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High Performance 
Schools 

“Wisdom calls out in the local streets, she raises her voice 
when people gather ...”

– Ancient Proverb

I was attending a regional school leadership forum when one of the 
Principal Supervisors asked: “Does anyone have any ideas on how to 
identify and overcome barriers in the school transformation process?” 
�ere was a moments silence as we all looked at one another, somewhat 
stunned not by the question itself (which was perfectly reasonable 
given their roles were about enabling school leadership teams to 
implement best practice), but rather our inability to articulate a simple 
and e�ective answer. 

Eventually, one of the more experienced leaders raised her hand and 
o�ered to share a strategy she was using called “Skip Level Meetings”. As 
she described the simple process of how she engaged the various layers 
of school leadership and sta� to identify areas of inconsistency and/or 
miscommunication (and, in doing so, opportunities for improvement), 
I nearly fell o� my chair – it was so brilliant! So thorough, so simple, 
so easy to explain and introduce to others ... pure genius! To my 
astonishment, not everyone seemed to like the idea and a�er a short 

Introduction

Local Wisdom, Global 
Significance
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discussion, it was brushed aside with a follow-up question: “Are there 
any other ideas people could o�er?” 

On my drive home, I couldn’t stop thinking about how profoundly 
important the idea of Skip Level Meetings was to many other Principal 
Supervisors I had met across other regions who were o�en scratching 
their heads about how to support school leaders in identifying and 
overcoming barriers in their own school transformation journey. How 
could I get this information out to them? How could I share this idea 
in a way that enabled others to see its genius? How could I rightly 
elevate the status of the person who authored this fantastic idea in 
the �rst place? How could I make this local wisdom into a strategy of 
global signi�cance? 

As I grappled with these questions and argued to and fro with the 
author of this great idea about sharing her brilliance with others, 
the seeds of this book were sown. As you will see in the following 
pages, Kay Kirkman is indeed an incredible leader, an exemplar of 
best practice and a fountain of wisdom in the niches of both building 
leadership capability across the layers of a school’s workforce and also 
driving continuous improvement in teaching and learning to enable 
every student to succeed. 

You will read about not only Kay’s current toolkit for building high 
performance schools, but understand her relentless pursuit of 
excellence through her life experience, her mistakes, her proudest 
moments and the lives she has changed. Since publishing the original 
article, which gained wide readership among peer leaders in Australia 
and New Zealand, Skip Level Meetings are an increasingly common 
strategy used widely among Principal Supervisors supporting school 
transformation – local wisdom becoming globally signi�cant!

Kay’s school leadership journey was the �rst of many I was able to 
document and share with the world at large. Shining the spotlight on 
local wisdom, which had the potential to become globally signi�cant in 
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building high performance schools, which maximises every student’s 
ability to succeed in life and nourishes and supports the wellbeing 
and growth of the sta� guiding our younger generation’s growth and 
development.

�ere are many amazing school leaders amongst us – everyday heroes 
committed to excellence for both their students and sta�. Sam Donovan 
is another hero of mine – calm, patient and kind yet deeply passionate 
and unrelenting in her pursuit of supporting both the wellbeing and 
learning journey of her sta� and students. Sam’s insights and practical 
ways to balance the healthy pressure of the learning pit with the positive 
psychology of �ourishing is remarkable in its brilliance and simplicity 
– again, like Kay, local wisdom with global signi�cance.

�en there is David Turner, a visionary leader grappling with the 
current and future forces of change impacting upon school leaders 
today. Developing systems and structures to fast-track both the support 
and strategy school leaders need to respond to a rapidly changing 
world. You will see how creatively borrowing ideas from the world of 
Chief Executive O�cers has led to the creation of powerful support 
and accountability groups known as Principal Forums.

New levels of support and accountability must extend beyond the 
under-supported school leaders and �lter out across the school by 
changing the way we understand and utilise feedback. Roselynne 
Anderson shares some great insights on her own leadership journey 
and how this applies to the process of school transformation.

To be a High Performance School, feedback that provides both support 
and accountability must also be tied to a clear, explicit and consistent 
school culture, and Phil Carleton shares with us his core strategies in 
enabling success in this area.

Culture sits at the core of every High Performance School and is a 
vast and complex topic in its own right – a combination of marrying 
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best practice with local context.  Sharon Barker shows us the pitfalls 
and fast-tracks for building a high performance high school from 
start-up and how to manage the complexities of regional and 
remote communities. Katrina Jones shares the challenges of change 
management in transforming primary teaching teams into inquiry-
focused learning communities. 

Kurt Goodwin shares his insights into simplifying the complexity 
of school management to maximise the focus on students without 
ignoring the necessary responsibilities of management and compliance. 
Judi Newman shares the journey of middle leadership development, an 
important yet overlooked problem that many larger schools struggle 
with. 

Anthony Lucey shares the journey of religious schools integrating faith 
and best practice and the power of mentors in supporting the growth 
and development of school leaders.

In each case, local wisdom is found through the story of their leadership 
journey made accessible through a simple interview format responding 
to questions that tap into di�erent aspects of both their life story and 
their school leadership insights. I trust you will enjoy reading these 10 
school leadership shares and �nd many pearls of wisdom, as well as a 
sense of belonging and community as these leaders share their journey 
with you!

Enjoy! 

Dr Pete Stebbins, PhD
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Leadership Share #1

Kay Kirkman

Mentoring Principals 
& Building High Performance 

Schools
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Leadership Share #1

Kay Kirkman

Mentoring Principals 
& Building High Performance 

Schools
Kay Kirkman, Assistant Regional Dir-
ector, is one of the most respected and 
experienced school leaders I have met. 
I have spoken to many school leaders 
across Queensland who smile glowingly 
as they describe their encounter with this 
wise servant-leader who transformed 
their approach to school leadership. 
Kay has an unwavering commitment to 
supporting student wellbeing, building 
high performance teaching teams and 
mentoring up-and-coming school leaders.

The Butterfly E�ect

Q: Do you believe teachers are having an impact in society beyond 
the classroom?

A: Yes, absolutely! Two weeks ago, I came across both the grandmother 
and mother of a past student. We chatted, they shared photos and 
spoke excitedly of his latest achievements. �ese achievements were 
particularly poignant given some of the signi�cant di�culties he 
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had faced along the way. Both ladies expressed their gratitude for the 
opportunities and support he received during his schooling, the result 
of which is a con�dent and competent young man with a bright future 
ahead.

“A teacher a�ects eternity; they can never tell 
where their in�uence stops.”

– Henry Adams

Last week, one of my former Deputy Principals emailed me the 
following: “Kay, you asked me on a recent visit – how do you know you 
have made a di�erence to a child today? I thought I’d share a moment 
from an inter-school sports event last week ... Before the game, a young 
man came up to me and said, ‘Hello, Miss, do you remember me?’ I 
looked up and wondered who this articulate and well-presented young 
man could be. I then realised it was a particularly vulnerable child we 
taught when working together in a previous school. You would be so 
proud of him, Kay, and how far he has come. Maybe we did make a 
di�erence ...”

And just this week, I received an email from a past student. �is 
student is now a highly successful businessman. He had come across 
a local child in need through his business. He asked for suggestions as 
to how he could help the family and �nished o� with, “You may not 
realise but I was in a similar boat until I turned up in your classroom. 
You literally changed the entire course/path of my schooling.”

It is these moments that remind me (and others, I’m sure) of why we do 
what we do. We can and do change little lives every day, and they and 
their families do remember the support and kindness a�orded them.
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What Keeps You Awake At Night?

Q: What are the big issues school leaders face in the current state of 
play and what are the emerging challenges on the horizon?

To put it simply, students. Our team has a mantra: Our work is to 
ensure that every student in every school has access to the curriculum 
at level and achieves results truly indicative of their ability. We are 
talking about all students here. 

“Of all the hard jobs around, one of the hardest 
is being a good teacher.”

– Maggie Gallagher

Regardless of background or ability, we need to make sure that each 
and every one is engaged and progressing. �at is our job. A large part 
of that job is ensuring that we are meeting the learning needs of our 
sta� and also attending to the wellbeing of both sta� and students, an 
increasingly di�cult role.

I �rmly believe in the age-old wisdom of the three imperatives for 
student success:

1. At least one teacher who cares for them.
2. A genuine friend at school.
3. Enabled to work and learn at their own level.

For me, it is ultimately about having a genuine regard for students and 
a passion for my work ensuring that our school leaders and teachers 
have the con�dence and competence required to enable all students to 
achieve their full potential.

�e work of a school leader is complex. �e challenge is how to remain 
focused on the right work, how to coach each and every sta� member to 
in turn enable each and every student to remain engaged and progress 
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both academically and socially to reach their full potential. However, 
in amongst all of this, principals and teachers need to try to �nd some 
sense of balance and retain their resilience. Now, more than ever, they 
need to ensure that they remain connected with colleagues and their 
“teams”, and make time for themselves and their families.

Your Brief History Of Time

Q: Can you give us a snapshot of your life journey in becoming a 
school leader?

A: I didn’t particularly enjoy primary school, which started with having 
to enter three Year 1 classrooms in three di�erent towns in one year. 
Because of my early disenchantment with schooling, I vowed that I 
would become a teacher and that every child in my class would love 
school, love learning and feel loved. In fact, at age nine, I conducted 
my very �rst lessons for the neighbourhood children in the backyard, 
using a real blackboard made especially for me by a beloved uncle.

“Experience is the best teacher of all.”
– Harry Callahan

A�er Year 12, I completed a Diploma of Teaching at what was then 
called the Capricornia Institute of Advanced Education. At this time, 
it was a requirement that you had undertaken a year of teaching prior 
to commencing your degree. So, during my second and third year of 
teaching, I studied for my degree, completing four hours of lectures 
two nights a week. 

Following the birth of a son in 1986 and a daughter in 1990, I returned 
to teaching and eventually applied for and won a part-time Deputy 
Principal role at my school. A short time a�er, I secured the position 
of full-time Deputy at a larger nearby local school. 
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During my years as a Deputy, I was seconded to the local District 
O�ce as the Performance Measurement O�cer, a�er which I took 
on a number of Acting Principal roles in Band 8, 9 and 10 schools. 
Following this period, I was once again seconded to District O�ce, 
this time as Principal Advisor, Education Services.

Upon returning to my base school, I applied for and won the Principal 
role. �e school grew by 200 students during the next two years, taking 
it to over 930 students and into the Band 10 realm. 

I have since moved from the Band 10 Principal role to Assistant 
Regional Director. During my time in this role, I have also acted as 
Regional Director for the Central Queensland Region.

Leadership Life Lessons

Q: What were some of your key early career leadership learnings 
and experiences?

A: As a Deputy Principal in the early days, I believed my role was to 
“�x” every issue that came across my desk. It took quite a while for 
me to learn that I was “taking away the learning” of others. If you 
keep �xing or solving things for others, the learning opportunity is 
diminished or missed altogether. Better to “coach” towards a solution. 

In later roles, I also learned that most issues can be divided into two 
categories – that is, �x or manage. Once this is understood, we can 
expend our time and energy e�ciently to work towards a reasonable 
rather than perfect outcome.

On a separate issue ... for many years, and with the assistance of highly 
respected colleagues, I led the district induction program for all new 
teachers to the area. I always believed that it was important for these 
young teachers to understand that it is their rhetoric that can make or 
break their school’s reputation and that of our education system. If we 
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speak positively about our school/department, then the community 
perception usually aligns. Of course, the opposite also applies. �e 
message was to be proud of who we are and who we represent and 
to ensure that we promote and enact that both inside and outside the 
school gate. Be and act like a professional and you will most likely be 
treated as one.

On Being An E�ective Principal

Q: What were some of your key leadership learnings as Principal in 
building high performance schools?

A: Firstly it is vital to understand the School Culture across the layers 
of students, sta� and community. My sta� would say my forte is 
relationships. I prided myself on knowing the names of every student 
(not easy in a very large school!) and, in the majority of cases, their 
families and personal interests. I am always genuinely interested in 
children as little people and enjoy really getting to know them on a 
personal basis and making them feel special. �e same goes for sta� 
and the school community. Everyone feels valued, everyone matters. 
I believe it is important to model and enact the values of the school at 
every opportunity.

Within that frame, it is also very important to be able to both support 
and challenge people in an e�ective manner. Leaders need to have 
an expectation that teachers/sta� know each and every student as 
individuals both academically and socially. �ey should be able to 
readily discuss student progression and any concerns or celebrations 
relevant to the child’s personal life. 

Case Management is another important key to success. A good 
example of this is where school leaders “adopt” students with less than 
85% attendance. �is means knowing who they are as individuals, why 
they are not attending, checking in on them in a positive way when 
they are at school, setting targets, monitoring, tracking and reporting 
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back to the remainder of the leadership team. �ere must be a plan 
and there must be accountability. However, it’s the relationship and the 
valuing/caring that makes the di�erence.

Having a child-centered responsive pedagogy is very important if 
we are to ful�ll the mandate of “Every Student Succeeding”. Enabling 
teachers to form professional learning communities (where teachers 
share evidence of their impact on learners), with leadership members 
as professional guides/coaches, ensures that discussions and actions 
are child centred. Teachers need to know each student’s current skill 
set, their “learning zone”, the next set of skills they need and the 
appropriate pedagogical response to enable progression towards the 
desired outcomes. An added bonus is if students enjoy the experience 
and understand “why” they are learning particular skills.

Data is important! For school leaders, it’s also important to know 
individual, class, cohort and school data. �is is about knowing what 
data is important to determine the “next most important steps” or 
responsive actions, for each of these layers. Succinct analysis of the 
right data enables us to do the right work. 

