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Introduction
What teachers do matters more than 
anything else in ensuring the success of 
every student. More than the space in which 
teachers work, the resources, technology or 
buildings, student backgrounds, language 
or cultural background – these factors are 
not the cause of student achievement. As 
Professor John Hattie says, it is the teacher 
who makes the difference: 

We must consider ourselves positive 
change agents for the students who come 
to us. My point is that teachers’ beliefs and 
commitments are the greatest influence 
on student achievement over which we can 
have some control.1 

There is greater student diversity in 
today’s society than at any time in our 
history. School communities represent, in 
microcosm, the diversity that in many ways 
defines modern society. Coupled with this 
diversity is the expectation that all students 
can and will learn – they have a right to a 
quality education.

The competing demands of multiple 
agendas ranging from the National 
Curriculum to the Digital Education 
Revolution cannot be ignored. At the same 
time there is no shortage of commentators 
who question the point of school in today’s 
information rich world, or nostalgically 
decry what they see as falling standards. 
They hold out the panacea of a return to 
the basics, competition between schools 
and the pressure of league tables, to 
provide the certainty of a quality education 
in today’s world. If only it were so simple 
– yet there are no simple formulas or 
procedures that can be applied in all 
situations.2 

Catholic Education Diocese of Parramatta 
(CEDP) places effective teaching at the 
heart of achieving its strategic intent 
to improve the learning outcomes of 
each student.3 We know that it is in the 
instructional core, where ‘teachers and 
students relate in the presence of content’ 
that the difference is made to students and 
their learning.4 

Have you ever considered why it is that 
‘good schools’ are a good school for some 
students and not for others? We all know 

a student, family member or friend who 
despite attending a good school, they could 
not or would not learn in that particular 
context. 

As we move from what we are learning 
about effective teaching to how we can 
more effectively meet the needs of all 
students, consider the story of that student, 
relative or friend and imagine ‘what if…? as 
you read this paper. Who knows how their 
lives and others like them may have been 
different if their experience of school had 
been positive? 

Effective teaching: 
student engagement
Effective teaching enhances student 
engagement, interest, feelings of self 
efficacy and greater academic success 
including teaching meta-cognitive 
strategies that support future learning.5 

What makes an effective teacher? Every 
person who has ever been to school will 
have an answer to this question. Most of 
us spend between 13,000 and 16,000 
hours as a student and so everyone has 
an opinion that is based upon their direct 
experience.6 This individual experience 
of schooling contributes to the shared 
educational ‘folklore’ around what makes 
a good teacher and to many the answer 
may seem obvious.7 Each person carries a 
picture of what a classroom and a school 
looks like and this collective societal 
picture of schooling has proven remarkably 
resistant to change. 

At its most simple, conventional wisdom 
equates an effective teacher with one who 
gets good results,8 and this view quickly 
leads down a path that identifies ‘test 
scores with educational excellence’.9 

This conventional wisdom is the legacy 
of the traditional, industrial model of 
schooling, with its promise of success for 
some, and by implication, failure for others. 

In this view of schooling, the attribution 
of learning success was based upon a fixed 
view of intelligence, its normal distribution 
on the bell curve, and the learner’s position 
on it. The question: ‘Why is this subject or 
concept difficult to learn?’ was rarely asked. 
Providing the opportunity to learn rather 
than the obligation to make sure that it did 
was the prevailing view of teaching.10 

Equating effectiveness with results 
is an incomplete description of the 
complex and challenging nature of 
teaching in today’s world11 particularly in a 
contemporary school environment. Indeed 
it underestimates the skill and capabilities 
of teachers to reduce what they do to a 

simplistic formula. 
Douglas Reeves puts it this way…‘such 

superficial analysis does not distinguish 
between those who achieved results 
through luck and through professional 
effectiveness’.12 A focus on results is a 
necessary but not sufficient condition for 
effectiveness. Reeves calls this the ‘results 
paradox’.13 A focus on results must be 
accompanied by action which takes into 
account both how and why those results 
came about. 

Thankfully, as teachers in today’s world 
we now know a lot more about how 
people learn, which helps us to be more 
effective in our teaching. We also have the 
technological tools to support us in our 
work in ways not possible before. Since the 
end of the 20th century, we have been able 
to draw from sustained and reliable studies 
of how people learn.14  These insights 
form the basis of a contemporary view of 
schooling. 

