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Criterion three: SWP honours the distinctive features and needs of a 
school’s student community. 

Th e idea that schools are just as diff erent as they are alike is becoming well established in 

educational thinking. Th us, the concept of “like schools” has emerged in recent times not just to 

acknowledge likeness but also as a way of asserting the importance of diff erence in school and 

community make-up and, in particular, in student need. 

SWP takes the notion of diff erence very seriously and extends it beyond organisational and 

cultural variables into the school’s pedagogical work. Accordingly, SWP recognises that a wide 

range of descriptors diff erentiates schools. Th ese include student variables such as languages, 

achievement patterns, disabilities, SES, cultural background and languages; organisational 

variables such as year level range, subject specialism and school size; community variables such as 

history, geography, economics, demographics and industries; and epistemological variables such as 

educational philosophy and religious affi  liation. While the construct of “distinctive identity” may 

have a particularly special meaning in Catholic schools that have an historical association with 

religious orders and charisms, diff erence should also be regarded as a source of strength in each 

and every public and independent school. 

Th e starting point in developing a distinctive SWP is usually the creation of a rich school 

vision. Th ere are multiple factors that school leaders can use in developing a distinctive vision 

including the sorts of variables that are outlined above. If a school vision captures one or more of 

the distinctive and important features of the school’s community then experience tells us that the 

vision can be quite easily fl eshed out into an equally distinctive SWP framework.

Consider the two IDEAS Project school visions and SWPs that follow (see Figures 1.1 and 1.2). 

As can be seen, each vision refl ects very signifi cant contextual variables, with fl ow-on implications 

for the content of the respective SWP (Note: One image is dominantly classical, deriving from the 

ancient Sicilian village of Tennorini; the other is dominantly geographic, deriving from Mooma, 

one of Australia’s most elevated towns). 
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Figure 1.1: Tennorini school vision and SWP

Figure 1.2: Mooma school vision and SWP
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year of professional life) with a deep strategic, pedagogical grounding as well as the opportunity to 

develop high levels of interpersonal capacity. Responsibility for the creation of SWP was identifi ed 

as the key vehicle in the leadership growth of these early career professionals. 

Refl ect: 

You have been asked to join the IDEAS School Management Team (ISMT) of Nagle College (chapter 

3, case study one), with responsibility for ensuring that your SWP is sustained with the pending 

appointment of a new principal and several new teachers. How would you ensure that your SWP is 

convincingly communicated to these new personnel? How would you ensure that the special gift s 

of new staff  members are capitalised upon in the development and implementation of your SWP 

in the year ahead? 

SWP: Where to from here?

I have endeavoured to make a clear argument that SWP is straightforward, not abstract or 

convoluted; that it is comprehensive, not band-aid; that it is constructivist, not prefabricated; that 

it is homegrown, not imported; and that it is sustainable, not fl y-by-night. In other words, SWP is 

an exceptional construct that is still evolving but has the clear potential to enrich the life of every 

Australian teacher and school.

Th e defi nition and six criteria that I have described are drawn from a mere decade’s experience 

and research in Australian schools. Aft er such a short period of exploration, we have, at best, 

partial understanding, for example, of how to develop SWP in indigenous communities; whether 

SWP fi ts independent schools as well as it does Catholic schools or state schools; whether, in the 

case of state schools, SWP is most easily developed in contexts of high levels of autonomy; whether 

it is easily compatible (or otherwise) with assessment regimes like NAPLAN; whether schools 

can borrow pedagogical principles from each other and also develop meaningful ownership; and 

whether there is an ultimate SWP developmental strategy that is not yet discovered. 

A decade from now we will no doubt have progressed beyond issues such as these, but at this 

time they represent signifi cant unresolved challenges. Based on research into a wide cross-section 

of IDEAS Project schools that have developed and implemented SWP, particularly in the Sydney 

CEO, but also Western Australia, Victoria, South Australia and Queensland, we can nevertheless 

make several pronouncements with confi dence: © H
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• Recent research into the positive impacts of IDEAS on school outcomes is extremely  

 encouraging

• Th e two particular IDEAS constructs that stand out most in the successful   

 implementation of IDEAS in the Sydney CEO are parallel leadership and SWP 

Th e IDEAS Project commenced in Sydney CEO schools in 2006, under the co-ordination of Dr 

Allan Morgan of the LRI, assisted by Associate Professor Dorothy Andrews and Professor Frank 

Crowther.

