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ABSTRACT: Professional learning is acknowledged as key to improving teaching practice. The
great disruption to educational continuity induced by the COVID-19 pandemic required a
rapid shift from face-to-face learning to a learning-from-home model and thus required
teachers to change their practice. In ‘normal’ times, carefully planned professional learning
would be a key element to support changes in teaching practice. However, in the ‘new normal’
this time was not available and professional learning for teachers was evident in quite different
formats and forms. Drawing on the notes taken from meetings with the leaders of learning
within a national network of more than 50 non-government school leaders as they navigated
their way through this new space, we sought to develop an understanding of the extent to
which the key elements of effective professional learning were evident in the professional
learning available to teachers during this time. What has become clear is that teachers have
been willing to make rapid and radical changes to their teaching practice and that
professional learning was key to supporting teachers to successfully make these changes.

Introduction

The great disruption to educational continuity induced by the COVID-19 pandemic has presented
a unique opportunity to observe a rapid and radical shift in teacher practice. The shift in
pedagogical and learning paradigms induced by schools having to move from face-to-face, on-
campus learning to a learning-from-home model, over a period of just a few days, has been — to
use the word which must surely be the 2020 word of the year — unprecedented. The usual barriers
to professional learning of time and resources (Buczynski & Hansen, 2010) were swept aside in
the face of desperate urgency.

Over the past three months, there has been much discussion and debate in the media about
the impact of learning from home has had on students. We have had the opportunity to talk
directly with many school leaders and teachers from all around Australia and to hear stories from
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the ‘frontline’. These conversations have enabled us to make observations about the lived reality
for school leaders and teachers as they have navigated their way through this new space. What
was clear from these discussions is that the narrative changed and moved quickly from
operational matters to how to best support student learning during this time. In this article we
will reflect on teacher professional learning during this time and offer our observations on the
lived reality for school leaders and teachers as they have navigated their way through this new
space.
In this article the focus will be on the following question:
To what extent are the key features of effective professional learning evident as schools

supported teachers to make a change in practice in response to the learning-from-home
model introduced due to the COVID-19 pandemic?

Method

A secondary analysis of deidentified meeting notes is the data source for this article. The
meetings took place with leaders of learning within a national network of more than 50 non-
government schools. There were four meetings held to discuss the impact ‘learning from home’
had on the teaching and learning in each of the schools, with each school represented by one
person. In addition to the meetings with leaders of learning, meetings took place with Principals
and Deputy Principals to discuss learning continuity plans during the period of COVID-19
school interruption between April and May 2020. In total, more than 100 participants took part,
on multiple occasions, totalling over 18 hours of discussion. The deidentified meeting notes were
analysed in order to identify key themes. The governing body of the network of schools has
given permission for the deidentified meeting notes to be analysed in order for key learnings to
be shared with the wider educational community.

The methodology used is representational analysis, built on the understanding that
interaction and context are constituent elements of teachers’ meaning-making. In representational
analysis, ‘the analyst must infer the general meaning of the narrative based on cues with the aid
of her/his own knowledge of the context’ (Husu, 2005, p. 122). Our representational analysis
offers a holistic interpretation of the numerous narrative sprites that punctuated the
conversations, rather than granular analysis of individual pieces of narrative data.

Discussion

Beyond the operational training dimensions of professional learning, teachers have recently been
challenged in the substantive matters of the pedagogical style and the learning framework which
inhere their face-to-face teaching approach. Berliner (2004) notes that teachers tend to develop
expertise in the first seven years of their career, but thereafter, their quality as a teacher stabilises,
and incremental improvement becomes problematic. That is to say, into their second career
decade, teachers go on to become more experienced, but not necessarily more expert. If, at the
same time, we accept Groundwater-Smith & Mockler’s (2009) argument for a focus on
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professional learning as the ongoing career-long process of teachers honing their expertise, it
becomes clearer why so many professional learning attempts fail to shift teachers’ practice and
entrenched mindsets (Robinson et al., 2017).