Moving from ‘some’ 
to ‘each’
There has been a subtle but powerful 
shift to a new and compelling expectation 
that each child with teacher support can 
‘learn the content and understandings 
included in the learning intentions of the 
lesson(s).15 CEDP’s strategic intent has two 
interlinked elements: improving the learning 
outcomes of all students and promoting 
a professionally rewarding working life 
for teachers. The intent underscores the 
connection between the quality of student 
learning and the quality of teaching. 

The increasing expectation of parents 
and society means that effective teaching 
equaling a desirable/valued outcome for 
some students has changed to effective 
teaching equaling a desirable/valued 
outcome for each student. 

How can we raise the bar – improving the 
quality of achievement not only for some 
but for each student? Research currently 
points to the importance of the school 
culture. A school which has a strong cultural 
emphasis on continual improvement in 
learning in the broadest sense, is most 
likely to develop the academic competence 
of every student no matter what their 
ability or background. In such schools, the 
relationship between students and teachers 
is characterised by high levels of trust and 
support. Students are given opportunities 
to engage in intellectually challenging 
activities. High expectations are the norm. 
Learning is personalised and students 
have access to the most relevant tools for 

Equating effectiveness with 
results is an incomplete 
description of the complex and 
challenging nature of teaching 
in today’s world
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learning. Learning is monitored and this 
influences lesson planning and pedagogy.  
Teachers collaborate and their teaching 
practice is based on an inquiry model 
which includes reflected upon classroom 
experience.

Learning by 
Inquiring 
The work of Bransford et al (2000) informs 
our thinking on learning: powerful learning 
requires an understanding of the learners’ 
context including uncovering their prior 
assumptions; building 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 the 
knowledge to new contexts. 

To engage in debate about the best 
teaching strategies that work for all 
learners in all contexts is seeking the 
answer to the wrong question. There is 
‘no universal best teaching practice’.17 

At the centre of the process of education, 
is the individual student. This leads 
immediately to a recognition of individual 
differences in the backgrounds, abilities, 
interests and learning styles of students. 
It underlines the importance of teachers’ 
knowing their students as individuals and 
employing a range of flexible teaching and 
organisational strategies in responding to 
these differences. 

Engagement
Professor Stephen Heppell reminds us that 
when students are engaged in their learning 
we see just how ambitious they can be. So, 
what exactly do we mean by engagement? 

There is increasing clarity about the 
nature and relative influence of engagement 
on learning. There are three types of 
engagement: behavioural, which relates to 
effort and task persistence; cognitive, which 
relates to ‘investment’ in understanding 
conceptually complex concepts and 
solving challenging problems, and affective 
engagement which relates to student 
interest and curiosity. 

In a recent review on the link between 
achievement in reading and mathematics 
and engagement, it was noted that ‘the 
most proximal factor to achievement is 
student engagement in academic tasks. 
Engagement is the bellwether for enhanced 
student achievement’.18

In his review on mathematics teaching, 
Monash University’s Professor Peter Sullivan 
makes an important observation about 
engagement. Teachers can foster student 

engagement, he says, by uncovering student 
assumptions and misunderstandings 
and then teaching students to make 
connections between what they know 
and the Mathematical concept to be 
learned.19 This requires explicit, deliberate 
and targeted teaching, and the design of 
appropriate tasks which are responsive to 
those identified needs, is critical.20

Tasks matter in making learning 
interesting, particularly when they are 
‘pleasantly frustrating’.21 We only have 
to look to the level of engagement when 
the young (and, indeed the not so young, 
witness the phenomenon of apps like Angry 
Birds), are involved in playing online games. 

What effective
teachers do 
Effective teachers use the time they have 
for teaching and learning well, and protect 
that time from unnecessary distractions 
and interruptions.22 Reeves (2006) explores 
the important variable of time and under-
scores the imperative for teachers and 
school communities to optimise effective 
teaching time and minimise the interrup-
tions and distracters to learning. 

Reeves suggests that we can protect 
that time so that students have the best 
chance of achieving success by having 
what he calls ‘ a garden party’ and ‘pulling 
the weeds’ …those practices that detract 
from rather than enhance effective teaching 
time.23 Primary schools for example have 
improved student achievement in writing 
by making the decision to increase and 
protect dedicated writing time for their 
students each day. Reeves gives a number 
of examples of other practices that can 
consume valuable teaching and learning 
time, such as: minimising interruptions 
through announcements; ensuring that all 
meetings focus on the collective work of 
improving student learning and minimising 
the time lost in lesson transitions. 

