
From I know to We learn

It is a great privilege and at the same 
time deeply humbling, to be invited to 
give this talk this afternoon. Whether you 
are a researcher, curriculum developer, a 
leader and/or practitioner directly engaged 
in teaching young people at school or 
university, I know that you are, like me, 
absolutely passionate about enabling 
learning in today’s world by transforming 
the nature of the educational experience 
for young people. At this symposium there 
is a palpable and powerful commitment to 
Problem Based Learning as the strategy to 
bring this transformation about.

I WOULD LIKE TO SHARE 
SOMETHING OF THE STORY OF 
CATHOLIC EDUCATION IN THE 
DIOCESE OF PARRAMATTA WITH 
YOU. WHERE, FOR THE PAST SIX 
YEARS, WE HAVE BEEN ENGAGED 
IN SYSTEM WIDE REFORM 
TO IMPROVE THE QUALITY OF 
LEARNING AND TEACHING IN 
EVERY SCHOOL.

Let me begin by painting a picture of 
our context. Catholic Education Diocese 
of Parramatta is located in one of the 
fastest growing areas of New South 

Wales. The diocese is west of Sydney and 
has 78 systemic schools (56 primary 
and 22 secondary) with a population of 
more than 42,000 students and 4,500 
staff. Our system of schools is located 
in one of the fastest growing areas of 
NSW. Geographically widespread, some 
schools are located in the poorest areas 
of NSW with significant socio-economic 
disadvantage. 

Australian society is characterised by 
greater student diversity in familial, cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds than at any time 
in our history. In many ways, the Parramatta 
diocese represents in microcosm, the 
diversity that defines our Australian society 
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today. In 2012 there are 17,108 students 
who had a language background other than 
English; 1873 students with disabilities, 
and 595 Indigenous students. In recent 
years there has been an increase in 
students who are refugees, a significant 
number of whom have come from the 
Sudan. 

Ours is the story of a journey towards 
a systemic approach to continuous 
improvement which has led us to a 
system wide focus in 2012, on learning 
by inquiring. It is the story of a deeply 
practical, and at the same time, research 
informed problem solving strategy in 
response to the imperative to improve the 
learning outcomes of each student, which 
is our diocesan strategic intent.  

You will notice that our emphasis is on 
inquiring and not specifically project 
based learning (PBL). We do of course 
have examples of schools where PBL is 
the model of teacher and student inquiry 
learning, and interest in PBL is certainly 
growing in schools across the diocese. 

The success of PBL as the context for 
transforming the educational experience 
of students at Parramatta Marist High, a 
non-selective boys’ school, for example, is 
a great story. In a bid to engage adolescent 
boys in their learning, Parramatta Marist 
commenced a trial of PBL in 2008 and the 
results led them to expand the approach 
so that all students have some experience 
of PBL. Since then, Parramatta Marist has 
maintained its history of good performance, 
and has continued to deliver excellent 
results on traditional measures such as the 
Year 12 Higher School Certificate. Indeed 
in 2011, it ranked in the top 100 of NSW 
high schools based on the percentage of 
HSC all rounders, which was an outstanding 
achievement! Importantly teachers 
and leaders there are also succeeding 

in achieving the broader goals of PBL 
including improved student reflection; 
collaboration and team work, student 
motivation and self directed learning 
capabilities. I will return to the story of 
Parramatta Marist towards the end of my 
talk for two reasons: 

1. Their story is both an example of the 
broader systemic approach to improvement 
based on what I see are universal principles 
of inquiry that are built on the knowledge 
base of the learning sciences and with 
strong educational leadership, and

2. There isn’t a ‘one size fits all’ imposed 
solution to improving student learning 
mandated by the system. Neither is 
there an unquestioning acceptance of 
any solution/innovation. The measure of 
success comes from changes in teacher 
practices that result in improved learning 
outcomes.