The shift in teacher practice which the COVID-19 pandemic initiated required schools to
develop professional learning teams to meet the immediate need to skill teachers up to the level
required to teach in ways that allowed students to learn-from-home (Doucet et al., 2020). What
we have learned so far is that the elements of the Iterative Model of Professional Learning
(IMPL) (Thompson, Kriewaldt & Redman, 2020) have been evident in schools’ efforts to
conduct effective professional learning programs for teachers.

IMPL is predicated on an understanding that there are five effective elements of effective
professional learning programs, that is they should:

1. build trusting, professional relationships;

2. have a foundation of subject matter that is worthy, relevant and accessible;
3. be of sustained duration;

4. provide opportunities for teachers to reflect on their practice; and

5. be personalised to support the individual learning needs of teachers.

The five characteristics of effective professional learning programs enumerated above have
each been observed by leaders of learning and shared in our teleconference discussions with
them. Each of these characteristics is discussed below.

Building trusting professional relationships

Intensive levels of professional learning accompanied the move to learning from home. This has
been done with a huge degree of goodwill and cooperation from teachers and other school staff
in the face of sometimes enormous difficulty (Wilson & Mude, 2020). While some teachers had
a high degree of readiness to move into a mode of learning that relied heavily on technology
because of their existing practice, many did not. In the crisis, however, nobody had a choice but
to take on new learnings if they were to effectively teach young people without being face-to-
face. For many teachers, they had to acknowledge the need to acquire knowledge and skills in a
situation that was at the same time a best-case and a worst-case scenario. Best case because there
was a very high level of readiness for just-in-time learning; worst case over and over, teachers
had to make themselves vulnerable before their colleagues.

It has been said more than once in the current disruption that ‘we are all in this together’
(Guterres, 2020). This equalising playing field has created a safe environment, essential for
effective teacher professional engagement and learning (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). The resultant
environment of high levels of relational trust and collegiality has resulted in one of the most
significant factors for the improvement in student outcomes — teachers’ collective efficacy
(Hattie & Zierer, 2017). This collective efficacy has mitigated teachers’ vulnerability, enabling
the higher levels of persistence required to open teachers up to new pedagogies (Donohoo,
2016).
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Without the agility of face-to-face teaching, teachers working remotely with students have
had to work harder to check for student understanding. Put simply, teaching online is exhausting.
Teachers changed their practice in ways they would not have done in ‘normal’ circumstances,
willing to have a go at something even though it might not work. They were not failing but
learning together, working in teams to get through the workload. With this development has
come high levels of collegiality and the related professional learning.

Whilst teacher professional learning is most frequently conceived in terms of formal
programs, it should also be seen to occur informally through the professional conversations that
teachers have (Dinham, 2016), as they work together to solve new conundrums. Teachers have
had to shift from a paradigm of face-to-face teaching that they have used for the entirety of their
professional lives to a new one where they are forced to teach students remotely.

The first week of learning from home led to huge disruption to families, as amusingly
depicted in ABC Radio’s National Corona Tales (Pepper, 2020). Many schools sought feedback
from students and families, immediately implementing changes based on what they heard.
Parents have largely responded very positively to the reciprocal relationship that has been
nurtured by schools, improving the chances of learning success through communication that has
allowed parents to engage appropriately with their children’s learning in constructive ways.
Teachers in alternative school settings have built positive relationships built with students and
their families through the regular contact accompanying delivery of paper-based learning packs
(Masters et al., 2020) (often with a meal for the family) and the innovative use of social media to
maintain engagement (Hattie, 2020). This has provided an opportunity to forge relationships with
young people and families. In the research base, such approaches to the building of home-school
relationship in difficult times correlate to better learning outcomes (AITSL, 2020; Jeynes, 2017).