School leadership teams need to be aware of, and accountable for, 
their roles and responsibilities. However, the key to ensuring success 
is for each member of the team to be acutely aware of where their 
accountability lies. In Hattie’s words, “Know thy impact.” As leaders 
we are accountable for building teacher capability and student 
progression. We need to have measures – for example, dashboards – 
in place to regularly assess both our individual and team success in 
these areas, high expectations being inherent. We must continually 
ask ourselves, “How do you know you are impacting and what’s the 
evidence in support?” �at is the “so what” question, to keep us focused 
on progression at all levels – leaders, sta� and students.

Finally, I think we need to adopt a di�erentiated approach to capability 
building in our sta�. We need to have ways for sta� to self-identify 
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their needs. As leaders, we need to work with them as individuals 
to identify what already exists in their toolkit, what they need, and 
sometimes, what’s holding them back. From here, we identify what 
they can do to progress their own learning and what they need from us 
and how best to deliver accordingly. It’s not the “sheep dip” approach 
that brings success. We must match our expectations with the level of 
support required to enable each and every one to be successful. 

On Mentoring New School Leaders

Q: Given your extensive experience in managing and developing 
school leaders, what are some of the most e�ective strategies you use?

A: I use a combination of Leadership Forums, Skip Level Meetings in 
Schools and Australian Curriculum (AC) Bootcamps.

1. Leadership Forums

We use Band 7-10 forums as a means to 
deliver key messages around topics such 
as the Australian Curriculum, Data and 
Pedagogical Responses, Strategic Plans 
and Leadership. Specialists in all areas are 
usually on hand to add their expertise. 

�e forum is immediately followed up with 
one and a half hour visits to each school 
over the next few weeks to enable more 
focused discussions in individual contexts. 
�e Small Schools Capability Coach 
attends the initial forums and consequently 
takes the key messages to the small school 
cluster groups and works with them in their 
context.
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2. Skip Level Meetings

�ese are entirely voluntary and o�ered as 
a supportive strategy. Usually conducted 
in term 2, this process involves �rstly 
meeting with the Principal to determine 
what they believe I will see and hear 
with regard to the implementation of the 
improvement agenda whilst meeting with 
students and sta� later in the day. �is is 
also an opportunity for the Principal to 
identify any burning questions he/she may 
have that I can further explore with sta� 
and students. Principals see this process as 
an e�cient way to obtain a ‘“good read” of 
the level of embeddedness.

I then spend a number of hours talking to individual students, 
teachers, HOSES (Head of Special Education Services), HOCs (Head 
of Curriculum), DPs (Deputy Principals), Coaches, etc., to ascertain if 
the messaging is consistent and easily understood and if the expected 
processes and strategies are being enacted. �e day ends with a second 
meeting with the Principal to provide feedback (not from an individual 
perspective), unpack any issues, determine the next most important 
steps and to make a plan together going forward.

Two weeks prior to the visit, I send out the proposed timetable and 
protocols as well as the exact questions I will be asking. �e Principal 
can then make any adjustments required and sta� and students are free 
to opt in or out of the process, as is the Principal.

A written report is compiled for the Principal, which includes key 
feedback, the actions we have agreed upon and o�ers of support from 
either myself or the State Schooling team.
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3. AC Bootcamps

�ese are designed collaboratively with the Principal and Principal 
Education Advisor (PEA-AC) in order to meet the needs of individual 
schools. �is generally consists of a pre-visit meeting/teleconference to 
establish the success criteria for each stakeholder. 

�e bootcamp itself is designed to not only assist the school team to 
develop a planning process/model but to also build the capability of the 
leadership team and/or cohort leaders. Essentially, we are advocating 
the Gradual Release Model.

�e process sees entire cohorts and their support sta� released for a 
half day. �ere is also a member of the leadership team in attendance. 
�e teams are then guided and coached by the PEA-AC to unpack and 
plan a unit.

�e �nal stage is for the ARD to working collaboratively with the 
PEA-AC and Principal to plan the next steps for the school. �is o�en 
involves the PEA-AC observing and providing feedback to a school 
leader/cohort leader running a similar planning session as previously 
modelled by the PEA-AC.
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Your Proudest Moments

Q: What have been some of your proudest moments and greatest 
passions as a school leader?

A: My greatest passions have always been teaching and children and 
my proudest moments are always linked to these passions. I continue 
to take enormous pleasure and pride on witnessing the excitement 
when a student, teacher, sta� member or school leader succeeds on 
any level. 

“We teach because every child is a gi� that we get a chance to in�uence 
and guide ... Our e�orts are rewarded by kids who are excited about 

learning ... and the knowledge that we make a di�erence.”
– Tiglao

I am most proud, though, when I see a little life transformed because 
someone cared enough to notice, cared enough to do “whatever it 
takes”, and persisted long enough to enable that young person to take 
their rightful place in society. We are indeed a privileged profession to 
be a�orded this opportunity. On a personal note, receiving an Australia 
Day medal for my contributions to teaching and learning would also 
have to be a highlight.

Into The Future: Sliding Doors

Q: Fast-forward 20 years from now – what will the school leaders of 
today have done to create a successful future?

A: Twenty years from now we will have a thriving and successful 
society because the children we are teaching now have grown up to 
become resilient, respectful, and adaptable problem solvers. 

“I touch the future. I teach.”
– Christa McAuli�e
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�e school leaders of today were able to do this by balancing the tension 
between teaching (and testing) skills for academic achievement with 
teaching skills for life – the most important of which is giving students 
a love of life-long learning!



Leadership Shares Vol. 1 21

Leadership Share #2

Samantha Donovan

School Culture 
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Samantha Donovan, Principal of Norfolk 
Village State School, is an exception-
al school leader who combines a deep 
empathy for her sta� and students with 
a fierce resolve towards school improve-
ment and every student succeeding. 
These dual attributes of deep empathy 
and drive for continuous improvement 
feature in the many positive comments 
Samantha’s colleagues make about her. 
As such, it comes as no surprise that  
Samantha was the winner of the ACEL New Voice in Educational 
Leadership Scholarship.

I have been privileged to have met Samantha at several di�erent 
points in her career and each time I was impressed by the positive 
energy and deep humility in her approach to culture change, 
wellbeing and school improvement.
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The Butterfly E�ect

Q: Do you believe teachers are having a larger impact in society 
beyond the classroom?

A: Absolutely! Teachers and School Leaders work each and every 
day to support families and their students in a multitude of ways. At 
Norfolk Village State School, we are committed to ensuring that all our 
students (and sta�) “�ourish”, which in Positive Psychology is about 
living in an optimal state of generativity, growth and resilience.

As a school, we are exploring Positive Psychology, including how to 
possess a “Growth Mindset”. When I hear about our students going 
home and teaching their parents about the growth strategies they 
learned at school, I am reminded of the incredible di�erence we make 
in the bigger picture of life, and the positive impact we have on families 
in our community. I am thrilled when former students share their 
many successes a�er graduating from our school and parents share 
stories of growth and success through the care and dedication of our 
sta�. I remember being in a shopping centre a few years ago, only to 
have a former student run across the shop to me to thank me for the 
support I had o�ered during an incredibly di�cult time for him and 
his family. He shared his many successes since leaving the school and 
his future career plans. It was a timely reminder of how much our 
support can mean to the children we serve. 

What Keeps You Awake At Night?

Q: What are the big issues school leaders face in the current state of 
play and what are the emerging challenges on the horizon?

A: It would be the wellbeing of my students and sta�. My commitment is 
to supporting each and every child to �ourish. �is requires a dedicated 
team of professionals who are passionate about the connection each of 
our students have to our school. �rough this connection, children 



develop a strong sense of belonging that forms the foundation for 
quality learning. �is is one of the key emerging challenges school 
leaders face, which raises a number of questions to consider: 

• How can I ensure I am balancing the wellbeing of my sta� and 
students in alignment with our school improvement agenda? 

• How do we ensure the range of programs and interventions we 
have in place represent a continuum of support and are targeted 
at the right level, at the right time, for each individual student 
(not just some students)? 

• How can we be innovative in our school structures to create 
�exible ways to provide this support? 

• Most importantly, how can I ensure that I identify and attend 
to a student’s wellbeing to create the strong foundation that will 
then enable them to learn given some of the complex family 
environments they may be coming from? 

�ese questions represent the complex role of the School Principal 
and how important collaboration is to �nding the solutions. A critical 
success factor in our school is in the development of high performance 
teams who can collaborate and problem solve these complex challenges 
together as a professional learning community. 

School Leaders have a very complex and demanding job and it is easy 
to become consumed by things that may not be directly impacting our 
students reaching their potential. A high performance team culture 
o�sets this risk by helping us all remain passionately focused on the 
most important work – every child �ourishing in our care. 
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Your Brief History of Time

Q: Can you give us a snapshot of your life journey in becoming a 
School Leader?

A: I always dreamt of being a professional ballerina or contemporary 
dancer. I was committed to this pathway throughout my childhood and 
teenage years until one day one of my high school teachers asked me to 
step up and lead our class on an activity while she helped a particular 
student. I led the class through the activity she had set and at the end of 
the class, she told me she thought I would make a great teacher. I never 
looked back! I had absolutely loved the experience! 

I combined my passion for the Performing Arts with my original 
teaching degree and graduated as a Secondary Dance/Drama teacher 
from the Queensland University of Technology, one of the �rst from 
this new University program. As part of this course, I completed a 
practicum in a primary school, which I absolutely loved. My Supervising 
Teacher at the time encouraged me to re-think my secondary decision 
and change to primary teaching but I continued ... I o�en re�ect on the 
insight and wisdom of my Supervisor at the time, given how passionate 
I am now about working in the primary sector! However, I did enjoy 
my subsequent work with the high school Performing Arts teams, who 
helped me to re�ne my cra� and became incredibly passionate about 
curriculum and professional learning. 

My next career step working in Central O�ce as part of the Curriculum 
Branch and implementation of the new syllabus led me to supporting 
primary schools across the state. During this time, I decided to further 
my study and completed my Research Masters degree, focusing on 
e�ective professional development for teachers in primary schools.

My next role was working as the Regional Manager for Learning in 
the South East Region of Queensland, supporting all of our schools 
with their curriculum and professional learning needs. I worked 



alongside school leadership teams to implement strategic curriculum 
and professional learning reforms and developed a deep respect for the 
complexities of the work they do in leading their school communities 
forward. 

I then worked as a Deputy Principal – and during this time I was 
blessed with my two sons, who are now aged 4 and 9. I then worked in 
some Acting Principal positions before being appointed to my current 
Principal role at Norfolk Village State School. 

�roughout my career, at every stage, I have never stopped learning 
and seeking the information, knowledge, skills and expertise I 
needed to do each role to the very best of my ability. I am driven to 
serve no matter what my role is and I have continued to hold myself 
accountable to continued learning. My pathway to Principalship has 
taken a number of twists and turns but I have thoroughly enjoyed the 
diversity and challenges along the way.

Early Leadership Life Lessons

Q: What were some of your key early career leadership lessons and 
experiences?

A: Looking back now, I believe there were four early career leadership 
lessons that shaped my professional career:

1. Collaboration

As a classroom teacher, I enjoyed collaborating with colleagues to 
develop the best outcomes for teachers. I found that I drew energy 
from being part of high performance teams who were committed to 
supporting our students achieve their potential. �is is not to say that 
working in teams is not without the challenges that come with being 
vulnerable and open to feedback – knowing when to take things on 
board and when to let them go. However, the power of collaboration is 
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so much greater than working in isolation and this is something that is 
now central to my leadership approach. 

2. Adult Learning

As a new leader, I o�en found myself “putting on my Batman cape to 
save the day” only to then �nd I needed to continue doing this as I had 
failed to build capability so that practices became embedded. I also 
was failing to recognise that each of my sta� learnt di�erently and I 
needed a di�erentiated approach to adult learning through a variety of 
professional learning, to support my adult learners. 

3. Trade-O�s and “Tight” & “Loose” Approaches

To build capability, I learnt that you must have a �exible approach 
to leading school improvement where wellbeing is prioritised. �is 
requires knowing what to trade-o� when we need to lower the pressure 
of a new initiative or create additional time because our sta� need to 
adjust to a new practice rather than charging ahead because this was 
the timeline agreed to in our Action Plan. �ese experiences helped 
me to understand what was “tight” in my leadership and improvement 
agendas and what was “loose”. What was non-negotiable and what 
could be negotiated. �is clarity enabled collaboration from inception 
to design and implementation and then evaluation, drawing on the 
strengths of my sta�. 

4. We Are All in The Learning Pit Together 

My leadership now focuses on 
developing school cultures that 
are optimal for growth for ALL 
members of the school community. 
A culture where we can learn by 
doing in a safe and supportive 
environment, committed to all 



students and sta� �ourishing. �is type of school culture is optimal 
for growth – where sta� and students are supported to get into “�e 
Learning Pit” (a brilliant concept from James Nottingham) so that they 
can progress and �ourish. It requires an empathetic leadership style 
which knows when to intervene in the struggle of learning and when 
to allow people to learn for sustainable growth. �is requires respect, 
trust, courage, resilience, clear vision and goals and a �rm commitment 
and belief in my sta� that together, we can overcome any challenge. 

Developing School Culture: Happy vs. Healthy

Q: Samantha you are very passionate about High Performance 
Teaching Teams and the twin factors of wellbeing and continuous 
learning/improvement. How do you reconcile the necessary tension 
in the “learning pit” of improvement with the need to lower stress 
and improve wellbeing?