We know in ways that we have never 
understood before, that if we are to achieve 
our goal of meeting the diverse needs 
of each student, teachers are the key to 
affecting a positive effect on learning. 
We know that ‘excellence in teaching is 
the single most powerful influence on 
achievement’ (Hattie, 2003, p.4).  We also 
know from the substantial body of research 
on school effectiveness that the difference 
in effectiveness between schools is far less 
than the difference within schools and that 
this remains largely true today. For example 
the 2007 McKinsey report tells us that:

Studies that take into account all of the 
available evidence on teacher effectiveness 
suggest that students placed with high 
performing teachers will progress three 
times as fast as those placed with low 
performing teachers (McKinsey, 2007, 
p.11). 

The more we learn about learning and the 
more teachers learn about their particular 
students’ learning, the more important and 
influential teaching becomes. 

As a system what do we do with this 
knowledge? Here’s the theory of action 
we developed. You can think of it as a 
backward mapping process. If the most 
powerful influence on learning and learners 
is the quality of the teaching; and the 
impact of teacher learning has the most 
influence on developing teachers’ adaptive 
expertise, then as a system (which we 

define as system and school leaders 
together) we need to build teacher capacity. 
We build it by focusing on teacher learning 
that will result in changes in practice in 
ways that positively influence student 
learning outcomes. Simple! Here’s where 
the real journey began - the journey from 
what we know to how we do it. As Richard 
Elmore (2006) so eloquently points out, it 
is not a question of supply of new ideas but 
of demand for them!

As I share our story, I think that you will 
easily recognise the synergy with the 
principles of PBL: A foundation in the 
learning sciences characterised by a 
problem solving approach to learning 
and teaching; a focus on assessment 
for learning and collaboration; learning 
motivated through a real and relevant 
need to know; building adaptive expertise 
through application and transfer of new 
learning and an emphasis on the power of 
reflection (Savery, 2006).

How did we get 
here?
Let’s start with the first point of 
synchronicity with PBL: framing ‘a complex 
question that does not have a single correct 
answer’ (Hmelo-Silver, 2004, p. 235). 

How do we take ‘islands of excellence’ 
in each school to scale, so as to have 
a systematic impact on learning in all 
schools? 

Answering this question in a variety of 
forms has vexed education systems around 
the world, both large and small. 

Analyzing the problem:  
What do we know?  
 
The history of school reform is littered 
with examples of the failure of systems 
to take pockets of innovation to a 
sustainable scale. Research provides us 
with both evidence and insights into the 
resilience of the instructional core within a 
standard, normative paradigm of schooling. 
Predicated upon the attribution of learning 
success to a fixed view of intelligence, its 
normal distribution on the bell curve, and 
the learner’s position on it, the standard 
model of schooling has continued to shape, 
often implicitly, the view of what it means 
to teach. As Bereiter and Scardamalia have 

students placed with  
high performing teachers 

will progress three times as 
fast as those placed with 
low performing teachers
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described it, in this view teachers had an 
obligation to provide the opportunity to 
learn rather than the obligation to make 
sure that it does (2008, p.69). Again we 
hear from Richard Elmore:

‘Schools then may be changing all the 
time - adopting this or that new structure 
or schedule… and never change in any 
fundamental way what teachers and 
students actually do when they are together 
in the classrooms’ (2006, p.10).

When the analysis of what causes student 
achievement stops at student factors, then 
at best good results equals good luck and 
when the cause of student achievement 
is attributed by teachers and leaders to 

student factors, Douglas Reeves calls it 
‘blaming the victim’. Teachers and leaders 
are also victims in this model, feeling 
powerless to change the inevitability of 
failure for some. Success for some, and 
by implication failure for others, is never 
good enough. The bell curve, as Reeves 
reminds us is a statistical construct not an 
uncontested destiny.

‘Learning is the work’ has been a powerful 
mantra in our diocese since Michael Fullan 
began working with us in 2007. I think that 
in 2012 we can be even more precise than 
that. Learning is what we cause, what we 
accomplish through our work of teaching. 
This focus on what we cause in relation to 
each student’s learning shifts the emphasis 
from the provision of opportunities to learn, 
to the action required by teachers and 
leaders to ensure that it does. 

