognition of innovation it received 
in the previous two years to identify the strategic directions that will create new ways of knowing, 
doing and being for students, staff and the school community.

Rooty Hill High School is indeed now performing as a ‘Powerhouse School’ and was twice 
named as one of the 40 Most Innovative Schools in Australia by Educator Magazine. Its school 
improvement blueprint points firmly to its overall purpose: to create opportunities for every 
student to do his or her best. 
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Silverton Primary School 
Lead On!

In 2012-2013, due to a variety of reasons, 50% of the Silverton Primary School leadership team 
left the school. The following year, with a young and inexperienced leadership team at the helm, 
succession planning became an urgent priority. Silverton identified a need to develop its talented 
educators to become the next generation of school leaders and with the support of SVA embarked 
on its ‘Lead On!’ project.

Project Milestones

2014

Launched Leadership 
Development  

Program (LDP)

Teachers  
conducted individual 

improvement projects 
and presented these 

to staff

2015

Sixteen participants 
attended Bastow 

Institute leadership 
courses

Conducted mock 
school with 

consultant Tony Ross

2016

Undertook iLead 360 
surveys and tracked 

leadership projects in 
the school

2017

Six new teachers 
undertook the 

program for one year

Allocated leadership 
roles to original 

cohort of leaders in 
the school

2018

Principal identified six 
staff members to join 

the program

LDP will be run, in the 
main, internally



social ventures.com.au 15BUILDING A BRIGHT SYSTEM

Building leadership to develop teaching  
and learning capacity
The school had two leadership challenges; create a new generation of middle leaders and 
provide emerging leaders with worthwhile and satisfying challenges to learn and gain new 
perspectives. The ‘Lead On!’ project aimed to a create a pipeline of aspirational leaders whose 
knowledge and skills would be developed through a targeted and comprehensive Leadership 
Development Program.

Sixteen teachers joined the first program cohort, most of whom had some, but limited leadership 
experience. In the first year, the program consisted of input from the participants, readings and 
discussions about leadership and leading improvement, innovation and change. Each participant 
also chose a school-improvement project to lead. They discussed their projects with their 
colleagues, had one-on-one sessions with Tony Ross, an external consultant and presented their 
reports and recommendations to the entire school staff.

“If you have good leaders, if you build your leadership, you build your teaching 
and learning capacity.”

Amanda Prosser 
Principal, Silverton Primary School

During the second year, participants were introduced to ‘Mock Primary School’. Presented with 
contextual information about a hypothetical primary school with falling enrolments and academic 
standards, each of the teachers assumed leadership roles within the school. They analysed and 
synthesised the data, proposed possible solutions and sketched implementation scenarios. Mark 
Blundell, one of the teachers in the program, felt that they learned a great deal by considering this 
imagined context. ‘It was authentic. We had to make our own strategic plan. We had to identify the 
strengths and weaknesses in the school. It was a really eye-opening experience,’ he shared.

In 2016, the school called for a new cohort of aspiring leaders to join the program. Six people 
applied, mainly teachers new to the school or in the very early stages of their careers. For a variety 
of reasons, this second group was not as successful as the first. The six participants identified by 
the principal to take part in the program in 2018 are following a similar program structure to the 
first cohort. However, the program will be largely run internally, relying to some extent on the skills 
of the 2014 group of leaders.

It is clear that the program made, and continues to make, a difference and that the leadership 
strategy has worked at Silverton. Five years on and ten of the original 16 teachers are still leading 
ideas and programs in the school. For principal Amanda Prosser, developing leadership in the 
school remains an important goal; it is critical infrastructure. It supports, builds and delivers 
opportunities for learning.
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St Albans Secondary College 
Learning Goes Digital

St Albans Secondary College did not want its students to be caught on the wrong side of the 
digital divide, simply because they lived in a community experiencing disadvantage. They aspired 
for all of their students to benefit from the impending digital revolution; a movement that was 
expected to further divide those schools and students in Australia who could afford to buy digital 
technologies from those who could not. This became a matter of principle for the school, a matter 
of equity. In 2014, St Albans set about reshaping and articulating its vision for eLearning. 

Project Milestones

2014

Implemented Bring 
Your Own Device 

program for 
 Years 7 to 12

Appointed digital 
learning leaders  

and coaches

Conducted initial 
training for teachers, 
including 60 teachers 

trained to embed 
digital technologies 

into teaching  
and learning

2015

Established digital 
learning leadership 
positions, with time 
release to support 

other teachers

Conducted whole 
staff professional 
learning sessions 

including a  
curriculum day 

2016

Supported teachers to 
assist their students 
in communicating, 
creating, problem 

solving, and creating

Exceeded 80% take up 
of BYOD at the school 

in all levels from  
Years 7 – 10

2017

Delivered a 
professional learning 

program by the Digital 
Learning Team

2018

Refocussed the work 
of the digital coaches 
by renaming them as 
digital specialists, and 

changed the model 
from one of coaching 
to one of support at a 

point of need
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The same opportunities as everyone else
St Albans recognised that its plan for the future must be inclusive of students, parents and 
teachers. The school decided its project, ‘Learning Goes Digital’, would focus on using digital 
technologies within the school to deepen and accelerate each student’s learning.

