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The big questions are no longer about whether teachers should
collaborate... The big questions, rather, are about how and
how well teachers and other educators collaborate. Not all
kinds of collaboration are desirable or effective, and not all
are appropriate for the people who practice it or for the task
at hand.
Hargreaves, A.& O’Connor, M. (2018) p3-4

Orientation
This paper reports on a professional collaboration that occurred in T3
2020 in a primary school in Lake Macquarie, NSW. The school has
178 students, 26% of which identify as Aboriginal.
I worked across schools to build teacher capacity. I was appointed
to the school for a term for intensive support in reading, to boost
reading results and possibly to determine whether targeted school
support over a term (10 weeks) can bolster student outcomes.
The support involved my allocation to the school for 1.5 days per
week, face to face. We were a cohesive team, intensively focused on
two key elements: firstly, improving student reading and writing,
and secondly, strengthening the teaching of reading and writing in a
specific area of the school, Years 3-6, based on identified needs.
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collaborative professional learning, is an effective means of achieving
ongoing instructional improvement (Barnett & O’Mahony, 2006;
Bevins & Price, 2014; City, Elmore, Fiarman & Tietel, 2009).

Theoretical underpinning
Collaborative professional learning occurs when professionals work
together towards a shared goal. Collaboration, derived from the Latin
word, “collaborare”, meaning to work together, creates synergies, as
more can be achieved by working with others than working alone
(Stevens et al., 2018). Collaborative professional learning involves
pride in one’s own expertise and a willingness to share. Collaborative
professional learning encompasses a willingness to pool what we
know with others, increasing joint ownership of the shared work,
and strengthening everyone’s learning in the process (Hargreaves &
O’Connor, 2018; Stevens et al., 2018; Reid, 2017).
This collaboration involved an external professional partnering
with a particular school to assist them in addressing their strategic
demands in relation to reading and writing. It was a continuation
of teachers’ ongoing professional learning journey. It aimed to
support teachers and help them to develop skills of “agility and
responsiveness to change” (Reid, 2017, p40), necessary to achieve
success in the classroom. I acknowledge the intellectual and
organisational contribution of my school team members including
Kathleen Parker, Liam Hull, Shaun Swadling, Sheridan Gilford, Anissa
Harwood and Lenise Hollis.

School and system resources were aligned to set this project up for
success. The Principal ensured the Aboriginal Education Officer
(AEO) was available in classrooms for team teaching, to ensure an
authentic cultural perspective during class discussions, as we were
dealing with an Aboriginal text in two of the classrooms in which I
worked. The Learning Assistance Support Teacher (LAST) assisted
in the collection and analysis of pre- test, formative assessment and
post- test reading and writing student data. As curriculum advisor,
I saw my role as a critical friend, linking best practice research with
what was actually happening in classrooms.

Reading and writing are reciprocal processes, and one cannot and
should not be taught in isolation (Shunk & Zimmerman, 2007;
Fitzgerald & Shanahan, 2000; Kruk & Bergman, 2013). An effective
means of teaching reading and writing in primary schools, once
beginning readers and writers have acquired the component skills
drawing on the simple view (Gough, Hoover & Peterson, 1996; Gough
& Tumner, 1986), is through the vehicle of high interest, quality
texts. Quality texts engage students and foster a love of literature,
drawing children in, persuading them to keep on reading and read
for pleasure, providing rich models for reading and writing (Simpson,
2016; Gibson & Ewing, 2011; Miller & Saxton, 2004).

Reflecting on practice, a crucial step in the school improvement
journey, usually occurred on the phone, via email or during online
meetings, between school visits. We set up an online electronic
journal on Microsoft TEAMS. The online journal, following our
school improvement journey step-by-step, was a useful reflective
tool. Reflection in, and reflection on action, are effective means
of identifying and acknowledging assumptions, leading to better
informed pedagogic decisions. Teacher reflection, a crucial step in

I draw on Ewing, Callow and Rushton (2016), when choosing books
that stretch students’ imaginations, encouraging them to develop
empathy for others who live in different life worlds. Quality texts
engage children and adults alike, are rich in language and imagery
and merit multiple readings. Quality texts are multi layered, they
evoke an emotional response in readers and arouse a range of
different ways of being (Ewing, Callow & Rushton, 2016, p. 103).
See figure 1.