Hattie and Zierer (2017) note that teachers’ collective efficacy ‘screams for leadership in
the school” (p. 26). Strong leadership is precisely what teachers received in the move to remote
learning, as evidenced by the very strong (80%) sense of support from colleagues and school
leadership that New South Wales (NSW) government school teachers reported in a recent post-
initial-lockdown survey (Wilson & Mude, 2020). School leaders’ provision of a relatively well-
planned transition from school to home learning provided the orderly and safe environment that
is the bedrock of trust in learning leaders (Robinson & Gray, 2019).

Have a foundation of subject matter that is worthy, relevant and accessible

Effective professional learning needs to be relevant to the local context (Kennedy, 2016) and
linked to the teachers’ own students’ work if it is to support improvements in teaching practice
(Greenleaf et al., 2011). This point was particularly relevant in the shift to on-line learning. The
teachers had a strong motivation to enhance their skills in areas such as information technology
as these skills were essential for them to deliver their lessons. Experienced teachers shifted their
pedagogy — willingly — learning new skills so that they could teach their students. Remote
learning brought new challenges for staff training, like new dimensions of child protection.
Documents on the child safeguarding of young people in a learning-from-home paradigm have
been published by various educational authorities around Australia. While these essential
documents express the need for more operational training elements of teacher professional
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learning, they have, nonetheless, been important opportunities for teachers to have impressed
upon them in lasting ways the importance of wellbeing as a fundamental precondition for
learning.

Seemingly liberated of the demands of an overreliance of summative assessments, many
teachers have apparently relished the opportunity to learn new skills in the delivery of the content
of their subject areas. The teachers and leaders we spoke to reported being able to engage
students in learning tasks in ways that had not been attempted before. This was particularly
evident for teachers in subjects where students usually are engaged in practical activities such as
technology or physical education. The teachers in these subjects made changes to how they
presented the lessons to the students and worked with students to align the content with their
home environment. We heard of teachers designing activities in which a family member
becomes a ‘client’ for a technology project and the students being highly motivated and engaged
in their real-life learning project. Dinham (2016) refers to this process of teachers being willing
and open to change their practice in response to an observed need as adaptive expertise. This
aligns closely with the research of Baecher and Kung (2011) and Loucks-Horsley et al. (2009)
who report that when a teacher becomes aware of the impact of their practice this becomes a
strong impetus for change.

Be of sustained duration

Duration is an important element of teacher professional learning (Stoll, 2010). Time given to
allow for new learnings to be incorporated fully into ongoing practice is essential if impact is to
be sustained (Darling-Hammond, Hyler & Gardner, 2017). Finding themselves on unfamiliar
ground, school leaders have not necessarily been sure of how to shift the paradigms of learning
and teaching in ways that maximise learning continuity for the students. In this environment,
schools have turned to parents and students to gauge the success or otherwise of the
implementation of the early iterations of learning-from-home. This has allowed them to identify
and better respond to the learning needs of their students.

As they reflect on their efforts, school leaders will question what they can harness and
harvest from the new mode of learning which they and their students have faced. It is reasonable
to anticipate that teacher practice in the post-pandemic age will have captured, and will continue,
the nexus between digital technology and pedagogy. There is almost built-into the current shift in
pedagogical practice an assumption that teaching and learning will result in a ‘new normal’ when
schools fully return to on-campus learning for every student.

A common view expressed by teachers, and the staff that support them in schools, is that
their greatest professional anxiety is the learning gaps they see emerging for their students
(Buckley Flack et al., 2020). While all jurisdictions have now brought students back to school,
they continue to be concerned about impact on learning for some that the disruption to previous
modes of learning has caused. In any crisis, inequalities are accentuated, and the rapid shift to
learning-from-home has been no different. Very young learners, vocationally oriented senior
secondary students, boarding students from remote communities, for example, join more readily
recognised disadvantaged student groups as needing of special attention (Clinton, 2020; Drane,
Vernon, & O’Shea, 2020; Lamb et al., 2020). Strategising how to assist these groups of students
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whose learning has been compromised by their disconnection from face-to-face teaching will
occupy teachers’ thinking for at least the remainder of this school year. Clinton (2020) also notes
that there is a concern that the current pandemic will inevitably create the opportunity for the
disengaged students to drop out of school or resist returning to school.