With this view of effectiveness, 
teachers make decisions about what is 
most important to teach on the basis 
of what they know about their students’ 

background, prior knowledge and their 
understanding of learning progression 
linked to syllabus outcomes.24 We see this 
view of effectiveness echoed in recent 
research literature. Professor John Hattie 
identifies five dimensions of effective or 
‘expert teachers’.25 Expert teachers:
•   Identify the most important ways in which 

to represent the subject they teach 
•   Are proficient at creating an optimal 

classroom climate for learning
•   Monitor learning and providing feedback
•   Believe that all students can reach 

success criteria 
•   Are influential in surface and deep 

student outcomes 

The focus on teaching shifts from simply 
covering content to uncovering student 
misunderstandings and assumptions, and 
explicitly designing lessons to address the 
desired outcomes for each student. 

A Learning focused 
view of teaching
A learning focused view of teaching is 
based upon the three guiding principles 
of personalisation, de-privatisation and 
responsiveness.26 We see those principles 
at work through what we can call ‘high yield’ 
teacher practices that are the pathway to 
positively influencing learning outcomes for 
each student. 

Acting on the principle of 
personalisation involves teachers and 
leaders analysing and using a variety 
of assessment data to learn about 
what their students know, including 
uncovering their existing pre-conceptions 
and misconceptions and deciding 
what they need to learn next. When 
teaching is personalised, assessment 
happens continually and is used to 
inform decisions designed to optimise 
student learning i.e the ability to develop 
conceptual understanding.27 

The purpose of assessment shifts from 
‘grouping, labeling or credentialing’ to 
helping teachers answer the critical question: 
‘has my teaching been effective?’28

Deprivatisation of 
teacher practice
‘We are constantly having to collaborate... 
regularly changing groups, moving the 
kids depending on where they are… 
constantly checking that each child is 
monitored as closely as we can. So, it is a 
challenge… but a necessary and beneficial 
one.’ (Teacher from Our Lady of the Angels 
Primary, Rouse Hill)

Acting on the principle of 
personalisation involves 
teachers and leaders analysing 
and using a variety of 
assessment data to learn about 
what their students know.
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One of the most powerful ways that we 
see the principle of de-privatisation of 
practice at work is through the practice of 
teacher collaboration. One way in which 
CEDP is responding to this is to promote 
teacher learning. The conviction is that this 
is best when experienced within the school 
where the teacher works as a member 
of a professional team. The emphasis 
on the teacher as a team member and 
as an active participant in a learning 
community, leads to the de-privatisation 
of teaching practice. This will emerge as 
a distinguishing feature of the work of 
teachers:

…great classroom educators in schools...
are leaders of learning laboratories - their 
own classrooms… visitors learn more from 
watching students and teachers work, 
learn, struggle and celebrate together’ than 
any other form of professional learning.29 

This goes to the heart of collaboration 
and the de-privatisation of our work… what 
Reeves calls the shift in our profession from 
private to public practice.30 Collaboration 
involves teachers learning with and from 
each other to share and further develop 
their expertise, and in planning together 
based on the analysed needs of their 
students. They work together to observe, 
reflect and analyse their practice in relation 
to its impact upon student learning in order 
to refine and improve their teaching.31 

When teachers work together in a shared 
space or classroom, it is how they work 
together and to what end, rather than 
that they are working together that will 
determine its success or failure. In the 
words of one of our teacher colleagues, 
to succeed you ‘know you need to work 
together, not just split the work’ (Teacher 
from St Monica’s Primary, Richmond).

Collaboration between teachers holds 
great possibilities for meeting the learning 
and well-being needs of all students. 
We are learning much about the secrets 
of successful co-teaching useful for all 
teachers32 33 from emerging research into 
how generalist teachers and specialist 
teachers such as Learning Support and 
ESL teachers are working together in both 
primary and secondary classrooms. 

In collaboration, the teachers who co-
teach share the planning and responsibility 
for the achievement of each child. Co-
teaching does not always look the same, 
and at least four different models can be 
found in the literature, each with its own 
set of advantages and disadvantages.34 
Effective teachers often use a combination 
of models depending on their purpose and 
the identified needs of the students. 