Th e direct impetus for IDEAS came from recommendations from Sydney CEO regional 

consultants and principals, based on their perceptions of IDEAS as an exciting school development 

approach that was committed to teachers’ professional growth and students’ enhanced achievement. 

In reaching this conclusion, they had observed conference presentations by IDEAS staff , reviewed 

IDEAS publications and noted the reported experiences of school leaders in other Australian 

school jurisdictions. Accordingly, 10 schools commenced IDEAS in the Sydney CEO in 2006, 

followed by a second cohort (20) in 2007, a third (7) in 2008, a fourth (8) in 2009, a fi ft h (4) in 

2010, a sixth (8) in 2011 and a seventh (7) in 2012. 

In total, IDEAS has been implemented in a total of 51 primary schools and 13 secondary schools 

in the Sydney CEO in the period 2006−ongoing. Participation has always been optional, with 

the decision to participate residing with school leaders. Th e Sydney CEO has, however, assisted 

schools fi nancially through a cost-sharing arrangement and through a range of consultancy 

support mechanisms.

Of particular note in school decisions to implement IDEAS has been the perceived philosophical 

compatibility between Sydney CEO School Review and Improvement (SRI) processes on the one 

hand and IDEAS developmental processes on the other. As explained by regional consultant, 

now regional director, Elizabeth O’Carrigan, the Sydney CEO uses its SRI to attempt to build a 

culture of continuous improvement in each of its 147 schools. Th e SRI framework comprises a 

number of linked processes that are underpinned by key principles such as “one size does not fi t 

all”, “no blame”, “evidenced-based self refl ection”, “focus on teaching and learning” and “improved 

outcomes for all students”. Th e IDEAS Project is underpinned by very similar principles and, as 

such, is seen as complementing the SRI. 

Each iteration of the IDEAS Project has been delivered in the Sydney CEO through a range of 

informational, analytical and developmental activities, mostly organised by regional consultants 

and delivered by IDEAS consultants. While Dr Morgan, together with Dr Joan Conway, have 

continued to facilitate the project on behalf of the LRI, a number of other LRI staff  have engaged 

at diff erent points in time, including Associate Professor Dorothy Andrews, Mrs Shauna Petersen 

and Dr Lindy Abawi. 
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facilitator, with assistance from volunteer colleagues, had led processes associated with developing 

“deep” professional dialogue, resulting in staff  agreement on the need for an authentic approach to 

“letting the Nagle light in” to their classrooms and all other college activities. It appeared to us that, 

without question, teacher leaders had led the process of schoolwide pedagogical development 

with full support, and resourcing, from the principal. Th is was also highlighted in the principal’s 

description of her own role: 

I gave considerable thought to my role in the process […]making sense of the fi t between the 

school and the system priorities […]but really advocating the work of the team of teachers 

leading the process. 

Nagle’s success with their SHINE SWP features prominently on the school’s ACARA My School 

website:

Th e success of the SHINE Learning Framework is refl ected in our excellent HSC results – where 

at least 80% of all results are in the top three bands – and our NAPLAN results.

We asked for details, and were told of how Nagle College teacher leaders, and other staff , made 

regular reference to enhanced NAPLAN results as an outcome of implementation of their SWP. So 

we examined the student achievement data for Year 9 NAPLAN Reading and Numeracy 2008−2010 

and found that growth rates exceeded norms for both the Sydney CEO and the state (see Table 3.1).

 Th ese impressive results, backed up by the assurances of school leaders regarding their 

authenticity, compelled us to look into the Nagle SWP implementation process in more detail. 

* Statistically signifi cant difference (0.05) (Andrews et al. 2012)

 KLA School 
percentage 
growth

CEO 
percentage 
growth

School-CEO 
percentage 
difference

State 
percentage 
growth

School-State 
percentage 
difference

Yr 9 Reading 40.9 38.4 2.5 35.1 5.8

Yr 9 Numeracy 51.0 46.2 4.8 39.1 11.9*

Table 3.1: Nagle College’s NAPLAN growth, compared with Sydney CEO and state growth, 2008−2010
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