Professional learning in such an environment is focused on an improvement in pedagogy
and collaboration, as it should be, rather than on jumping through hoops for standards
accreditation (Appel, 2019; Taylor, 2016). Together, these factors suggest that the current
reflection on pedagogy will be of a sustained duration and thus more likely to result in a period
of professional learning which will have lasting impact.

Provide opportunities for teachers to reflect on their practice

Reflection on practice is a precursor to teachers changing their beliefs, leading to permanent
shifts in their pedagogy (Darling-Hammond, Hyler & Gardner, 2017; Thompson, Kriewaldt &
Redman, 2020). At a systemic level, educational authorities throughout Australia acted quickly
to frame the set of reflective questions which school leaders needed to ask themselves in order to
set up their students and their teachers for success. School leaders were drawn to reflect on their
current mode of delivery, the digital learning platforms which they had in place to support
learning, the dominant pedagogies exercised by their teachers, and the preparedness of their
students to learn in an environment where their ability to learn autonomously (but not in isolation)
would be tested. Without the agility which face-to-face teaching provides, schools quickly came
to appreciate just how well (or poorly) their students had been prepared in ‘learning how to
learn’.

Teachers, to their surprise, have found different groups of students shining in an online
learning environment. For example, teachers have experienced instances of students who are
normally retiring or reticent learners in the face-to-face teaching paradigm being vociferous
learners when learning purely online. Some students find their voice in a digital learning
ecosystem (McWilliam, 2016). Teachers have come to recognise the extent to which vodcast
lesson segments allow for self-paced, anytime learning which will challenge them in their efforts
to differentiate learning in the future.

Be personalised to support the individual learning needs of teachers

As might be expected, different schools were at different stages of development with respect to
digital learning platforms and teachers’ digital literacy. It would also be readily understood that
different teachers, at the onset of the prospect of learning-from-home, were at different stages of
familiarity and comfort with digital technologies and their potential to enhance the learning
experience of young people. Thus, after the operational training dimensions of working from
home were established school by school, attention turned to professional learning needs of
teachers.

Rogers (2003) outlines the stages which are usually observed through a change process.
The Diffusion of Innovation Theory (Rogers, 2003) outlines five levels of classification from
‘Innovators’ through to ‘Laggards’. In the shift to on-line instruction, there was little time for
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teachers to be anything but innovators or early adopters of change. Teachers may have been
uncomfortable making these rapid changes but felt that they had little choice not to do so in the
current climate. In our conversations, we heard many instances of teachers being delivered just in
time learning from a colleague who had the technical expertise or the sought after online
pedagogical skills to assist them in addressing their burning need — to deliver a purposeful lesson
to their classes in the coming days in a mode which they had not imagined would exist this time
last year. The degree of personalisation in the professional learning of teachers, delivered to
individuals poised with a desperate need to learn new skills so that they could continue to thrive
as teachers has provided the near-perfect environment to ensure that the learnings gained will be
sustained and will make experienced teachers shift from merely experienced to a little more
expert than they were before the great disruption.

Conclusion

The changes wrought by the COVID-19 disruption have brought about significant changes to
teacher practice. Professional learning has been necessary and has made a difference to teachers’
practice. What has become clear is that teachers have been willing to make changes to support
the learning of their students — they have put the learning of the students at the centre of their
work. It has been an experience that has highlighted teachers’ adaptability and through the
complexity of what learning and teaching entails may result in new levels of appreciation of the
importance of teacher expertise (Hargreaves, 2020) and a reinforcement of teachers’ status as
essential knowledge workers in a coherent society. The discussions with the teachers revealed
that all the key features of effective professional learning were evident to support the teachers
make the necessary changes to teacher practice as they shifted to meet the needs of their students
in the new environment created by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Moving forward, it will be interesting to observe the impact of the ‘COVID-19 disruption’
on any long-term change in teacher professional learning.
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