A: Yes, developing high performance school culture is very important 
and maximising teacher (and student) wellbeing is a core part of my 
values as a School Leader – however, wellbeing is not just about lowering 
stress levels (which is very important) – it is also about increasing the 
con�dence and competence of teachers in their roles through continuous 
learning. Achieving both these goals simultaneously can be challenging 
at times. It’s about balancing the necessary tension of the “learning pit” 
with the need to lower stress and improve overall wellbeing.
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Leaders who develop a school culture that simply seeks to lower 
stress levels in sta� avoid exposing sta� to some of the more di�cult 
professional development experiences necessary to maximise teacher 
performance. While in the short-term people are “happy”, over the 
longer-term the lack of “learning” and continuous improvement 
in teachers shows in student achievement levels. If we over-focus 
on minimising stress, “di�cult conversations” and “developmental 
feedback” are also avoided, resulting in job satisfaction dropping. �e 
cultural language I hear among sta� in these circumstances is, “Not 
enough time ... already too busy.” 

Conversely, when the focus is on teacher learning and development 
without also supporting wellbeing, then teachers can become 
overwhelmed with the burden of continuous improvement that is 
not paced to match their motivation and energy levels – this creates a 
“silent” toxic culture of passive participation and “non-disclosure” for 
fear of “rocking the boat” and upsetting the status quo. In these cultures, 
the language is, “We’ve always done it this way ... I know, already tried it.” 

�us, for me the core behaviours 
of a high performance school 
culture could be summed up 
in three words: “learning”, 
“disclosing” and “supporting”. 
�ese are the underlying drivers 
of the wellbeing and learning 
strategies I co-create with sta� in 
the schools I work in. In a culture 
where everyone is engaged in the 
disciplines of learning, disclosing 
and support, I hear words such 
as “what if we ... let’s try ... I’ll 
give it a go ...”



Strategies for Developing High Performance 
Teaching Teams

Q: Are there some core strategies you use to maximise teacher 
learning and wellbeing across di�erent schools or does everything 
depend on the speci�c school context?

A: �e school context is extremely important in guiding the implem-
entation of any teacher wellbeing or learning strategy – a�er all, each 
student and teacher is unique and strategies must be designed to 
accommodate and adjust accordingly. However, there are de�nitely 
some frameworks that can be applied across a number of school 
contexts. �e diagram below shows the core elements of the strategies 
I believe are critical to developing a high performance culture among 
teaching teams.
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Teacher Wellbeing

When it comes to teacher wellbeing the (1) peer coaching buddy system 
provides a natural overlap to monitor and support wellbeing. Aside 
from this, I also focus on (2) “trading for time” systems to help teachers 
prioritise tasks to be “dropped” when pressure gets into the red zone 
as well as (3) make continuous team building a priority – particularly 
in getting to know people’s broader work/life context, which provides 
a basis for deeper empathy and respect among colleagues. I am also a 
fan of actively endorsing any wider health promotion initiatives driven 
at the “whole of school” or departmental level and ensuring teaching 
teams have incorporated these initiatives into their normal cycles of 
activity.

Teacher Learning

When it comes to “continuous learning”, as you can see, there are three 
core components we focus on. �ere is (1) an e�ective team meeting 
protocol that incorporates both the inquiry cycle of professional learning 
as well as addressing day-to-day operational issues; (2) an e�ective 
collaboration strategy within classrooms to provide observation as well 
as co-teaching opportunities di�erentiated to identi�ed student needs; 
and (3) an e�ective peer coaching buddy system to provide ongoing 
support and encouragement in skills development.

In the peer coaching space, we use Point or Just-in-Time team de-briefs, 
which focus on the leadership skills that led to the situation, those used 
to address the situation and what is needed to problem solve or resolve 
the situation. �is is easily done using open coaching conversations, 
which support the team to identify their leadership and therefore impact 
over these situations, which helps to build their capability over time. It 
also helps us to quickly re-focus by using coaching prompts such as, “If 
we want to get there, the best way to approach this could be ...”



�e team meetings include the use of wellbeing check-ins where all 
sta� share how they are progressing with their “I Will” challenge for 
that term. We get teachers to set these at the start of each term and 
then re-visit half way to see how they are going and then at the end. 
Monitoring the wellbeing of individual teachers in our professional 
learning team meetings allows us to provide wrap-around support for 
any identi�ed sta� member in a timely manner. �is is essential in 
creating a culture that has the right balance between accountability 
and support – imperative for �ourishing!

We call our Professional Learning Communities “Professional Learning 
Teams” and in our PLT Agendas teachers have the opportunity to 
directly feed up to me and I will respond within 24 hours. �is helps 
to model the feedback culture that is essential to growth. As a school, 
we use Brene Brown’s feedback norms to help create a feedback culture 
where the feedback brings us closer together rather than further apart. 
Time is also dedicated in these meetings to collaborating on solutions 
for identi�ed problems of practice, rather than requiring individual 
teachers to try and solve this on their own. �is also allows teachers 
to work to their strengths and talents, creating higher levels of work 
satisfaction in the long-term. �is is essential to the work of professional 
learning communities. 

My mantra for this is “Shoulder to Shoulder” – because when we are 
truly shoulder to shoulder (head, heart and hands), we can transform 
the lives of the children we serve. 

Proudest Moments

Q: What have been some of your proudest moments and greatest 
passions as a school leader?

A: Being appointed to my current role as Principal of Norfolk Village 
State School would be one of my proudest moments! Another moment 
I look back on was winning the Queensland Australian Council of 
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Educational Leaders, New Voice in School Leadership Award in 2015. 
My greatest professional pride, though, is in the everyday moments of 
our students and sta�, who go above and beyond to learn and grow, 
making a positive di�erence each and every day. Sharing with students 
in their celebrations and memorable moments; sharing with families; 
sharing with sta� – these re�ect the strength of our community and 
commitment to each other. I am incredibly passionate about supporting 
students with additional needs, ensuring all students are �ourishing. I 
am also incredibly passionate about developing future school leaders 
so that our schools continue to have outstanding leadership to face the 
successes and challenges of the future. 

Sliding Doors – Into The Future

Q: Fast-forward 20 years from know – what will the school leaders 
of today have done to create a successful future?

A: I am a big believer in the idea that as school leaders we need to 
deepen the professional support among our colleagues. We need to 
embed a culture of support and challenge in our professional Principal 
networks – to get into the “learning pit” together as Principals. We 
need to collaborate and share our problems of practice so we can 
support each other and together, �nd the solutions to striking the 
right balance between wellbeing and achievement. As our school 
leaders are supported and engaged to become professional learning 
communities across clusters, regions and states, I believe we can 
accelerate the achievement of our vision of every student and sta� 
member �ourishing!
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Over several years, many school leaders 
I met said, “You really should get in 
touch with David Turner”, “Do you know 
David Turner?”, “I’m sure David would 
be interested in what you’re doing.” 
Sure enough, when I finally made the 
connection I began to understand the 
important role this quiet achiever plays 
in shaping the leadership landscape of 
Australian Schools.

Dr David Turner is a rarity among school leaders. A series of career 
choices encompassing teaching, entrepreneurship, academia 
and principalship combine to make him the “man of the hour” in 
understanding the solutions required to many of the challenges 
facing Australian schools. Solutions which involve looking beyond 
the fences and gates of our schools to collaborating with our 
peers on a regional, national and global level.
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What Keeps You Awake At Night?

Q: What are the big issues school leaders face in the current state of 
play and what are the emerging challenges on the horizon?

A: Whilst there is no doubt we are making giant strides in raising the 
quality and consistency of education in Australia, I am still concerned 
that we may not be ready to face the massive social, cultural and 
economic changes facing us in the very near future. According to 
the Committee for Economic Development in Australia (CEDA), 
technology and automation will make almost 40% of all Australian 
jobs, including highly skilled roles, redundant in the next 10-15 years.

“It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most 
intelligent, but the one most responsive to change.” 

– Charles Darwin

�is means that children we 
are currently teaching will 
enter into an adult world 
relying on their current 
school education to help them 
compete for an uncertain and 
much more restricted range 
of future jobs. �us, I worry 
about the implications this 
uncertain future has on (1) our 
current curriculum, (2) teacher 
capacity for di�erentiation, 
and (3) level of support and collaboration for already over-stretched 
school leaders. Let me expand on each of these issues below.



Australian Curriculum: The Present vs The Future

1. �e adequacy of the current curriculum we teach compared to 
the curriculum that is needed to prepare for the jobs of the future.

One thing that concerns me is an apparent mismatch between the 
direction of schooling in terms of what students will need – the skills 
and capacities to be successful in a future world – and current policy 
direction.

“A world of ceaseless change means that a useful education involves not 
merely the mastery of facts… but also the training of a vigilant instinct.” 

– Joshua Cooper Ramo

�e question for me is, “Are we building school cultures that help 
students become life-long learners able to deal with a future world we are 
all unsure about?” or “Are we building school cultures that help students 
simply out-perform their peers on standardised tests?” I worry that 
schooling as we maintain it will be blindsided by technological and 
social change already underway. I feel we need to be looking outward 
more than we do.

Teacher Capacity: “All” Students vs “Each” Student

2. �e capacity of our teachers to rise to the challenge of truly 
di�erentiated learning when they are stretched too thinly by the 
expectation to enable “all students to succeed equally.”

“Everybody is genius. But if you judge a �sh by its ability to climb a 
ladder, it will live its whole life believing it is stupid.” 

– Albert Einstein

A policy environment driven by the mantra of  “all” students succeeding 
can lead to some unintended negative consequences, especially if the 
de�nition of success is a narrow one. In other countries that outperform 
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Australia, the phrase “each” student succeeding is used. �is implies a 
focus on the individual over the collective. Whilst it may be a matter 
of semantics, I believe the cultural language we use in the policy space 
can inadvertently lead to heightened stress levels in teachers who 
may become over-focused on maximising all students achieving on 
a narrow band of tests at the cost of genuine di�erentiation across a 
broader range of subjects.

I believe that relying on these types of policy levers and accompanying 
top down accountability to improve schools underestimates teaching 
as a maturing profession. I’m yet to meet a school teacher or Principal 
who sets out to be “average” in their work performance. We entered 
this career to make a di�erence and we work in it at a time when we 
know more than we ever did in the past about “what works” in schools. 
Many in the profession are applying this knowledge and making a 
di�erence for students. What we need to do now is �nd better ways to 
encourage teachers to provide di�erentiated learning opportunities so 
that each student can maximise their potential.

School Leadership: Knowns vs Unknowns

3. �e level of support and opportunities for genuine collaboration 
provided to school leaders who face a range of “known” and “un-
known” challenges.

“�ere are known knowns. �ese things that we know. 
�ere are known unknowns. �at is to say there are things we 
know we don’t know. But there are also unknown unknowns. 

�ese are the things we don’t know we don’t know.” 
– Donald Rumsfeld

I worry about the increasing demands on school leaders. Having 
spent a lot of my career working as a school principal I know from 
�rst-hand experience that leading a school is a complex and o�en 
stressful job. Professor Gary Martin points out that there is very little 



di�erence between being a principal or a CEO, with principals of larger 
schools responsible for multi-million dollar budgets, overseeing large 
workforces with a range of specialised functions, and addressing the 
needs of a diverse group of stakeholders. CEOs have a massive amount 
of peer support, mentoring and coaching available in well-organised 
professional networks and whilst Principal networks do exist, they are 
more focused on information sharing rather than providing the deeper 
peer support that is needed. I worry that school leaders are still quite 
isolated in much of their work and genuine collaboration and deeper 
levels of peer support are needed to help school leaders navigate the 
complex tasks and enormous challenges they face on a daily basis.

�e challenges facing principals are many and varied. Akin to the 
Rumsfeld quote, in leading a school we are faced with an overwhelming 
list of things we know and need to manage on a daily basis, however, we 
also routinely face unexpected “unknowns” where we “know” we need 
to reach out for help to solve new and unexpected challenges. I worry 
that we as school leaders are still learning to cooperate across schools, 
jurisdictions and countries in sharing “what we know” when we need 
to urgently be more vulnerable and share “what we don’t know” to 
collaborate on solutions that collectively are within reach. �is level 
of collaboration will be essential if we are to solve the “unknown 
unknowns” of school leadership challenges that will be arriving in the 
not too distant future.

Your Brief History of Time

Q: Can you give us a snapshot of your life journey in becoming a 
School Leader?

A: I have been privileged to have had a number of leadership roles 
throughout my career in schools and in other contexts. I believe this 
has o�ered me a “within school” and “industry wide” perspective. 
I have also made some detours from education into businesses that 
provided opportunities for creative endeavours that have taught me 
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valuable life lessons. A�er leaving school, I studied business and 
worked in the �nance industry for a few years before returning to 
study at James Cook University in Townsville to complete a Diploma 
of Teaching. �e moral purpose of teaching underpinned the decision 
to change direction and I think this has remained a driver for my 
career in education.

“It’s the teacher that makes the di�erence, not the classroom.” 
– Michael Morpurgo

School leadership came very early in my career, being appointed 
principal in my second year of teaching. �is was exciting and highly 
rewarding but I o�en re�ect on the lack of teaching prowess I had 
in these early years! Working so closely with small communities, 
moving around regional Queensland and experiencing a diversity of 
communities and schools provided great learnings. Collaboration was 
extremely important and the network provided by my professional 
association was essential for early career support and growth.