2014 saw huge change at St Albans in the digital learning space. The school introduced a Bring 
Your Own Device (BYOD) policy, built new infrastructure to accommodate the digital technologies 
and refined a whole-school instructional model to integrate digital technologies into learning. It 
also provided a portal for students and parents and implemented a professional learning program 
for teachers led by six newly appointed digital coaches.

“A lot of schools talk about using digital to engage kids. Our kids are already 
engaged. What we were trying to overcome was the idea of the digital divide.”

Craig Jennings 
Assistant Principal, St Albans Secondary College

The school appreciated the significance of improving teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge; 
the importance of quality teaching to the delivery of quality learning for students. St Albans 
worked with a researcher from the USA to fashion their own lesson schema, referred to as the 
LATAR Cycle (Learning Intention, Access Prior Knowledge, Teach New Information, Apply the 
Information and Review). The school aimed to integrate the use of digital technologies within the 
LATAR Cycle, rather than making the use of digital as an add-on.

Two frameworks proved indispensable in weaving the digital technologies’ pedagogical 
approaches within the LATAR Cycle; the SAMR Model which provides a structure for considering 
how digital assessments can add value to teaching and learning and the SOLO Taxonomy, a 
means of classifying learning outcomes in terms of their complexity. In the first three years of the 
project the two frameworks provided the backbone of the school’s professional learning. 

Digital technology has made a difference to how students are learning. While the project is still 
a work in progress and there is change, the school still has a long way to go. Louis Turner, digital 
learning leader at St Albans, believes that students will lead the digital revolution and that learning 
will go digital, naturally. In the meantime, this school is doing everything in its power to ensure that 
their students are on the right side of the digital divide.
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Toronto High School 
Collaborative Peer Learning

For Mark McConville, principal of Toronto High School, improving the quality of teaching is central 
to improving students’ achievement outcomes and collegiate professional learning is the key to 
improving the quality of teaching.

At Toronto High School the goal is to develop a school culture based on learning. The belief is that 
the conduct of a sustained and structured teacher collaboration program will improve the quality 
of the teaching, which will in turn result in achievements at the end, or outcomes.

Project Milestones

2014

All teachers at the 
school, including 

the leadership team, 
are expected to 

be involved in the 
Collaborative Peer 
Learning program 

2015

Program moves from 
two days per year to 
four days per year – 

one day per term,  
the equivalent of 20 

hours per year

2016

School embarks 
on integrating the 

teaching of English/
History/Geography 
(Humanities), and 
Mathematics/PE/

Science (Sciences), 
for Stage 4 classes, 

Years 7 and 8

2017

The Collaborative 
Peer Learning 

Program continues to 
be implemented for 

all staff 

2018

Collaborative Peer 
Learning registered 

as Peer Learning with 
the NSW Education 
Standards Authority 

(NESA)
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Learning from the experience of others
Toronto High School has designed and implemented a Collaborative Peer Learning Program. 
This program provides all teachers at the school with structured opportunities to develop their 
teaching practices jointly with their colleagues. Together, in small groups of two to four, within or 
across faculties, teachers co-plan, co-teach, co-debrief, and co-reflect on their teaching, or more 
precisely, on the impact of their teaching on student learning.

The school argues that too often, professional learning for teachers is a private and  
individual experience. At Toronto High School, professional learning has become a collegiate 
group experience.

“Professional learning is your single biggest lever to create change in the school.”

Mark McConville 
Principal, Toronto High School

In 2012 a working party was formed to draft and trial a Collaborative Peer Learning program. 
After a reasonably successful trial, it was introduced for all staff in 2013. After some hesitancy 
on the part of some teachers, the following year, the first year of the school’s participation in 
The Connection, every teacher ‘was in’. The program was delivered over two days in a semester. 
Teachers were placed into small groups of three or four people. A focus area, for example, 
improving numeracy, was identified for special attention to give clarity of purpose to the two-day 
program. Typically, three lessons were team taught over the two days. At the commencement of 
the two days, teachers attended a workshop that explored pedagogical strategies such as active 
listening skills or redesigning lessons. Essentially, teachers were practising together.

The support of SVA created structures and space for the school to critically reflect on the program 
and to extend and embed the program within school life. In 2015, the program moved from two 
days per year to four days per year – one day per term, the equivalent of 20 hours per year. All staff 
continued to participate in the program, with teachers and facilitators provided with release time. 