Figure 1: Engagement through quality texts

The team chose two quality texts and related units for this project,
which we nuanced to address the identified learning needs of
students, as evidenced by NAPLAN data. Nuancing existing units
of work to address student learning needs for the local context
is an important step for teachers. The Year 5, 6 text selected was
Mrs Whitlam, by Bruce Pascoe (2018), and the Year 3, 4 text was
To the Bridge, by Corrine Fenton and Andrew McLean (2020). Mrs
Whitlam (Pascoe, 2018) was selected primarily due to its authentic
Aboriginal content, to support the Premier’s Priority in NSW
of improving Aboriginal education outcomes, by increasing the
proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in the
top two NAPLAN bands for reading and numeracy by 30% (NSW
Government, 2020). It was one of three texts written by Aboriginal
authors which comprise the unit, History’s Hidden Truths. The unit
contains Aboriginal content, including language, culture, history and
contemporary issues. The unit aims to correct the inconsistencies
associated with teaching Aboriginal perspectives in the past
(Booth, 2014).
To the Bridge (Fenton & Maclean, 2020) text and the accompanying
unit, Beating the Odds, written and generously shared by Michael
Murray, was selected because the theme of the text is achieving one’s
dreams by overcoming adversity. This theme is particularly relevant,
as we collectively strive to support students in making sense of our
world in uncertain times, directly related to the impact of COVID-19.
The gradual release of responsibility model (Pearson & Gallagher,
1983) guides my practice in schools. I shift slowly and purposefully
from a situation where I lead and model a specific strategy or
lesson, to one where I work jointly with teachers, providing
feedback and assisting teachers to reflect on practice, in relation
to both their learning and their students’ learning. In doing so,
we are collaboratively deciding how to move learning forward,
growing teacher capacity to exert influence, emphasising the
relationship between teacher as the leading learner and the classroom
environment (Bandura, 2009). A key lynchpin in collaborative
practice is developing professional trust. Building professional trust
is facilitated by establishing shared values and vision, evidenced by a
culture of openness, mutual respect and support (Hall & Hord, 2006;
Hall, 2011).

Collaborative professional learning
We initially discussed the professional learning requirements of the
school that linked to the identified areas of need. We began with a
data analysis staff-meeting in which we unpacked student strengths
and weaknesses and how we could better use data in classroom
practice to inform school planning.

The majority of the professional learning I facilitated in the school
occurred in- context, in-classrooms. We pre-tested students in
Reading and Writing, discussed results and jointly planned how
we would cater for identified needs and interests in our classroom
teaching. Formative assessment tasks were embedded throughout the
units, and students were post-tested at the end of term to measure
growth. As professional trust grew, teachers felt increasingly
comfortable, empowered and supported to share and try more
innovative teaching strategies with students. We jointly reflected on
student learning and the improved pedagogic practice that resulted,
in a cyclic process of ongoing improvement, in an action learning
mode.

Content that engaged students
The Aboriginal content in the History’s Hidden Truths unit elicited
deep discussions about racism and what it looks like from different
perspectives. We compared and contrasted a range of texts with
the aim of building understanding and appreciation of Aboriginal
knowledge and culture in all students. It was imperative, for the
successful implementation of the unit, to have input from the
Aboriginal Education Officer, Aunty Niss, who worked alongside us in
class, as an equal partner. Her broad knowledge and authentic voice
was essential in explaining specific Aboriginal content across the
various texts that we studied.