Early in my career, I recognised the increasing complexity of schools 
and the need to look beyond traditional boundaries to manage the 
leadership challenges I faced. I still believe solutions to many of 
our signi�cant problems won’t come from within the discipline of 
education, just as the threats we face won’t. I decided to undertake a 
MBA and believe this to be the most signi�cant formal learning I have 
undertaken. Working alongside CEOs, lawyers, engineers, business 
owners and the like certainly provided me with a new and broader 
perspective.

“I believe treating our principals more like CEOs would go a long way 
to improving our education system.” 

– Prof. Gary Martin

Shortly a�er this stage of my career, I took a sabbatical and pursued 
my passion in photography as a business. I didn’t �nd the same level 



of purpose and within a couple of years returned to education and the 
principalship. �e school I was appointed to provided me with great 
opportunity to innovate and the work there provided a most rewarding 
period in developing community and professional partnerships. �is 
strong focus on innovation and leadership led to my next role in the 
university sector as a leader in a school of “Learning and Innovation”.

I enjoyed the challenges associated with developing tertiary education 
programs that were linked to real-world school challenges but again felt 
the need to return to the coal face and returned to principalship with a 
renewed focus and energy. A�er a few years, I was appointed to a large 
Brisbane school that I worked in until 2015 when I was appointed the 
Director of Professional Learning at QASSP. �is role now gives me an 
opportunity to bring together my experiences and skills as a teacher, 
principal, academic and service provider.

Advice To My Younger Self

Q: What were some of your key early career leadership lessons and 
what advice would you give to your younger self?

A: I think there are four things I would say to my younger self. All have 
implications for the culture of the organisation. My greatest learning is 
the primary truth behind the Drucker quote that “culture eats strategy 
for breakfast”.

“Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” 
– Peter Drucker

Firstly, be more con�dent in your abilities. Develop the skills to 
articulate to others the work you think is required. To do this, take 
a balanced approach between the task and relationships. I’m strongly 
task orientated and love applying the research, but have learned the 
importance of connection, although I still have more to do in this area.
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“People don’t care how much you know until they �rst know 
how much you care.” 
– Eleanor Roosevelt

Secondly, be grateful to the many colleagues, leaders and friends that 
contribute to your life’s journey. My career has been enhanced by 
outstanding leaders and mentors, and important friendships resulted. 
But I’m not sure I have appropriately expressed gratitude for these 
contributions to my life.

�irdly, recognise that the frustration of the status quo is in fact an 
opportunity. �roughout my career, there have been periods of high 
levels of frustration and dissatisfaction with how things are – o�en 
directed at the larger system. On re�ection, my advice would be to 
�nd creative ways to in�uence the agenda, to renew, to contribute to 
positive change. Use the word “and” more than the word “but”.

“Managing your problems can only make you good, whereas building 
your opportunities is the only way to become great.” 

– Jim Collins

And �nally, you won’t ever have all the answers. Collaboration will 
bring success! Build partnerships, look to mentors and �nd the person 
in the room who has the necessary experience or insights.

Improving School Culture & Networks of Inquiry 
and Innovation

Q: David, you regularly speak about the critical importance of 
school culture on student outcomes and the need to improve 
collaboration among schools to drive sustainable improvement. At 
a practical level, what does this really mean?

A: �e more recent focus of many schooling systems around the 
world (including Australia) on performance and accountability has 



been brought about by the link between economic outcomes and a 
population’s level of education, and this has unnecessarily narrowed 
the work of teachers and school leaders. �e result is a disconnect 
between the goals of 21st-century schooling and the actual day-to-day 
practices occurring in a lot of schools.

Great schools are much more than the number of students performing 
at the top bands of an annual standardised test. In British Columbia 
(BC), Canada (which is touted as the highest performing English-
speaking jurisdiction in the world), their work is driven by a purpose 
inclusive of, yet far greater than, comparative test performance. Schools 
participating in the BC Networks of Inquiry and Innovation (NOII) 
jointly developed their core purpose, which is stated in three goals: 
(1) Every learner crossing the stage with dignity, purpose and options; 
(2) all learners leaving our settings more curious than when they 
arrive; and (3) every learner with an understanding of, and respect for, 
Aboriginal culture, history and ways of knowing. �ere are over 200 
schools in this network bene�ting from this very powerful and clear 
shared sense of purpose.

For me, if you get purpose and culture right, the outcomes will look 
a�er themselves. It’s o�en subtle but the questions we typically ask of 
students – “What are you learning?”, “How do you know if you are 
successful?” – are enhanced by the question, “Can you name two 
people in the school that know you are going to be successful in life?” 
Such a question requires a higher purpose and again comes from the 
work of NOII.

“When what you are deeply passionate about, what you can be best in 
the world at and what drives your resource engine come together, not 

only does your work move toward greatness, but so does your life.” 
– Jim Collins

I’m also interested in the contribution of the system’s “meso”, or 
middle level in school improvement. �is is the activity that happens 
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between individual schools and the system or policy environment. In 
my current role, I have the privilege of seeing some outstanding work 
across the state and see great opportunity of connecting others to this 
work. In a way, the planets have aligned for me again. 

I �nd myself working at this at a time world authorities on system 
improvement are saying the work in the middle is important and 
untapped. I agree with Michael Fullan, who recently said that we need 
to �nd ways to better engage principal associations in this work and 
our collaboration with colleagues in British Columbia’s Networks of 
Inquiry and Innovation leverages the power of principal associations 
across the globe!

Australia & British Columbia: Similarities and 
Di�erences

Q: You’ve recently returned from a study tour of BC – what were 
some of the school culture lessons you learned that are applicable 
to Australian schools?

A: Yes, I’m thrilled to have 
recently organised and led 
QASSP’s �rst international study 
tour. In many ways, what we 
experienced in BC challenged 
us. �ere were many similarities 
but the di�erences between 
our systems o�er learning 
opportunities. I suspect more learning will follow as the comparisons 
are processed by those on the tour in the months ahead.

�e language used in schools was noticeably inclusive. We heard from 
a number of people in di�erent locations that they deliberately moved 
their terminology from “all students” to “each student” to focus on the 
individual. Acknowledgement of the importance of the First Nations 



and embedding of indigenous perspectives in the curriculum and in 
teaching was impressive. Again, there was a higher moral purpose to 
this work. Also the use of “learners” was inclusive of students, teachers 
and school leaders. �ere was a sense everybody needed to be learning 
to deal with the complexity of a changing world.

“By teaching we learn.” 
– Seneca

�ere was also a rotation cycle for principals in terms of their 
appointments to schools. Every 4-5 years, principals would change 
schools within a district. Certainly, the industrial conditions are 
di�erent, but I wonder if this requires a di�erent style of leadership in 
schools there – one that is more custodial of the school and concerned 
with collective performance. �ere was no sense of competition 
between school leaders or schools.

In contrast to Australian trends, principals and, indeed, districts 
in BC did not appear to be overly data focused, with data playing a 
minimal role in wider school performance conversations. �is raised 
many questions for us, given much work being done in Australia in 
relation to the use of data. While there were Provincial tests, and these 
were monitored and discussed at the district level, student data was 
generated and considered at the classroom level.

�e Australian system would appear to be more coherent and our 
principals certainly have greater responsibility around budget, resource 
allocations, data monitoring as well as expectation of improvement 
initiatives. �is adds to the complexity for Australian school leaders, 
who I would say are more like CEOs than their BC counterparts. 
�is likely requires a di�erent approach to supporting and growing 
Australian school leaders compared to school leaders in BC.
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Sliding Doors – Into The Future

Q: Fast-forward 20 years from now – what will be the keys to success 
or failure of the education system?

A: Let’s be optimistic and look at the success of our schools. In 20 
years, Queensland will be the high-performing system others look to. 
Our schools will be clearly focused on a higher moral purpose related 
to ensuring our students are thriving and ready for a changing world. 
�e measure of school success will be inclusive of, yet so much broader 
than, the NAPLAN results. �e notion of a gap between indigenous 
and non-indigenous students will be historical.

We will have a “mature profession” that motivates those who are members 
to achieve outstanding outcomes for each student. As Daniel Pink says, 
we are motivated by purpose, autonomy and mastery, not rewards and 
punishments. School cultures will be built around this and the system 
will create the policy environment to allow them to thrive.

“Living a satisfying life requires more than simply meeting the demands 
of those in control. Yet in our o�ces and our classrooms, we have way 

too much compliance and way too little engagement. �e former might 
get you through the day, but the latter will get you through the night.” 

– Daniel Pink

�ere will be a more collegial and supportive environment for school 
leaders, too. �ey will be supported in the complex work they do 
by extensive preparation and induction. New practices to support 
their ongoing development will be in place and membership of local 
leadership networks akin to the CEO and Entrepreneur Networks will 
be an essential support strategy for all school leaders. Collaboration 
and inquiry will be strong across schools, sectors, and regional and 
district boundaries. Queensland’s Networks of Inquiry and Innovation 
will be 20 years old and the schooling system will be much stronger for 
the work done “in the middle”.
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Recently, we were privileged to have an 
in-depth discussion on the importance 
of peer feedback in driving school im-
provement with Roselynne Anderson, 
President of the Queensland Associ-
ation of Special Education Leaders  
(QASEL). Roselynne is a true exemplar of 
an education leader who strives for ex-
cellence and building High Performance 
Schools. 

Roselynne has over four-and-a-half decades of invaluable experi-
ence in the education sector, with skills and experience that extend 
across the full range of classroom teaching, school leadership, ed-
ucation administration and policy arenas. However, like many wise 
education leaders, her most powerful reflections extend beyond 
policy directions and strategic planning into the heart and soul 
of daily school life and the feedback conversations that shape a 
school’s culture and the subsequent outcomes for students.
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What Keeps You Awake At Night?

Q: What are the big issues school leaders face in the current state of 
play and what are the emerging challenges on the horizon?

A: �roughout my career, I have seen society, parents and sometimes 
even teachers lose sight of what we truly owe to our students. We 
owe it to them to expect more of them – to expect that they can do 
better tomorrow than they are doing today. When our students reach 
benchmark results, it can be easy to become complacent, satis�ed that 
they are doing well enough, but if we do this we are selling them short. 
I know this because I’ve seen time and time again that if we increase 
the level of challenge, our students will rise to meet and surpass it, 
regardless of economic background, where they live or disability.

To me, the idea of a high performance school is fundamental because 
the true role of teachers is to keep raising the bar. And, if we expect this 
of our students, we should expect no less of ourselves. 

“Leadership is deliberate – you don’t accidentally 
have successful teams.” 

– Frank Kearney

I’m pleased to say that right now, the education sector is taking steps 
in the right direction. Compared to the past, I’m con�dent to say that 
very few, if any, autocratic school leaders would survive in today’s 
schools, especially those demonstrating highly e�ective inclusive 
practices. I think that this is because of the realisation that for a school 
to be able to support students to their fullest, we need schools with a 
healthy school sta� culture where teachers collaborate. We are now 
seeing the outstanding results that can be achieved by collaborative 
teaching teams using systems of feedback that (1) promote teacher 
wellbeing, (2) increase professional knowledge and (3) re�ne and 
improve classroom teaching skills.



�e widespread use of teaching teams 
in schools represents a signi�cant shi� 
because for a long time teachers were 
le� alone in their classrooms, with 
little expectation or encouragement 
that they should work together. Our 
professional identity was that of the 
expert – needing to know all the 
answers. As a result, we haven’t always 
acknowledged out loud that “there is still more that we need to know”. 
We know now that the best teachers are also the best learners, as they 
model the way in striving to meet their full potential by collaboration 
with and learning from and together with their peers.

Your Brief History of Time

Q: Can you give us a snapshot of your life journey in becoming a 
School Leader?

A: I was born in Christchurch, New Zealand, and grew up in the smaller 
city of Invercargill. When I started my journey to becoming a teacher 
I was the �rst member of my family to undertake and complete a 
University degree. Like most entering the teaching profession, I wanted 
to make a di�erence in the lives of my students. My commitment to 
making a di�erence was solidi�ed while working in my �rst teaching 
role where I taught two students with hearing impairment. In those 
days, less was known about supporting students with disability, so I 
decided I would specialise to bridge the gap in my professional learning.

Following further study in disability support, I put my feelers out for 
roles that would allow me to contribute the most and make best use 
of my skills. For me, this was an important lesson in self-leadership 
and a case of “if you don’t ask you’ll never know” because soon a�er I 
was asked to create and work in the new role of Resource Teacher for 
the Deaf. �is lesson held true when I moved to Australia, fortunately 
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securing a position in an SEU in Toowoomba with only a telephone 
interview before leaving New Zealand!

In 1988, our family moved to Brisbane where I was an Advisory 
Visiting Teacher of the Deaf/multiple impairments/intellectual 
impairment. Subsequently, over the years, I had the opportunity to act 
in several leadership roles, small school Principal, Teacher In Charge 
of an SEU, Curriculum/Policy (students with disability) Consultant 
Central O�ce, Industrial O�cer at the QTU and Deputy Principal 
primary and special roles before securing a permanent Principal role 
in a Special School.

Looking back now, I’d say that my leadership journey has been driven 
by my belief that I have something positive to contribute. Because of 
this, I have always felt a responsibility to put my hand up and take 
on roles where I can make the most di�erence. Currently, I’m in my 
third year as State President of QASEL, and while I’m proud of all that 
we have accomplished as an Association to advance the agenda for all 
students with disability, I know that there is still much more that needs 
to be done. My leadership journey will continue ...

Leadership Life Lessons

Q: What were some of your key leadership learnings and experiences 
around feedback in schools?