Bransford, Brown and Cocking writing in 
2000, presented the challenge of reaching 
the instructional core in a provocative 
way. They wrote cogently about the weak 
link that typically exists between research 
on teaching and learning and classroom 
practice: Practitioners, they wrote, do not 
generally look to research for guidance, 

seeing little or no practical relevance or 
application to their particular contexts: 
their students in their classrooms and their 
school. There is a ‘feeling voiced by many 
teachers’, they write, ‘that research has 
largely been irrelevant to their work’  
(p. 249).

If we need every teacher to be an effective 
teacher and it is our job to lead in ways 
that enhance teacher effectiveness, then 
how as a system do we bridge the theory 
practice divide, so that teachers and 
leaders seek new knowledge and use it in 
the instructional core? We needed a way 
to explicitly build into our improvement 
strategy an explicit theory about how 
people learn to do things differently 
(Elmore, 2006).

What do we know about 
knowledge, learning and 
teaching in today’s world?
In today’s world, knowledge is situated, 
contestable, distributed and available  
from a variety of sources, only one of  
whom is the teacher, in a technology rich 
and connected society. Successful learners 
for today’s world need the capability to 
critically evaluate and to apply deep 
conceptual knowledge and understanding 
to novel situations in order to create ‘new 
ideas, new theories, and new knowledge’.  

The work of Bransford et al informs our 
mantra about learning: that powerful 
learning requires an understanding of the 
learners’ context including the learners’ 
strengths and interests and uncovering their 
prior assumptions or misunderstandings; 
making connections between concepts, 
to promote depth as well as breadth 
of knowledge, and the opportunity to 
engage in metacognition to promote the 
adaptive expertise necessary to apply that 
knowledge. 

To search for answers and engage in debate 
about the ideal or best teaching strategies/
methods that work for all learners in all 
contexts is to seek an answer to the wrong 
question for ‘there is no universal best 
teaching practice’ (Bransford etal, p.22). 

In a contemporary model of learning and 
teaching, teachers are learners too. They 
continue to learn how to improve their 
practice. Effective teachers problem solve 
through reflecting upon their own practice, 
using sophisticated capabilities as expert 

learners themselves, to match what and 
how they teach to the diverse needs of 
the young people in their care. This is an 
iterative process and not a programmatic 
or formulaic response. It is what enables 
teachers to proudly lay claim to the 
significant professional status that they 
enjoy in the highest performing countries 
around the world and is at the heart of 
the teacher inquiry process. The most 
effective teachers gauge the success of 
their teaching on how well their children are 
learning and take this as powerful feedback 
on the effectiveness of their teaching.  

Teacher and leader collaboration is critical, 
as practice becomes deprivatised and 
student achievement based on analysis 
of data, becomes a shared responsibility. 
These teachers have deep knowledge and 
understanding of how people learn along 
with the content knowledge and the specific 
pedagogical content knowledge to teach 
that content. 

We return to the question of scale. As I said 
at the beginning of my talk this afternoon, 
of course there are teachers who know and 
do act upon this knowledge and continually 
refine their practice in schools across our 
system. Our challenge is to continue to 
raise the bar and take this inquiry habit of 
mind to scale across the system. 

What were our learning 
issues as a system?

We had to move from the imperative 
of knowing that ‘we must support good 
teachers’ to a process that would enable 
us to make a difference to teacher practice 
and hence to the learning outcomes of 
each child or young person. We knew what 
needed to happen but we needed to learn 
more about how to do it successfully and 
at scale. We sought support from experts 
outside our system that could help us 
to learn more about the how. Our work 
and thinking has been enhanced through 
partnerships with noted educational 
thinkers and leaders. 

We learned from working with Michael 
Fullan, that the job of leading the learning 
in schools is a collaborative venture - that 
just like teaching, leading is too complex 
for any one person to do alone. We learned 
from Professor Viviane Robinson that 
leaders’ learning and their involvement in 
teacher professional learning is critical to 
success and we learned from our work with 

There is a ‘feeling  
voiced by many teachers 

that research has  
largely been irrelevant  

to their work’
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Professor Helen Timperley and her team 
over the past three years, that the kind of 
professional learning that makes the most 
difference to student outcomes is learning 
through the process of continuous inquiry 
into practice. 