Successful co-teaching relies on the 
practice of collaboration. Collaboration is 
most effective when:
•  It is voluntary and based on mutual goals 

and clear norms of communication35 
•  It supports shared accountability and 

shared responsibility for decision making 
and participation 

•  Time is allocated for analysis of student 
data; analysis of practice, joint problem 
solving and learning, and future 
planning36 
‘Communication is the key! Joint 

planning based on student needs and joint 
decision making initially between teachers 
[are key elements that contribute to the 
success of co-teaching]. Teachers need 
shared beliefs about what matters most. 
Teachers need to listen to each other 
as professionals. Don’t take differences 
personally and you must commit to the 
time required to make it successful’. 
(Teacher from St Monica’s Primary, 
Richmond)

CEDP’s approach to designing new and 
refurbished classrooms has often resulted 
in the construction of shared teaching 
and learning spaces in schools. These 
shared spaces have been designed to 
maximise the opportunities for teachers 
to collaborate, through co-planning, 
implementation and monitoring of student 
progress. 

A learning space can support but can 
never be a substitute for effective teaching. 
Teachers can be and are effective in 
individual classrooms. However, research is 
showing that if teachers are engaging in the 
kind of teaching and teacher learning that 
is most effective in improving all students’ 
learning, then collaborating with colleagues 
provides a supportive and effective context 
in which this can happen.37 

Responsiveness
When teachers seek regular high quality 
feedback about their teaching and then 
make adjustments to their teaching, 
they are demonstrating the principle of 
responsiveness. Responsive teachers 
also seek and act upon feedback from 
their students about how well they are 
understanding what they are learning and 
the extent to which the students believe 
that their interest, confidence and success 
are improving.38 

As Hattie states, ‘through selective 
information gathering and responsiveness 
to students, they [teacher] can anticipate 
when the interest is waning, know who 
is not understanding, and develop and 
test hypotheses about the effect of their 
teaching on all of their students’ (p26).39

Conclusion 
If improving student engagement, 
understanding and learning outcomes 
is the result of effective teaching, then 
Graham Aitken (2011) suggests we can 
summarise what responsive teachers 
are and do in this way: Teachers need 
to be ‘curious, fallible, open minded and 
optimistic’, and continue to learn, use 
evidence and seek both feedback and new 
ideas.40

Learning in today’s world is connected 
and global. Learning experiences that 
value, and continue to promote the 
curiosity, imagination, resourcefulness 
and creativity of each child in close 
partnership with their families provide the 
foundation for the kind of thinkers needed 
in today’s world; graduates who are 
‘creators, empathisers, pattern recognisers 
and meaning makers’.41 

We want the best of what we know about 
today’s world and today’s learners to inform 
how we teach. It demands teachers who 
know how people learn; know their students 
and what impact their teaching is having on 
every one of their students. 

Teaching has always been relational 
so the provision of a safe and secure 
environment for all learners, characterised 
by trusting relationships, in which each 
student is known and understood, is 
critical for successful learning. The learning 
environment must be responsive to the 
needs of every learner and the demands 
of today’s world. Schools must be places 
where learning happens anywhere, anytime 
with or supported by any device - where 
learning is personalised and teaching is 
de-privatised. 

The deceptively simple fact that teaching 
matters, has engaged the imagination of 
some of the world’s leading thinkers. They 
grapple with its implications for the teaching 
profession in today’s world. How do we 
define what constitutes good or effective 
teaching and how can we ensure that this 
becomes the practice for all teachers? 
What counts as valued learning outcomes 
in today’s world? How do we know that our 
children and young people are being taught 
in the most effective ways and what is it that 
they need to know in order to be discerning 
and wise citizens of the future? 

A learning space can support 
but can never be a substitute 
for effective teaching.
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We know that when teachers define and 
set standards of excellence and embrace 
collaboration in order to continuously 
improve teaching, we can positively 
influence learning outcomes. It is too hard 
to do this alone, but we can do it when 
we learn by inquiring into our practice 
to deepen our knowledge of who, what 
and how we are teaching, and we do it 
together within our professional learning 
communities. Within professional learning 
communities across the system, teachers 
are inquiring into their teaching practice 
with the goal of even more effectively 
meeting the needs of our students. 

Today as never before teachers must 
know and continue to learn about how 
their children learn. It is a time where the 
role and influence of the teacher should 
be celebrated, promoted and supported 
as we continue to refine what we mean 
by effective teaching for today’s world. 
It is possible to meet the needs of each 
student. It isn’t easy and there is challenge 
involved…but as leaders and teachers we 
can never forget or underestimate the power 
that we have as the adults in schools to 
influence the course of the lives of children 
and young people far beyond their years of 
formal schooling. 

The challenge for each of us is to build 
upon successes and to act decisively to 
teach in ways that most effectively meet the 
needs of all students so that each school 
can go from being a good school to a great 
one. 
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