“To teach is to learn twice over.” 
– Joseph Joubert

A: For me one of the lessons that I hold dearest arrived early on. I 
was at my �rst school, as an early primary years teacher, and like all 
new teachers I was still �nding my feet and feeling slightly unsure in 
my ability as a teacher. It had been several months and I had not had 
any feedback from my senior colleagues. One-day mid-lesson, the 
Principal arrived and stood sternly in the doorway and proceeded to 



observe my lesson. As the door was at the front of the classroom the 
students could see him standing silently and became unsettled – acting 
as nervously as I was feeling on the inside. Soon a�er, he said “good 
job” and turned and walked o�.

Following the lesson, I re�ected on the situation and why it had made 
me, and my class, so uncomfortable. Two things stood out for me. 
Firstly, the incredible power of body language, including the lack of 
acknowledgment to the class at the outset of the interaction. Secondly, 
I could count on one hand the number of times I had spoken with the 
Principal prior to this interaction – we simply hadn’t built up a strong 
collegial relationship yet.

Although I believe that leadership doesn’t depend on title, I was certain 
that I would one day become an “o�cial” school leader. I also knew 
that when that happened I didn’t want to be seen the same way that I 
saw my Principal that day.

I realised that leadership and providing feedback was a speci�c skill set 
and that I needed to develop my skill set through self-re�ective practice 
and seeking out professional learning courses and opportunities.

I also recognised the need as a potential leader to build strong 
relationships �rst and foremost. If I didn’t have a relationship with the 
people I would lead and provide feedback to, there would be no chance 
that they would feel that they could trust me as a leader.

For me, building strong relationships is knowing that those around me 
can expect consistency in how I behave. It happens one conversation at 
a time and through listening, not interrupting or giving advice, and it 
happens through consultation. It’s very empowering when you create a 
space of trust to allow teachers to engage in honest re�ection on their 
practice – the lightbulb just goes on!
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Overcoming Barriers To E�ective Feedback

Q: What are some of the barriers to e�ective peer feedback in 
schools?

A: For a long time, teachers have been operating in an environment 
that views them as experts needing to know all of the answers. Because 
of this, many within the profession haven’t always acknowledged out 
loud that “there is still more that I need to know”. �ankfully, this is 
changing.

I’m especially encouraged with the number of schools I interact with 
now that have formed teaching teams and are utilising structures 
such as Professional Learning Communities, as I see this as an 
extremely e�ective approach to furthering teacher education and skill 
development.

If we isolate teachers away in their classrooms as in times past, we will 
never have high performance schools. As school leaders, we need to 
encourage formal and informal teacher interaction as much as possible 
to facilitate the sharing of knowledge between teachers. �e best 
teachers are also the best learners and responsiveness to feedback is a 
key indicator of their success.

“�e best teachers are also the best learners and responsiveness to 
feedback is a key indicator of their success.” 

– Roselynne Anderson

Q: How can School Leaders increase their e�ectiveness in providing 
feedback to sta�?

A: I think the most important thing a leader can do in the feedback 
process is to continually check in to see that everyone in the feedback 
conversation has the same understanding of the conversation. 
Unfortunately, just like in the classroom when teaching, we can 



Also, school leaders need to utilise the full spectrum of feedback tools 
available – we have a range of fantastic feedback tools and processes 
in schools. Individual 360 assessments, live observations, peer and 
professionally led coaching programs, performance appraisal and 
development planning tools, professional development programs, 
team and partner teaching strategies, to name a few. All school leaders 
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conversing with to explain back in their own words, you can walk away 
with very di�erent interpretations of what was said and what it means.



Leadership Shares Vol. 158

need to prioritise the use of simple, e�ective systems of feedback to 
maximise both teacher development and peer support. Too o�en, the 
use of these powerful feedback strategies are o�en sidelined amidst 
the ever present day-to-day challenges and crises with the “urgent” 
winning over the “important”.

Sliding Doors – Into The Future

Q: What positives do you see for the education sector moving 
forwards over the next 20 years?

“Education is the passport to the future, for tomorrow belongs to those 
who prepare for it today.” 

– Malcolm X

A: I think there are many positives; however, linking back to our main 
discussion on feedback, I believe that some of the biggest positives in 
education we are seeing now are coming through teachers and leaders 
engaging in feedback at all levels. An example of this is the recent 
Queensland state school disability review. �is was a wide-ranging 
review involving input and feedback from all levels across the state, 
and we have been given a strong commitment from the government 
that all recommendations will be adopted. I don’t think that you would 
have seen a feedback process or outcomes like this in years past, and to 
me it is as strong an indication as ever that the feedback culture in the 
education sector is becoming more mature. �is bodes extremely well 
for a future where all students can truly have the opportunity to reach 
and exceed their own goals.

In the years to come, it is my hope that all schools will use healthy 
systems of feedback to further develop a sharp and narrow focus 
around both the results that we achieve for our students, and the 
ways that we engage as sta� to support each other in the pursuit of 
excellence. If we do this, every student in every classroom will have the 
best opportunity to reach their potential!
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Phillip Carleton is the Principal of Gaven 
State School – a large primary school in 
south east Queensland, Australia – as 
well as a passionate supporter of several 
school leadership networks and industry 
associations. Phillip is deeply committed 
to his work in primary education – in 
particular, the development of systems 
and supports needed to enable a school 
culture where sta� can deliver teaching 
and learning opportunities that maximise 
each and every student’s success. Phillip has a deep appreciation 
of the value of developing a healthy feedback culture in schools 
through the use of both emotionally intelligent leadership skills 
AND explicit and consistent systems and processes to support 
culture and communication.

Phillip is a graduate of the High Performance Schools Program 
with an exemplary system of explicit and consistent protocols and 
frameworks that ensure the school Values (Be Safe, Be Proud, 
Be Respectful and Be a Learner) and Core Purpose (“To make a 
positive di�erence for each and every child, each and every day”) 
live and breathe in every conversation and every meeting.
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What Keeps You Awake At Night?

“A�er a victory, tighten the strings of your helmet.” 
– Ancient Chinese Philosophy

Q: What are the big issues school leaders face in the current state of 
play and what are the emerging challenges on the horizon?

A: Education is an exciting place to work in. We have achieved so 
much over recent years in deepening the focus on student learning 
and di�erentiation. �e rising visibility on the importance of wellbeing 
being integrated into the learning process is another valuable change 
occurring across the education sector. In many ways, we are at the 
summit of a number of long journeys of school improvement and 
reform – however, when we look to the near future and radical changes 
impacting society, we cannot a�ord to relax but urgently need to 
prepare for a tidal wave of social and economic change that has already 
begun.

School leaders today are facing some serious challenges around 
curriculum, di�erentiation and sta� shortages against the backdrop of 
automation and technology phasing out 5 million jobs in Australia in 
the next 10-15 years and household debt levels and family breakdowns 
at record levels.

“Advances in technology will lead to 40% of all Australian jobs being 
redundant in the next 10-15 years.” 

– CEDA, 2015



�e �nancial pressure on many families is unbelievable and family 
breakdown creates a very complex scenario for educators when 
children move through multiple schools during their childhood. �is 
limits the ability to deliver truly di�erentiated learning support amid 
constant change.

�e changing world is also creating some uncertainty among parents 
about their children’s longer-term career pathways and a desire to 
widen the learning opportunities beyond a core focus on literacy and 
numeracy to embrace other subject areas where schools must expand 
their curriculum delivery capability.

�ese twin demands of (1) diversifying learning opportunities to a 
much wider range of subjects and interest areas and (2) providing a 
deep and di�erentiated learning environment for transient students 
coping with family breakdowns present an enormous challenge for 
local school leaders who have to solve these problems whilst facing a 
crisis of teacher shortages as demand far outweighs supply.

As the number of experienced teachers decreases due to career change 
or retirement, the pressure on less experienced teachers increases and 
the natural consequences of larger classrooms, complex behaviour 
management problems and diversi�cation of subjects requiring expert-
ise, heightens the risk of stress and burnout.

“A looming teacher and principal shortage in Queensland and 
nationally from 2018 will see the demand for teachers fall short of the 

supply. �is will bring its own set of problems.” 
– Gri�th News 20-8-15

To thrive amidst these emerging challenges, all schools need to develop 
both a “sharp and narrow” strategy AND an “explicit and consistent” 
culture. A sharp and narrow improvement strategy is essential to 
maximise the value of change initiatives by limiting the scale of change 
so depth and focus is maintained. An explicit and consistent school 
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culture is essential so every sta� member and every student can rapidly 
“�t in” together and focus 100% on teaching and learning rather than 
worrying about personality clashes and politics.

Your Brief History Of Time

Q: Can you give us a snapshot of your life journey in becoming a 
School Leader?

A: I began classroom teaching in 1984 at Petrie State School in the Pine 
Rivers Shire a�er completing a Diploma of Teaching at Brisbane College 
of Advanced Education at Kelvin Grove. My wife was also studying 
at this time and a�er she graduated, we moved to rural Queensland 
where we taught in the same schools for a number of years. Initially I 
worked for two years at Julia Creek State School. I was o�ered a small 
school principal role at this time but in hindsight was glad I turned it 
down as I still had so much to learn as a teacher.

I spent three years at Inglewood State School where I worked for a 
fantastic Principal, Terry Ball, who provided me with fantastic structure 
and systems to fast-track curriculum delivery and also provided deep 
and insightful feedback to help me grow and develop. In hindsight, 
this was a critical moment in re�ning my own approach to leadership, 
which I began to develop in my next role of Deputy Principal at Biloela 
State School, where I spent a further 3¼ years from 1990-‘93.

I loved the work as a school leader – balancing the administrative 
and people management aspects with an ongoing connection to the 
classroom and students and I started a Masters Degree in Education 
Administration and began applying for Principal roles. In Easter 1993, I 
was appointed Principal of Barkly Highway State School where I began 
developing and implementing community consultation strategies, 
systems and processes with teachers and parents to strengthen 
collaboration and satisfaction among sta� and parents, which paved 
the way for improvements in school culture and student outcomes. 



I have been re�ning and developing these ideas further in subsequent 
roles as Principal of Bribie Island State School (four years, 1997-2000) 
and then moving to the Gold Coast to be the Principal of Musgrave 
Hill State School for eight years before my current role as Principal of 
Gaven State School in 2009. In 2015, our leadership team completed 
the High Performance Schools Program, which was a great opportunity 
to re�ne and expand the positive systems and protocols that underpin 
e�ective school culture.

Advice To My Younger Self

Q: What advice would you give your younger self about school 
leadership?

1. Don’t go too high too fast

Too many teachers get on the promotion train too quickly and end up 
burning out in senior leadership roles in schools because they have 
not developed a deep understanding of the roles and demands of the 
teachers they lead nor the complexities and challenges of management 
and leadership. Emerging leaders need to be protected from themselves 
and somehow prevented from over-stretching themselves into 
promotional opportunities for which they are not ready.

2. Let it roll o� your shoulders

�is advice from a previous supervisor has been invaluable in not 
taking matters too much to heart and worrying overly about situations 
that arise and not taking the problem home with you. At school we 
need to be like the duck on the pond – always appearing calm to 
your sta� no matter how fast your feet are paddling underneath. �is 
calmness is essential for sta� to also feel calm and able to collaborate 
and innovate e�ectively rather than get caught up in the many daily 
crises that are part of a school leader’s job.
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“You can accomplish anything in life, provided that you do not mind 
who gets the credit.” 
– Harry S. Truman

3. Boss vs leader: The value of genuine collaboration

�e school we become a Principal of is not “our” school – never say 
to others at “my” school. We are custodians and managers of schools 
– we do not own them. �ey are owned by the students, sta� and 
community – we cannot a�ord to behave like a boss, a dictator simply 
telling people what to do. As Principals, we must be facilitators shaping 
the experiences of sta� and students in line with our culture and 
improvement plans.

“God gave us two ears and one mouth.” 
– Irish Proverb

We need to be gatekeepers with stakeholders and our community 
making sure any new initiatives and changes occur in a healthy and 
positive manner. We need to listen more than we talk and hear the 
worries, concerns, successes, hopes and opportunities our sta� speak 
of – for in this discourse lies the seeds of improvement and change we 
can then leverage as leaders.

High Performance Schools: Explicit & Consistent 
School Culture

Q: Phillip, you have some of the best systems and processes I have 
seen to build school culture which re�ects the school’s values 
and mission. What have been the bene�ts of clear structures and 
strategies on school culture? Has it been a di�cult journey and is it 
really worth the e�ort?

A: It is de�nitely worth the e�ort with a stronger performance culture, 
higher morale and higher sta� satisfaction and, most importantly, 



continuously improving student outcomes. 
However, those early days of trying to get 
the systems established and clarify roles and 
responsibilities was initially pretty hard going 
amidst all the “business as usual” demands we 
also had to juggle – but these days the cycle of 
review and improvement is much easier as it is 
simply our way of life or “the way we do things 
around here”.

While it seemed relatively straightforward at the time, sitting down as a 
leadership team to review and clarify our collective and individual roles 
and responsibilities revealed a number of challenges and changes that 
were needed. While we thought this was a “one-o� ” exercise, we now 
deep dive (rigorously review) these roles at the start of every year (and 
any time sta� changes occur at the leadership team level) to ensure we 
are up-to-date and clear on our roles and responsibilities and ensure 
any new initiatives or changes at the school are managed e�ectively and 
clearly through the leadership team’s map of roles and responsibilities.