Figure 2: Aunty Niss (Anissa Harwood Aboriginal Education
Officer) and author. Partners in learning.
Student voice feedback indicated that they appreciated the
opportunity to interrogate the Aboriginal content in the text. Aunty
Niss’s elaborations as she explained diverse cultural issues, led to
deep, shared understandings. It was a valuable ten weeks of Aboriginal
cultural learning for teachers and students alike.
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The English unit that we co-delivered in the Year 3-4 classroom,
Beating the Odds, deals with the English textual concepts, those big
ideas of subject English (NSW DoE 2018), of theme, representation
and genre. The theme in this particular unit is about realising one’s
dreams by overcoming adversity. The main text, To The Bridge
(Fenton & McLean, 2020), raised opportunities for students to reflect
on the current COVID-19 pandemic in a child friendly way, relevant
and important in the current national context, from a student
wellbeing perspective. In this particular historical narrative, which
is a children’s picture book, students engaged in deep discussions
about significant Australian symbols (e.g. Sydney Harbour Bridge)
and events, (e.g. The Great Depression), and compared similarities
and differences of significant historic events in Australia and the
world, with today. We extrapolated about existing challenges that we
collectively face, and how we have collectively overcome problems in
the past, with a positive view to the future.

What we learned
The initial goal of this collaborative professional learning focused
on improving student reading results. We decided early on that, as
reading and writing are reciprocal processes, there would be a dual
project foci. We mined the data, identified areas of need, selected
quality texts and nuanced learning units that addressed student
learning needs; which we collaboratively implemented, evaluated and
reflected on throughout the term.
The results were somewhat unexpected. We did expect improvements
in student learning data, which was achieved. What surprised
the team to the greater extent, were the deep discussions about
the texts that ensued in classrooms which resulted in teachers
and students interrogating knowledge together, leading to deep,
shared understandings of complex issues and improved inferential
comprehension, reinforcing the high gravitas of interactional oral
language in the learning process (Simpson, 2016; Walsh, 2011; Jones,
1996; Dwyer, 1989).
Teachers reported that they benefitted from partnering with an
“external knowledgable professional” (Beveridge, 2015, p13), in-class,
whose focus was on building their (teacher) learning that in turn,
resulted in improvements in their students’ learning.
We struggle to move our students to where we need to move
them to. Having high expectations and a clear shared focus, for
example, our work on functional grammar, has been a fantastic
learning experience for us, as well as our students.
(Kath, Year 5-6 Assistant Principal)
Teachers involved in the project were asked to articulate the main
things they did differently throughout the term in the teaching
of reading and writing that they will endeavour to sustain in their
practice into the future. See Figure 4 below.

Figure 4: Teacher feedback moving forward.

Figure 3: Mind map - To The Bridge Year 3-4. Helping students
make sense of their world.
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In conclusion, collaborative professional learning, to be successful,
needs to be based on a shared goal, co-designed (and owned), and
adequately resourced and supported at the school and system level.
Unless we have something specific to collaborate about, and a shared
goal based on an identified need, we are unlikely to achieve any
significant or sustainable growth in teacher and/ or student learning.
In this project, student learning data showed continued growth and
high engagement throughout the term, so teachers had evidence
that students were making progress, which reinforced what we were
doing, strengthened teacher practice and impacted student learning.
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The project described in this paper had targeted school resources
strategically focused on achieving intended outcomes- improvements
in student reading and writing.
We used the vehicle of quality texts to engage students and foster a
love of literature, drawing children in, providing ongoing feedback
and engaging in deep reflection which persuaded them to keep
on reading and writing. In doing so, we all moved forward in our
learning. Teachers learned how to hone their craft of teaching subject
English, in a supportive classroom environment, with external
support. Students learned, through teacher modelling, guiding and
independent practice, how to be better readers and writers that they
will continue to build on into the future. Finally, I was reminded
of the incredible privilege it is to work shoulder to shoulder with
teachers in their classrooms, to share in and contribute to their
important and challenging work, moving student learning forward.
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