What did we do?
In 2006 we began by challenging the 
norms. We didn’t do this by producing a 
glossy plan, but rather by analysing the 
needs of our students and working out a 
direction for the future, which in itself was 
responsive to monitoring, evaluation and 
change. Doug Reeves famously writes of 
the need for ‘ugly’ strategic plans and the 
rejection of documentarianism - plans 
must show evidence of their use. As a 
system we are getting better at this through 
the continual refinement of our work on 
implementation plans that reflect action 
by leaders and teachers that is responsive 
to student learning needs and monitored 
and evaluated in an ongoing way. As Reeves 
says, ‘plans without monitoring are little 
better than wishes upon stars’ (2006, p. 
xxiv).

2007-2009 was the period I called the 
‘Art of the Possible’ and we learned that 
new things can emerge when school and 
system leaders share the responsibility 
and work together on improving learning. 
We took a major focus on leader learning 
so that leadership teams in schools were 

supported in leading the learning in their 
schools. In turn this led us to The New 
Normal of the last two years through 
which we have achieved as a system a 
culture of knowing that we can improve the 
quality of learning and teaching especially 
in the areas of literacy and numeracy. 
Leader learning around the importance 
of pedagogical content knowledge is 
a key aspect of our focus on learning 
by inquiring. The greater the PCK, the 
greater the teacher’s adaptive expertise to 
flexibly anticipate and recognise student 
misunderstandings so that as a result of 
ongoing assessment teachers can ‘re-
adjust lessons to accommodate these 
misconceptions’ (2008, p. 49). 

Personalising teaching to meet the emerging 
needs of students requires both the PCK and 
the assessment capability to be responsive 
to those needs in the ebb and flow of the 
classroom because as Cindy Hmelo-Silver & 
Howard Barrows put it:

‘For experts, teaching is a problem solving 
context in which they must come to 
understand the meaning of students’ ideas 
rather than just correct them’ (2006, p. 21). 

We know the importance of avoiding 
initiative fatigue and of maximising engaged 
learning time and so we have learned to 
take a limited number of goals each year 
that can be translated with increasing 
specificity across the system, and which 
most importantly can be translated into 

something meaningful for teachers in every 
school and in every learning space. 

What did we 
stop doing? 
We no longer provide the traditional 
smorgasboard of workshop offerings 
for teachers that are traditionally and 
generically known as professional 
development, but which we know also 
lack the vital element of transference in 
teachers’ particular school setting and 
so result in little or no change to teacher 
practice and hence student learning 
outcomes. The primary context for teacher 
learning is now the workplace, not isolated 
workshops. 

The inquiry process is ‘the how’ of deep 
implementation, which protects us from 
initiative fatigue, and that is required for 
us to make a difference. This includes a 
clear focus on the time, resources and joint 
teacher analysis and reflection dedicated 
to monitoring the effect of what we do on 
achievement. Through this iterative process 
we are bridging the theory-practice divide 
between knowing and doing.   

Learning by inquiring  
How are we going?

Our approach to learning by inquiring is 
best expressed in the words of Auckland 



F R O M  I  K N O W  T O  W E  L E A R N 5

University’s Professor Helen Timperley 
author of the Best Evidence Synthesis 
on Teacher Professional Learning and 
Development and with whom we have been 
working for the past 3 years:

‘At its most basic, inquiry in schools is a 
process in which those involved investigate 
what is working well for student learning 
and achievement and why, so it can be 
continued, and what is not working well so 
it can be changed’ (2010, p. 12).

Whilst, there is no one size fits all 
prescription for effective teacher practice, 
we are able to identify key principles that 
honour the complexity and diversity of 
learners and their contexts: A learning 
focused view of teaching is based upon the 
three guiding principles of personalisation, 
deprivatisation and responsiveness.  The 
Teacher Inquiry and Knowledge Building 
Cycle, provides both a context and a 
process to put the three principles into 
practice. 