Team and sta� meetings have also 
been an area where improved 
structures and processes have 
yielded tremendous bene�t. By 
having �xed agendas that also 
encourage �exibility to share 
and discuss items and including 
wellbeing topics and sharing the 
chairing and leadership of meetings 
among sta�, we have greatly 
improved morale in the meetings 
as well as strengthened the levels of 
information �ow and cooperation. 
Parent and community consul-
tation is also another area that 
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had bene�tted from improved processes and protocols. Our school 
and community meeting process with parents uses a highly engaging 
framework for parents to co-create the foundations of our core values 
and purpose to drive school culture with our sta� and leadership also 
participating. �is ensures everyone is aligned and on message about 
our values and behaviours.

Teacher development and feedback has also gone ahead in leaps and 
bounds as we have improved the structures and processes with a much 
wider group of coaches and facilitators providing consistent support 
and feedback across the school.

Sta� cultural induction is done both 
annually and upon commencement 
of role. We have a highly interactive 
program of induction to ensure 
the school’s vision and values are 
workshopped interactively with all sta� 
in order to fast-track alignment and 
consistency across the school.

Q: Some people look at systems and processes as rigid and boring – 
stopping innovation – how have they been bene�cial and what risks 
and downsides have you seen?

“�e signature of mediocrity is chronic inconsistency. �e signature of 
greatness is a disciplined and consistent focus on the right things.” 

– Jim Collins

A: Look, there’s no doubt that e�ective systems and processes lie at the 
heart of any successful enterprise – be it a business, a hospital or a school 
because without the structures and processes which facilitate turning 
the organisation’s mission and values into daily habits and routines 
among the sta�, a leader will, themselves, be the system – putting a 
terrible burden on their own shoulders and massively increasing the 



risk of burnout and tall poppy syndrome when they make a mistake or 
have a bad day.

However all systems and structures have their own limitations and 
“use-by dates” and a system which is not �exible and adaptable to 
changing circumstances is sometimes worse than having no system at 
all. �e trick is to build �exible and adaptable structures and processes 
to enable values driven behaviour in teams – knowing when the 
behavioural outputs have reached maximum improvement and then 
modifying the structures to enable further gains to occur.

“Too much of a good thing can be a bad thing.” 
– William Dudley

A great example of these challenges can be found in the evolution of 
teaching team meetings that are now common practice in Australian 
schools. When the idea of teaching teams �rst began to be introduced 
into schools, open-ended �exible meetings were held to encourage 
teachers to share their successes and challenges. However, the lack 
of structure or focus inevitably led to the extroverts talking a lot and 
introverts remaining silent and a lot of agreement around problems 
with very little solution-focused feedback and discussion.

“�e e�ectiveness of inquiry cycles ultimately depends on the teaching 
teams underlying culture and attitude towards sharing and learning.” 

– Dr David Turner

To improve the e�ectiveness of teaching teams, many schools 
introduced a protocol of sharing “problems of practice” – yet this 
was o�en too big of a jump for many teaching teams who were still 
not comfortable with such intensive feedback processes. �us, many 
schools had to take a step back and begin with sharing lesson planning 
approaches and build trust towards problems of practice and change 
strategies once this initial protocol had reached maximum bene�t. 
However, even strategies such as “problems of practice” run the risk of 
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becoming so student focused that an accidental blind spot to a teacher’s 
professional learning and growth in classroom skills could occur. �us, 
schools need to develop complimentary protocols to extend teacher 
development once the bene�ts of the “problems of practice” approach 
have reached a plateau.

�e key point here is that structures and processes are essential for 
e�ective teams and wider school cultures. However, leaders must take 
the time to ensure they are implemented e�ectively (and �exibly) as well 
as know when to make adjustments to maximise continuous learnings 
and growth (and minimise the negative e�ects of complacency through 
over-familiarity and rigidity).

Q: What advice would you give leaders who feel like they don’t have 
time to address school culture or simply don’t know where to begin?

“�ere are people that will say, ‘We don’t have time for school climate 
because we have so much on our plate,’ and my philosophy is school 

climate is actually the plate that everything else has to go on.” 
– Peter De Witt



A: It is sad to say it, but many school leaders still see school culture and 
the systems and processes to enable it as a non-critical, luxury item 
to address once everything else is going well, which is akin to putting 
the cart before the horse. Culture eats strategy for breakfast and the 
failure to invest the time and energy into school culture manifests in 
ongoing operational challenges caused by lower motivation, confusion 
and mixed messages among sta�.

However, all great systems and processes that leverage mission 
statements and values into living words and actions take time to develop 
and implement and I strongly recommend school leaders learning 
and developing within their own leadership teams before rolling out 
strategies on the wider school. In the case of the High Performance 
Teams Program, we needed a good 3-6 months of dedicated time as 
a leadership team, developing our frameworks and processes and 
understanding the boundaries of �exibility in these systems (without 
compromising the underlying bene�ts of consistency) before we were 
ready to begin the conversation and gradual implementation into the 
wider school culture.

So, simply begin with a conversation in the leadership team and start 
small – perhaps reading and discussing the High Performance Teams 
book and then trialling the HPT meeting protocols, clearly de�ning 
the roles of your team, exploring team dynamics through thinking and 
communication preferences or completing a vision and action plan 
review exercise – before digging deeper into the wider team systems 
and processes that are available.

As everyone in the leadership team becomes more con�dent and sees 
the bene�t, the wider roll-out �ows much easier. Also remember the 
“family, village, tribe, nation” idea – in that you don’t have to change 
the whole of school culture all at once but rather keep gradually 
introducing your new strategies and processes team by team (i.e., 
family x family) until it encompasses the entire school workforce (ie., 
nation).
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Sliding Doors – Into The Future

Q: Fast-forward 20 years from now – what will the school leaders of 
today have done to create a successful future?

“�e illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and 
write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.” 

– Alvin To�e

A: We will be successful 20 years from now if we:

1. Broaden the base of curriculum o�ered without compromising 
the core literacy and numeracy focus so as to prepare students 
with the widest possible range of skills and interests for the 
unknown jobs of the future; and

2. Hardwire wellbeing and mental health into classroom activities 
so every child is able to maximise their learning because they are 
provided with the tools and strategies to maximise their wellbeing 
on a daily basis.
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Sharon Barker is the Foundation Princi-
pal of High-fields State Secondary Col-
lege and has conquered the “Mt Everest” 
of school culture challenges – building a 
High Performance School from start-up 
AND maintaining an ongoing focus on 
the core values as the school underwent 
rapid expansion from small to medium 
to large – all in a matter of a few short 
years! 

Sharon is first and foremost a deeply committed teacher and 
advocate of student support and community development. Her 
leadership journey across urban, regional and rural schools has 
given her unique insights into the needs of students, sta� and 
parents, which grounds her very practical and caring approach 
to school leadership. I have been privileged to have worked with 
Sharon on several occasions and each time I was impressed 
by her energy, enthusiasm, courage and passion for building a 
school culture that not only maximised student outcomes but also 
prioritised e�ective team work and sta� wellbeing.
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What Keeps You Awake At Night?

Q: What are the big issues school leaders face in the current state of 
play and what are the emerging challenges on the horizon?

A: I think the education environment is getting more and more 
challenging. Parents are far more protective about their children and 
more assertive about what they want for them. We need to let kids fail and 
make mistakes – this is how they start their learning journey. We need to 
balance our responsibilities for ensuring students are maximising their 
learning without denying them the longer-term bene�ts of personal 
growth and practical wisdom that comes from making mistakes and 
taking responsibility for their lives – this is particularly important 
when they transition through puberty. As educators, we face a very big 
job, which can be extraordinarily challenging at times. 

Over the last 10 years, I have seen teachers increasingly bearing 
the burden of wider social needs – especially in regional and rural 
communities. When I worked in regional and rural Queensland 
schools, I saw �rsthand the community shi�ing away from seeking 
help from churches and religious institutions to seeking help from 
schools and the impossibly di�cult situations people were sharing 
and seeking advice on. School leaders in these circumstances have to 
manage ongoing challenges with community expectations and fallout 
from our obligations to support each and every child in the local 
community – many of whom had behaviour problems and/or seek 
refuge at the school from troubled family situations.

Whilst the severity of challenges in our local community are nowhere 
near as challenging, nonetheless our school is very focused on 
proactively addressing several important issues. I am prioritising work 
on community projects, such as the “Heart of High�elds Community 
Common”, which will create places where our children can “hang out”, 
aside from fast-food venues and roaming the streets. We need to become 
much more proactive in creating spaces for young people to interact.



�ere is also an ongoing challenge about �nding the balance between 
kids achieving well on assessments to gain entry into further study, 
versus the more complex and ambiguous problem-solving challenges 
and life skills needed to build meaningful careers in an uncertain 
future world of work.

Junior secondary student care planning is also an ongoing concern, 
where we continue to put enormous e�ort into giving children 
transitioning from primary to secondary school a simpler experience 
with greater teacher continuity as they adjust into the high school 
culture and loss of a single regular teacher whilst simultaneously 
entering into puberty and adolescence. 

Leadership Life Lessons

“Leadership and learning are indispensable to each other.” 
– John F. Kennedy

Q: What were some of your key early career leadership learnings 
and experiences?

A: I always played “teacher” as a kid and wanted to be an actor. A�er 
high school, I went to Gri�th University to do a Bachelor of Arts 
and found I loved media. A�er completing a practicum placement 
and team teaching with another student at MacGregor State High, I 
found I loved being in the classroom. I graduated with a Bachelor of 
Arts (Media) and Graduate Diploma of Education in 1988 and was 
appointed to Centenary Heights State High School teaching �lm and 
television, where I worked for �ve years. 

In 1995, I was appointed as a Darling Downs Key Learning Area Regional 
Co-ordinator (KLARC) – Arts focus – and travelled to schools across 
the region to support them developing their arts curriculum. In mid-
1996, I was appointed as the Arts Head of Department at Harristown 
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State High School and in 1998, was appointed Acting Deputy Principal 
and was then in this substantive position from 1999 to 2009. 

In between, I completed a three-month Acting Principal role at 
Stanthorpe State High School (which I also attended as a student). 
�en, in 2009, I was asked to take a two-week temporary Principal 
role at Tara Shire State College. Tara is a very small community of only 
1000 people with a range of challenges that arose a�er the 1970s land 
giveaway. A community of tree changers moved to Tara but found that 
the soil was unviable with no power, no water and no sewage on their 
blocks of land. Even in 2009, many families at the school were still on 
unpowered land with no sewage and were living in extreme poverty. 
�e community su�ered with domestic violence and child protection 
concerns, with many children not known to the Department of 
Communities or census. When I �rst started at Tara, there was severely 
low morale among sta�, a negative leadership legacy and signi�cant 
behaviour management issues. 

I was really confronted by the extent of the problems in the community 
and agreed to stay for extended periods on several occasions over 
an 18-month period. In 2011, the school was scheduled to become 
a National Partnership School, which brought with it increased 
resources. I made a long-term commitment to the role of Principal and 
for the next few years worked with a fantastic team to turn the school 
around to be much more sustainable for both sta� and students. 

Tara laid the foundations for some of my key learnings of how I 
wanted to be a Principal. I learnt a lot about managing sta�, saying no 
to unsuitable appointments despite sta� shortages, calling people on 
behaviour and having di�cult conversations, managing parents and 
students and collaborating with multiple stakeholders. I also learned 
the hard way that it is better to have to juggle a shortage of teachers 
than to appoint teachers who did not have a passion for teaching and 
empathy for the challenges the students were facing. 



However, despite the challenges throughout these incredibly di�cult 
years, I was fortunate to be a part of a long-serving group of high 
performance teachers who cherished our school values and vision 
for building a high performance culture. Many of the current popular 
ideas, such as data walls and di�erentiation strategies, were simply 
essential survival tools to bring out the best in our students at the time.

Having worked in the Darling Downs for many years, I heard there was 
opportunity to lead a foundation school in High�elds – a challenge I 
was really interested in and in 2014, I applied and was appointed as the 
Foundation Principal of High�elds State Secondary College.

High Performance Schools

Q: When it comes to building a school culture from the ground up, 
what were some of the challenges and opportunities you faced?

A: Opening High�elds in early 2015 was an enormous logistical 
challenge, which I reveled in. I loved the complex array of project 
management, infrastructure, community consultations and human 
resources – but most of all, the opportunity to build a school culture 
from scratch.

Looking back, I realise now that 
it’s easier to “edit” a culture than to 
“create” it from scratch – but creating 
it has been far more worthwhile! 
I also re�ect on the importance 
of collaboratively developing the 
HSSC pedagogy, good practice and 
curriculum in the early stages of the 
school foundations. But one thing I 
would have done di�erently was to 
start with a baseline of policies and 
then reviewed and edited these over 
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time, rather than working collaboratively to build up these processes 
from scratch.

I made it an early priority to collaborate with parents, students and 
sta� to establish clear school values and “kindness” was one of �ve 
values we chose to be a signi�cant part of the culture of the school. 
In fact, we acknowledge students who demonstrate these values every 
week through “Values Certi�cates”.

Sta�ng ramped up quickly as well. In 2014, we had �ve sta� preparing 
for the opening and in 2015, we opened with a total of 32 sta�. I 
prioritised team development from the very beginning. �is meant 
that we had developed our High Performance Team Protocols before 
we started working together so that we could commence on the right 
foot with no negative backstory or history to contend with. In the 
second year, I didn’t put as much energy into the induction, which 
caused some concern during the year so I subsequently upgraded the 
importance of induction and have continued to make this an essential 
part of the school’s annual cycle of activity. �is explicit and consistent 
focus on school values leads to a lot of positive infusion of values 
into teacher conversations, lesson plans and student conversations in 
everyday life.