Mark McConville is clear that it is difficult, if not methodically flawed, to say with certainty that 
an improvement in students’ achievement outcomes is due to one single program. However, he 
believes that the program has and continues to make a difference and has nurtured a school 
culture of collegial professional learning; a culture that carries the philosophy of the school, 
reflected, diffused and embedded within school life. Collaborative Peer Learning is part of the 
natural order of things at Toronto High School – it is just what they do now.
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The Connection outcomes

SVA sought to independently evaluate the impact of The Connection’s work to ensure that the 
program was delivering on its desired outcome: increased education opportunities for all young 
Australians to thrive. SVA invited the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) to 
undertake an evaluation of The Connection, which was framed with two key objectives:

1. To identify the unique competencies and capabilities of effective school leaders in 
Powerhouse Schools. 

2. To measure the impact of The Connection on these schools by testing the program’s Theory 
of Change.

The Connection’s Theory of Change:

After selecting the eight Powerhouse Schools, each developed a project that responded to the 
issues of educational disadvantage experienced in their community. You can read more on each 
school's project in this document.

SVA provided consultancy support to each of these schools in areas such as research 
methodology, professional development and facilitation of strategic partnerships. Later during the 
project, the eight Powerhouse Schools linked with Star Hub Schools to share their findings and to 
learn from each other. Star Hub Schools are an additional set of schools identified and selected by 
SVA to be part of an expanded program of The Connection.

Key Objective 1 - Observations
Within The Connection, the role of school principal occupies centre stage. ACER sought to 
identify what some of the ‘unique’ or ‘special’ capabilities of effective school leaders might be and 
examine if through participating in The Connection, such school leaders would further develop 
their leadership skills. They also considered whether these competencies can be imparted to 
other school leaders.

The evaluation confirmed that each of the eight Powerhouse School principals demonstrated 
eight ‘special’ competencies and capabilities, including an unwavering belief that all students 
deserve the right to quality educational outcomes and that all students can, and will, succeed.
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Key Objective 2 - Observations
Under the evaluation’s second key objective, ACER sought to measure the impact of The 
Connection on the eight Powerhouse Schools and to test The Connection’s Theory of Change. 

The evaluation confirmed that the impact of The Connection on Powerhouse Schools was 
‘significant’, ‘positive’, ‘major’, ‘pivotal’. Powerhouse School principals believe that the impact of The 
Connection on their schools’ work is considerable, transforming and long-term. 

The Connection affects, in a positive way, the overall teaching and learning environment in 
their school. Principals report of changes they observe in staff who participate in the school’s 
Connection project. They witness ‘increased teachers’ capacity and understanding’.

Participation in The Connection led principals, school leaders, and teachers to change their 
thinking and behaviour. This is perhaps the strongest indication that the impact of The Connection 
is indeed significant and likely to be long-term.

Each Powerhouse School project was used to test the 
veracity of The Connection’s Theory of Change
1. Leadership Capacity: The principals became more aware of their vision, their knowledge and 

understanding of the curriculum and their appreciation of their leadership responsibilities.
2. Strategic Partnership: Interaction and collaboration between schools was facilitated 

through activities such as Thought Leadership Gatherings; visits with Star Hub Schools; and 
interaction with community and business partnerships. Such connections were considered by 
principals as illuminating, inspiring and thought-provoking.

3. Resource Support: Principals considered the technical and financial support afforded them by 
SVA was excellent and was an essential ingredient to ensuring successful implementation of 
the plan for school improvement.

Does The Connection Theory of Change hold true? Although the evaluation was able to find 
evidence of improved outcomes for students, the extent to which these improvements could be 
attributed to The Connection project was not always clear. 

However, principals and school leaders were unequivocal in their belief that applying a ‘scientific 
evidence’ methodology to their work has led to improved learning opportunities for their students 
and was of critical importance to their and their teachers’ learning.

The Connection is an important initiative. The Connection Theory of Change is sound. While there 
are areas for improvement to the specifics in each of the program’s components, the Powerhouse 
School principals believe that the model is strong. 

The Connection was given a ringing endorsement by the Powerhouse School principals stating 
that they would encourage other schools to participate in similar initiatives in the future. The 
Powerhouse School principals value the networks that they have made with other schools, and do 
not underestimate what they have learned, and continue to learn, from the experience.

The Connection was given a ringing endorsement by the Powerhouse School 
principals stating that they would encourage other schools to participate in 
similar initiatives in the future.
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Social Ventures Australia acknowledges the outstanding contributions and commitment of our 
Powerhouse Schools to excellence and equity in Australian education. This specially created 
artwork represents communities coming together as one. It symbolises the dedication of school 
leaders and teachers to share their expertise across the Australian education community.

About the artist

Billy Reynolds is a 15 year old Aboriginal artist from the Dharawal tribe located in New South 
Wales around Nowra.  

“Growing up in Maroubra and attending primary school there, there was a strong Aboriginal 
influence and this sparked my interest to learn more about my own heritage. 

A few years ago, my family and I went on a holiday to Darwin, Kakadu and Uluru. This holiday 
inspired me to get in touch with my Aboriginal heritage and that is when I started to paint. 

My artwork ‘Same Blood’ represents Aboriginal communities coming together as one. The circle 
represents “community” and the dotted paths represent Aboriginal people coming together. No matter 
what tribe or where you come from, all Aboriginal people are the same and are stronger as one.”
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