We continue to see incremental 
improvements in our student performance 
data but the challenge as always is to 
continue to raise the bar for each student. 
As I said to our system leaders in January, 
we have made a great beginning. We now 
have to build upon and expand this work. 
The way forward is to continue to use the 
inquiry process to learn to be even more 
effective in meeting the needs of our young 
people. This leads us naturally into our 
focus on teaching for 2012-2013, which we 
are calling ‘Learning by inquiring’. 

We already have two large scale system 
inquiry projects in literacy and numeracy.  
We are seeing teachers and leaders 
inquiring into their practice; seeking and 
providing regular, high quality feedback; 
using research informed strategies to 
increase the probability of improving 
student engagement, self efficacy 
and sustainable learning gains, and 
monitoring their impact upon learning; 
deepening and refining their pedagogical 
content knowledge of how students learn 
specific content; their knowledge of 
learning progressions and their knowledge 
of the subject to ensure that their 
students ‘achieve meaning and transfer’ 
(Wiggins, 2010. p. 319); collaborating to 
learn with and from each other to share 
and develop expertise; planning together, 
based on the analysed needs of their 
students and syllabus requirements and 

observing and analysing their practice in 
relation to its impact on student learning 
in order to refine and improve their 
teaching  

Let me give you a cameo of the K-12 
Literacy Inquiry Project (LIP). This three 
year project began at the end of 2010 
with 4 secondary schools and 10 primary 
schools, addressing the inquiry question: 
Why aren’t children doing as well as they 
should do in literacy? The application of 
the Teacher inquiry and knowledge building 
cycle enables each school to engage in its 
own inquiry in response to this over arching 
question. You can see the principle of 
personalization at work both at the project 
level, and at the specific level within each 
school community’s particular context. 

Whilst the project reflects the particular 
needs of the students and their teachers 
in each school, practices that reflect the 
principles of responsiveness, deprivatisation 
and personalisation provide a powerful 
common platform for engaging in the 
teacher inquiry process across schools. 

Phase one of LIP follows the first two stages 
of the teacher inquiry and knowledge 
building cycle: What are the students’ 
learning needs and what are the teachers’ 
learning needs?  

The focus of this phase was to develop 
and test the teachers’ hypotheses about 
why students were not achieving as well 
as expected. Initially time was spent 
identifying teachers’ assumptions and 
then using a variety of data to test those 
assumptions. Teachers used the high yield 
practices of data collection and analysis 
of that data, to develop and test their 
hypotheses. The data collected included 
classroom observations and analysis of 
transcripts as well as teacher and student 
survey data, which are key features of the 
principle of deprivatisation.

A common framework for classroom 
observation has been developed to provide 
a focus for observation and feedback 
across the schools involved in the project. 
The elements of this framework are: What 
teaching is happening? What opportunities 
for student practice are occurring? And 
what examples of metacognition are 
evident? Once again the connections 
between what we know about effective 
teaching, drawing on insights from the 
learning sciences is clear. 

Phase two of LIP mirrors the remaining 
stages of the Teacher inquiry and 
knowledge building cycle. Teachers at 
each of the fourteen schools are engaging 
in focused professional learning that will 
meet the particular identified area of their 
teachers’ learning needs. This professional 
learning occurs in situ at the schools, and 
involves collaboration between teachers, 
classroom observations and feedback to 
teachers on their teaching. It is through 
this process that the impact of changes in 
teaching practice on student learning is 
being monitored.

The professional learning focus in each 
school is designed to deepen teachers’ 
pedagogical content knowledge of how 
students learn to be literate, further 
developing their understanding and use of 
research informed high yield strategies and 
common learning progressions within the 
aspect of literacy that is their focus. Data 
collection analysis and use are embedded 
throughout the process. These ongoing 
responsiveness practices, lead teachers 
back to the primary focus of the effect on 
student learning as the measure of the 
effectiveness of their teaching. 