In 2017, we now have 82 sta� teaching from Grade 7 to 10, with 680 
students. By 2019, we will have our �rst Year 12 graduates and are 
predicting 1000 students and 110 teaching sta�.

�is year, we also began the process of re-examining our commun-
ication processes to cope with a much larger parent, student and 
sta� community. We went from one sta� room to three, so informal 
drop-ins and chats become more di�cult with sta� needing to 
make appointments with each other. We quickly had to upgrade our 
communication processes, so we introduced a weekly communique 
and updating tool, which all leaders can input into and weekly short 
stand-up meetings to talk with sta� about updates noted on the 
communique and have an opportunity for sta� to engage in a wider 
Q&A session and Hot Issues discussions.

We also do “good �sh / bad �sh” (based on Stephen Lundin’s “Fish 
Philosophy”) and “tweet” of the week with associated prizes and 
certi�cates. �is has been a brilliant, time-saving, low-cost strategy 
to keep everyone up to date and accountable. People can also easily 
stay up to date with areas of the school they do not regularly work in 
and engage in the wider whole-of-school conversation. You know it is 
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working well when people grumble about being told too much versus 
grumbling about being le� out! Faculty meetings have also bene�tted 
from a more structured approach to communication, in particular the 
use of “hot issues” discussions to ensure everyone has a voice. 

I believe it is vital to link everyone in the school back to our core values 
and ensuring that we have the right people in the right seats. I also 
strongly believe that the leadership team sets the tone and carries the 
message for the school. 

We continue to conduct regular learning walk-throughs and ask kids 
the �ve visible learning questions about what they are learning [(1.) 
What did you learn about? (2.) How did you go? (3.) How do you know 
how well you did? (4.) How can you further improve? (5.) Where can 
you go for help?]. �is forms a thematic representation of all the classes 
and we then discuss this as a leadership team. We also conduct student 
meetings with those who are trending down in two or more subjects 
and try to espouse a whole-child environment where we talk to the 
students and ensure we know something about each of them. 

We also make sure we prioritise professional learning and as part of 
the Developing Performance Plan, sta� can nominate any HOD, not 
just their direct line manager, to assist them in their learning and 
development goals. We also conduct four observations across the year, 
including a pre-observation conversation, areas of focus, three positives 
and a polisher. Each one is conducted by the Principal, a Deputy, their 
HOD and one other HOD. Every teacher also has an interview with 
their Deputy or myself each term to discuss their professional highlight, 
best lesson this term, what they would like to improve on in their 
pedagogy, what they think we should improve at the school, anything 
else they want to improve and their one-word barometer. 



Advice To Your Younger Self

Q: What advice would you give your younger self about school 
leadership (and also share with up and coming school leaders 
today)?

A: I live by several key quotes that help me continue to build strong 
leadership teams and grow my own leadership:

• “It’ll be alright in the end – so if it’s not alright, it’s not the end.”

• “You don’t have to be in such a hurry.” You’ll get there when you’re 
ready and rushing creates its own problems.

• “Leaders need credibility and credibility comes from experience and 
experience takes time.”

• “Experience is priceless when leading other teachers.”

• “Failure �rst so then you know what success really is.” Many people 
avoid experiencing failure, which denies them the opportunity to 
grow and truly embrace success.

• “Bad days are normal and not to be discouraged. �ey need to 
be embraced in order to grow.” Sometimes you have to make the 
“captain’s call” and necessary adjustments. 

• “If you’re not learning, you’re not growing.”

• And lastly, two things: (1) “You don’t have to know everything,” 
and (2) “You don’t have to make an instant decision.” Looking 
back, the snap decisions I made were a sign of inexperience and 
anxiety and I now take my time and seek advice as is needed 
to make the best decisions for longer-term performance and 
outcomes.
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A Team Approach 
to Quality Teaching 
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The only thing constant in life is change 
and this is truer than ever in schools. 
To manage change e�ectively, school 
leaders must establish systems and 
processes that support quality teach-
ing and learning and high performance 
teams – then use these systems to drive 
improvement and innovation. Katrina 
Jones is an exemplar of e�ective lead-
ership when it comes to quality teach-
ing and learning and High Performance 
Teams. With a quiet determination and deep empathy, Katrina  
believes in the potential of all students and sta� and has the  
courage, humility and determination to persist with the change 
journey that is a necessary part of transforming a good school 
into a great school. 

Katrina recently presented the inaugural lecture for The Australian 
Learning Lectures (ALL), a joint project with the State Library 
Victoria and The Koshland Innovation Fund. Combined with the 
Bastow Institute of Educational Leadership, the ALL case studies 
showcase how a big idea is translated into practice with a leader 
exemplifying vision, passion and a relentless pursuit of excellence.  
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The Butterfly E�ect

Q: Do you believe teachers are having a larger impact in society 
beyond the classroom?

A: I think teachers have always had a huge impact on individual 
students, however, the need is greater now, with discord in society 
and an uncertain future ahead for our students to ensure the impact is 
broader, wider and more strategic.  Teachers and schools are having to 
equip our students with a range of skills and strategies to ensure they 
can be part of shaping the future, not just reacting to the inevitable 
changes.  

�e challenge for us as 
teachers is moving beyond the 
transmission of knowledge 
to also ensure our students 
know how to learn, how to 
work collaboratively together, 
�nd creative solutions and 
communicate beyond our 
immediate world, across cult-
ures, using a range of tools.

At Taranganba State School, we have been implementing a number of 
student-focused collaboration, communication and problem-solving 
activities.  Our reading program teaches students to actively work 
together to construct meaning from the text. Students pose questions 

Katrina opens up about the challenges and complexities of building 
high performance schools – the leadership lessons she’s learned 
about building award-winning high performance teaching teams 
and “right sizing” your leadership approach to match the needs of 
the sta� –  and the warning signs of when to speed up and when 
to slow down, when to push and when to pull.  



about the text and collectively �nd answers whilst reading. �e group 
then articulates the strategies they use to comprehend the text – 
deepening their meta awareness of learning. 

In Mathematics, our students are sharing ways to solve problems or 
maybe unsuccessful ways. Research has shown that students learn 
more from how their peers solve problems than being shown by the 
teacher.  In these maths talks, the teacher’s role is more on encouraging 
a range of ideas and mathematical reasoning and then focusing on 
what is e�ective and e�cient.  

With digital technologies, all of our work is on collaboratively �nding 
solutions, trialling ideas, going back to the drawing board and working 
through challenges together. �e Bastow Institute of Educational 
Leadership and Australian Learning Lectures has recognised our work 
around reading but more importantly on using data to drive innovation 
through collaborative practices.   

What Keeps You Awake At Night?

Q: When it comes to quality teaching and learning, what are the big 
issues school leaders face in the current state of play and what are 
the emerging challenges on the horizon?

A: Currently, we need to ensure our students are literate and numerate 
to engage in and contribute to society, so that all students, regardless of 
their socio-economic status, disability or where they live in Australia, 
have the opportunity to complete Year 12 and therefore increase their 
likelihood of a productive, healthy and happy life. 

�e challenge I see in Australia is a disengagement in learning and 
devaluing of learning from some sectors of our community.  In some 
cases, this appears to be a push back against the highly pressurised 
pursuit of academic success and the use of data to rank, highlight 
ine�ciencies and cast judgement. One of the ways we can overcome 
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this as schools is to use data to enable success and interconnect that 
with a joy of learning and how we as a school promote collaboration, 
creativity, critical thinking and the development of character as our 
core focus. 

I think that Gaming �eory is the missing link for making data a more 
powerful driver of improvement. Human beings are naturally curious 
and achievement oriented – something all video game designers know. 
When it comes to gaming, ensuring all performance data is freely 
available to the player is essential so they can speed up their learning 
and performance (and minimise mistakes, loss of credits – AKA Game 
Over – and get to higher levels and collect rewards and bonuses). 

If we could reconstruct how we use data in schools to incorporate 
some of these elements for students and teachers, imagine how much 
more exciting data would become! Moreover, if presented as real-time 
feedback with opportunity for further practice, how much faster the 
improvement would be achieved.  

At Taranganba State School, our journey over the past few years has 
seen a change in the way we view data. Data is a starting point of our 
inquiry cycle and our emphasis is on growth and improvement. Our 



recent work with learning walls in our classrooms highlights that 
students want to know where they are at, what they need to know next 
on their learning journey and then what they need to do to get there.  
Actively constructing their learning together with their peers and the 
teacher has been a powerful insight into how knowing your data is 
crucial for everyone’s learning journey. 

Your Brief History of Time

“�e only source of knowledge is experience.” 
– Albert Einstein

Q: Can you give us a snapshot of your life journey in becoming an 
education leader?

A:  I came to leadership later in my career.  I was very focused on being 
a great classroom teacher, providing rich and engaging experiences 
for my students and working with others to share best practice and 
unpack ways to assist all students to achieve. I loved my work with 
students and particularly with parents, partnering with them on their 
child’s journey.  

I was encouraged to enter leadership from my principal at the time.  
I still remember the conversation where he shared his belief in me – 
speci�cally, that I could have a greater positive impact for the school 
in a leadership position where I could spread the passion I have for my 
work further than just my classroom –  to inspire and in�uence others 
across the school community. 

From the beginning of my leadership journey, I sought advice from 
others, actively searched for the best people to coach me as a leader, 
gained feedback from anyone and everyone, became an avid reader 
of educational leadership books, signed up for mentor programs and 
watched, analysed and conversed with others. I also focused much of 
my attention in developing my leadership based on feedback from 
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peers within my school leadership team – discussing, leading at times, 
learning from others – always committed to the team coming out in 
front and that all are valued and learning from the experience. 

Leadership Life Lessons

Q: What were some of your key early career leadership learnings 
and experiences?

A: Sometimes adversity is the greatest lesson. When there is a crisis, it 
challenges you to re�ect on your decisions and really challenge your 
core beliefs and from this you can build that ladder to move out of the 
pit. It is also about actions. If you have always acted with integrity, been 
transparent with your motives and beliefs, people will support you and 
follow you and the culture of respect, the ethos of valuing others will 
always come through in the end.  

An example of this for me was when someone challenged my integrity 
as a leader. I had to really dig deep to re�ect on my actions. I con�ded in 
trusted colleagues who reassured me that I had been transparent with 
my intentions, communicated widely and been fair and considered 
in all interactions. I then had to exercise great patience and care in 
providing feedback to the person who challenged me whilst respecting 
their right to an alternative point of view. �e emotional strain these 
di�cult circumstances place on leaders should not be under-estimated.

�e other big learning is about patience, coupled with perseverance – 
seeing it through, being determined to the point of “dogged” with your 
vision but also allowing “take up” time for your sta�, knowing when to 
pull or to push, and remembering that what is valuable does take time 
to change, that in education there is no quick �x or a program that will 
work, it does take time, e�ort and people working together as a team to 
bring the vision to fruition. For example, one of our major challenges 
was changing our way of working from a transmission of knowledge 
to teaching students how to learn. �is change took several years as 



sta� had to really challenge their core beliefs about e�ective teaching 
and the way they had taught for many years, even decades. �ere were 
periods of anger, grieving even, but by acknowledging these emotions 
and continuing to communicate the big picture, people then began 
to incorporate new ways of teaching. �is combined with celebrating 
the small successes and acknowledging the journey travelled thus far 
ultimately allowed us to achieve the vision we had set for ourselves for 
quality teaching and learning. 

On Being an E�ective Principal

“I think the teaching profession contributes more to the future of our 
society than any other single profession.” 

– John Wooden

Q: What are some of your key leadership learnings as Principal in 
building a High Performance School?

A: Timing and observation. Knowing your people – knowing what 
stage of the journey they are at, respecting the diversity of the group 
and timing when to present the next stage in the journey and that it may 
take longer than initially thought. An example of this for me was our 
journey with Dr Pete Stebbins and implementing High Performance 
Teams (HPT).  

I knew there were some HPT systems and processes that, whilst 
immediately e�ective in our leadership team, needed space and time 
before implementing with sta� who were still taking time to grasp 
and embed previous work/stages. I needed to respect the space that 
people need to learn new ways of working. For example, when we 
implemented the HPT meeting structure with our leadership team we 
took some additional time to get all the elements embedded before we 
moved onto our year level meetings to introduce Moderators, Chairs, 
Hot Issues and Deep Dives. 
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I think implementing change e�ectively is also about ensuring the 
conditions are right. Have I got the right systems in place? Do my 
sta� have enough knowledge and understanding in this area so they 
feel con�dent and capable of doing the job needed? Do they all feel 
included and part of this journey?

With our school’s improvement journey on reading, we spent 
considerable time on building our knowledge of the High Reliability 
Literacy Practices. During this period, we realised sta� needed 
considerable amounts of guided practices and this informed our 
feedback culture within the school – the mentoring, observations and 
feedback cycles, the collaborative planning – the building of trust in 
trying new ways and sharing our practice with each other. 



On Building High Performance Teaching Teams

“Accomplishing the maximum impact on student learning depends on 
teams of teachers working together e�ectively.” 

– John Hattie

Q: What have been the critical success factors for you in building 
High Performance Teaching Teams?

A:  �e critical success factor has been the change of culture and ethos 
within our school. �ere is a strong sense of belief in our sta� that as a 
team, we have an immense impact on the future lives of our students 
and that the education we are o�ering at our regional school is on par 
with anywhere else in the state or the nation.  