When asked, ‘What is changing in your 
teaching as a result of involvement in LIP?’ 
a teacher involved in the LIP responded  
this way:

‘Asking myself ‘how do I know?’ when 
looking at student data and my planning. 
Always starting from student need- working 
hard to find out what that is, finding ways 
to make student thinking visible- lesson 
by lesson, day by day. My lessons are 
much more focused’. Teacher, St Monica’s 
Richmond

Phase Three of LIP will focus on building 
sustainability by embedding the new 
teacher learning as part of teachers’ routine 
expertise. This is the knowledge building 

successful problem- 
solving involves a process 
of learning both up and 
down the system layers



F R O M  I  K N O W  T O  W E  L E A R N6

@gregwhitby blog: bluyonder.wordpress.com www.parra.catholic.edu.au
Published March 2012
Licensed under NEALS

part of the cycle. This will then free them to 
undertake their next inquiry focused on their 
students’ new, emerging learning needs.

Where to now?
We are taking up the challenge to create 
opportunities for successful teacher learning 
across their professional careers based on 
the science of learning. Over the next few 
years learning by inquiring will be the strategic 
focus of our collective work as system leaders 
in the Diocese of Parramatta. Together school 
and system leaders are both accountable 
and responsible for ensuring that teacher 
professional learning leads to changes in 
teacher practice and that changed practice 
leads to improved student outcomes for 
each child. Through engaging in the inquiry 
and knowledge building cycle within schools 
across the system, leaders can personalise 
the learning for our teachers. 

As Helen Timperley reminds us - each of 
us has a class. To meet the needs of our 
class teachers, school and system leaders 
apply their learning so that new routines of 
practice emerge (from the knowledge building 
that results from inquiry), explicitly linking 
teaching and learning. Critically, as we engage 
in this collective ‘inquiry habit of mind’ (Earl 
and Timperley, 2008, p.4) each of us must 
respond to the emerging needs of our class 
through this iterative process. It requires 
each of us to engage in continuous learning 
through problem solving, and is driven by the 
data, which reveals the analysed needs of our 
students. In other words, what the evidence 
means. 

In her most recent book, Realising the 
potential of professional learning, Helen 
Timperley writes, ‘successful problem-solving 
involves a process of learning both up and 
down the system layers’ (2011, p. 9) and 
we have learned through our work with 
Michael Fullan that this problem solving 
requires alignment and partnership between 
schools and the Catholic Education Office 
(CEO) - together we are the system. The 
phrase, learning by inquiring is a way of 
conceptualising what Jim Collin’s was talking 
about in the good to great analogy.

‘Any journey from good to great requires 
relentlessly adhering to these input variables, 
rigorously tracking your trajectory on the 
output variables, and then driving yourself to 
even higher levels of performance and impact. 

No matter how much you have achieved, you 
will always be merely good relative to what 
you can become (Collins, 2006, p.9). 

When I recently re-read Good to Great and 
the social sectors monograph, I was struck 
with the synchronicity between the shift from 
inputs to outputs that it describes and the 
power of continuous inquiry and knowledge 
building to deliver that. Over the next two 
years we will be working within Stage 4 of 
the good to great framework (2006, p.8).
Building greatness that lasts: we will be clock 
building not time telling; placing assessment 
and analysis of student learning needs at the 
heart of the instructional core, as the driver 
of teaching practice, and teacher inquiry to 
improve that practice; we will be, in Collins’ 
words, ‘preserving the core and stimulating 
progress’. 

Let me return to the story of Parramatta 
Marist. Teaching practice at Parramatta 
Marist has been revolutionised as the PBL 
program has resulted in the establishment of 
vibrant teaching teams. The model allows for 
co-teaching, which has lead to a continuous 
program of professional dialogue and 
learning. The teachers, like their students, 
have established teams and have adapted to 
the larger, more flexible learning spaces. The 
combination of young and experienced staff 
has seen some remarkable improvements in 
passion for subjects and project development.  
Teachers are also learning from their teaching 
partner and sharing their own specific 
disciplines.

We are taking a relentless and laser like focus 
on the responsibility that adults in schools 
and systems share, to act in response to the 
moral imperative of improving the learning 
outcomes for each child. To engage in the 
inquiry process, to ask why - or as Stephen 
Hawking put it on the occasion of his 70th 
birthday - to remain curious and never give 
up! The courage and conviction it takes to 
stay the course and engage in the struggle for 
scalability is worth it.
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