When we made the State Finals for Showcase in Excellence in Early 
and Primary Years, the sta� realised that the journey we were on 
was worthwhile – the acknowledgement on a state level showed our 
community and sta� we were on the right track. Being a regional 
school, there are not many opportunities to share your work and get 
feedback on its validity and e�ectiveness. 

Another big success factor is collective trust – knowing we don’t need 
to have all the right answers by ourselves because as a team, we will 
work through challenges together and custom �t our education to meet 
the needs of our students and community. We achieved this positive 
shi� in our school culture by working on core school strategies and 
programs together as a team. We would design, implement, gather 
data, have conversations, give feedback and then plan the next part.  At 
times, it felt that we were building the plane as we �ew it. But everyone 
owned the work, no-one was an isolated expert – we collectively built 
our knowledge together. 

Leadership Shares Vol. 1 95



Leadership Shares Vol. 196

On Managing Change & Building A Feedback 
Culture

“Change is the only constant in life.” 
– Heraclitus

Q: How have you successfully managed change in schools? What 
has worked and what hasn’t? When do you need to speed up change 
and when do you need to slow it down?

A: Communication is a real key to successfully managing change. At 
the start of the year, ensuring everyone has worked through the vision 
and strategic intent and knowing their speci�c roles and responsibilities 
on bringing that vision about. �en the small group and individual 
conversations about what they need to help them ful�ll their role. 

We do this during student-free week as part of our annual High 
Performance Teams refresher activities, where we complete updated 
team pro�le charts, establishing team meeting protocols and share our 
work and wellbeing goals for the year so we as a team can support each 
other over the year ahead.  �e Annual Implementation Plan is also 
distilled to a one-page document with clear, concise communication of 
what everyone’s role is in achieving the plan. Time is given to teaching 
teams to plan how this will unfold over the term/semester with regular 
meetings to ensure every team member holds each other to account.



Successful change has also 
been about recognising the 
ability and talent of others, 
working with them to support 
their leadership skills and 
then giving them the trust 
and space to work with others 
and do their job.  And when 
things are not progressing as 
you would hope, to use this as 

a collaborative problem-solving exercise where all can have a voice 
in where they think the issues lie but also be part of the solution 
and modelling the respectful way to achieve that. Developing team 
feedback protocols has been a very important step in maximising both 
respect and improvement feedback among team members.

As a team, we have also focused on the student – where they are at and 
where they need to be and then what we as teachers can do to facilitate 
the journey. So the focus is always on improvement, the student and 
our own, the forward focus not on the de�cit. When we are working 
together as a teaching team moving forward, the feedback is always 
about value and future actions and respecting that we are all on a 
journey.

Sliding Doors – Into The Future

Q: Fast-forward 20 years from now – what have the school leaders 
of today done to create a successful future for both their students 
and for the education system?

A: I think the focus on literacy and numeracy is commendable and 
ensuring that all students have the building blocks for life. However, 
high-level literacy and numeracy skills are rapidly becoming more of a 
basic survival skill in an increasingly digital world. To really succeed, 
students will need more than just literacy and numeracy. �us, it is our 
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current work in teaching collaboration, creative and critical thinking, 
team work and communication that will be our true legacy as we equip 
our students to enter into a new era in the world of work. 



Leadership Share #8

Kurt Goodwin

The School Transformation 
Change Journey
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Kurt Goodwin combines some of the best 
leadership attributes in his approach 
to building High Performance Schools 
– a belief in the future potential of all 
students and sta� and the courage, 
humility and sheer determination to 
doggedly (and patiently) persist with 
the change journey that is a necessary 
part of transforming a good school into 
a great school. I first met Kurt when he 
was in the early stages of stepping into 
principalship. His tremendous energy and drive for improvement 
both within himself and in others has never wavered since those 
early years, however, like so many of us, the passage of time 
and scars accumulated through the setbacks and di�culties 
inherent in school transformation has further deepened both his 
understanding and empathy as a leader.

Kurt opens up about the challenges and complexities of building 
high performance schools – the leadership lessons he’s learned 
about building high performance teaching teams, leveraging 
diversity and building a culture of feedback focused on student 
centred learning and “right sizing” your leadership approach to 
match the needs of the sta�.
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The Butterfly E�ect

Q: Do you believe teachers are having a larger impact in society 
beyond the classroom?

A: Absolutely. Over the past 20 years, the value that society places 
on the educational system has transformed greatly. �e burden of 
responsibility for equipping children to grow up to become successful 
adults has weighed evermore heavily on schools that now have a much 
broader scope of responsibility encompassing social, emotional and 
behavioural development needs additional to the previous narrower 
focus on academic capability.  

Teachers play a critical role in building problem-solving, collaboration 
and communication skills society requires now and will value even 
more in the future.  �e most signi�cant challenge for teachers today is 
to provide learning that meets the rapidly changing pattern of society 
and the needs of children in a highly technological world. I believe 
at the core of every great teacher is ambition to provide learning 
experiences that develop students’ intellect, talent and character.  

What Keeps You Awake At Night?

Q: What are the big issues school leaders face in the current state of 
play and what are the emerging challenges on the horizon?

“Planning is indispensable.”  
– Eisenhower

A: It sounds crazy, but issues that are out of my direct control. I have 
learnt over the years that if I have simplify management processes, stay 
up to date with system priorities and I know my sta� and students well, 
I can envisage and positively in�uence most issues within my direct 
control.  



However, the complexities of our education system mean that a large 
number of processes are not directly within the principal’s control. So I 
�nd I sometimes spend my “sleeping hours” thinking of the things that 
are happening outside my control and what I could then do to make 
the best of these decisions for students and teachers. 

I have a quote in my o�ce by Field Marshal Moltke, “No battle plan 
survives �rst contact with the enemy. What matters is how quickly a 
leader is able to adapt.” I love this quote as it is true for any educational 
program or plan designed for schools and just how important it is 
for us to adapt our educational programs to �t the local needs of our 
students and sta� if we are to succeed. So trying to understand the 
local context of wider educational initiatives, as well as planning for 
adaptations that will be needed to best support our students and sta�, 
is the main thing that “keeps me awake at night”.  

Your Brief History of Time

Q: Can you give us a snapshot of your life journey in becoming an 
education leader?

A: I started my teaching career in 
the Torres Strait Islands teaching 
multi-age classes and being 
immersed in a cultural world I 
had never experienced before. 
In hindsight, I learnt far more 
during this time than I previously 
realised, and looking back it was 
a great experience that shaped 
my teaching behaviours for 
many years therea�er.

I gained my �rst position as a principal in a small school of 12 students 
named Win�eld State School (SS). In this school, I quickly learnt what 
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it meant to be “a jack of all 
trades”. All small school 
principals will understand 
what I mean in that you not 
only teach, manage school 
processes, but be the cleaner, 
groundsperson and business 
manager.  

Over the next six years, I worked in a number of small schools ranging 
from 12 to 120 students at Win�eld SS, Bloomsbury SS and Anakie 
SS. My time spent out West in the small country town of Anakie still 
remains one of the most memorable times for my family and myself as 
a leader.

While at Anakie SS, I began to 
explore how my leadership impact 
could be expanded beyond my school 
and its community. I actively sought 
opportunities to work with peers and 
explored how building teams could 
drive school improvement across a 
number of schools within the Central 
Highlands Cluster and neighbouring 
small schools. 

When I moved to my �rst non-teaching principal position at Gladstone 
South SS in 2014, I was consciously aware of the need to develop my 
skills to manage teams due to the increased number of sta� and my 
limited experience with managing larger groups. My focus turned to 
building high performance teaching teams. 

I have spent the past four years working in this space and have learnt 
a lot from my successes and mistakes. Now as the Principal of Mount 
Archer SS, I value more than ever my progression through small 



schools and the time and energy I have spent learning about myself as 
a leader and how to e�ectively manage a large number of teams.

Leadership Life Lessons

Q: What were some of your key early career leadership learnings 
and experiences?

A: Firstly, as a small school principal, I quickly learnt that the students 
and community didn’t care how well a document was written or 
whether or not a report was done for regional o�ce. Students cared 
about having a great teacher, parents cared about having a great teacher 
and the wider community cared about having a teacher who actively 
wanted to belong and �t into the local community.  

What I took from this learning was that while the “management” 
part of being a principal is essential for managing the complexities of 
delivering educational services, it is “engagement” and relationship 
building that is the tipping point to succeeding as a leader in education. 
�us, I have always tried to ensure the management systems I use 
were as simpli�ed (and best practice) as possible in order to free up 
the time and space to maximise my e�ectiveness in engagement and 
relationship building with the school community. I have seen many 
principals struggle when they cannot e�ectively juggle the twin 
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priorities of “management” responsibilities to the education system 
and “engagement” and relationship-building activities in the local 
community.

�e second experience that shaped my journey was the a�ermath of a 
cyclone in 2010, which tore through my community in Bloomsbury.  My 
house was signi�cantly damaged, as were parts of my school.  �rough 
this time, I worked closely with my community and I found that the 
connection to the school, even for those who no longer attended the 
school, was incredibly strong.

During the cyclone clean up, I thanked a local farmer with no children 
at my school and told him he could go home a�er volunteering eight 
hours of work. He looked at me and said, “While you are here, so are we,” 
and he pointed to the other 10 volunteers. I took from this that a school 
is a signi�cant place for all communities and having the opportunity to 
lead within a school should be earnt every day.  

Finally, all principals should spend time to understand who they are 
themselves as a leader.  Some of the most powerful professional learning 
I have done has been around developing a greater understanding of 
how my leadership behaviours impact those around me. �e trick, of 
course, is not just knowing how your leadership impacts others, it is to 
modify your leadership to meet the needs of the situation. 

On Being an E�ective Principal

Q: What are  some of your key leadership learnings as Principal in 
building high performance schools?

A: In my current school, I have worked with the administration 
team on mastering the disciplines of High Performance Teams for 
six months prior to implementing any High Performance Teams 
strategies with the whole of sta�. �is has ensured all administration 
members were on board and knowledgeable about the work but also 



allowed me time as a leader to 
identify any issues I may not 
have considered. �is “gradual 
release” implementation strategy 
has worked very e�ectively and 
ensured all school leaders were 
committed to the changes that 
would be occurring. 

Additional to this gradual implementation plan, I have had to work 
hard to remove the typical structures within my school that ensured 
that the principal was the person with the answer and all others 
simply followed the instructions. I delegated roles clearly and set 
expectations for other leaders to deliver on tasks.  Teachers were given 
opportunities to take on roles and deliver work to peers and were 
supported by the leadership team. As a principal, you will always have 
�nal accountability, however, with simple and clear delegations and 
decision trees, e�ective empowerment enables so many decisions to 
be made at local levels where I am simply kept in the loop rather than 
needing to continuously adjudicate per se.  

I have also learnt about the importance of creating an environment 
where middle leaders and sta� engage rigorously in debate about the 
best strategies and decisions around school priorities. I believe strongly 
in developing teacher capability as a way to drive student improvement. 
To build a high performing school, you must have expert teachers 
working collaboratively to improve student outcomes. To do this 
well, I have learnt that schools need to commit signi�cant resources 
towards allowing and enabling sta� to develop into the educational 
professionals we want our students to spend time with.  
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On Building High Performance Teaching Teams

Q: What have been the critical success factors and biggest setbacks 
you have experienced  in building high performance teaching teams?

1. Principal As The Advocate 

To develop high performance teaching teams within a school of 
any size, the principal must be the advocate for any and all changes, 
participate where possible and continually model how you want the 
teams to work.  

2. Timing is Key

Have a plan about what developing high performance teaching teams 
will look like in your school and then assess the plan based on your 
sta�. �ere are two risk factors with this and I have fallen for both over 
the years. Implement the HPT too quickly and sta� feel overwhelmed 
and will not totally engage in the cultural changes you are trying to 
achieve. �e second is to move too slowly and sta� will feel like they 
are not getting the full picture or are disconnected from the whole 
school and that leads to disengagement with the HPT process. 

3. Create Time and Space

I have had to develop a number of whole-school changes to create 
time for teachers to meet and collaborate within their teams. In many 
schools, this will mean changing some or many processes that have 
been in place for many years. Changing something as simple as a sta� 
meeting schedule can cause unexpected issues. Over-communicating 
around these changes reduces the change stress and increases the 
speed of implementation.   



4. Adapt Our Leadership Support

All teams will need a di�erent level of support. Some teaching teams will 
be early adopters and others will require more support. Understanding 
your teams is key to doing this well. Assessing whether a team should be 
managed, mentored and coached will guide your leadership support. 
When I have gotten this wrong, teams have stagnated and become 
disengaged. But when I have gotten this right, teams grow quickly and 
help drive the process across the school.   

On Managing Change & Building A Feedback 
Culture

Q: How have you successfully managed change in schools – what 
has worked and what hasn’t? When do you need to speed up change 
and when do you need to slow it down? How have you increased 
the level and depth of feedback among sta� to maximise student 
outcomes?

A: Change is something that is frequently occurring in all schools.  
Some is forced onto schools and others are led by the principal. �e 
change I have led over the years has been signi�cant for students but 
not always sustainable longer term for the teachers.  I have found that a 
number of changes I have implemented within a school have not been 
continued a�er I had moved on. �e common element within all of 
these situations has been my commitment to the tasks.  

While I was in the school and passionately driving the agenda, things 
worked well, but it wasn’t sustainable for the teachers as they didn’t own 
the process. A�er acknowledging this, I have worked on managing 
whole-school change di�erently. I have taken a more patient approach 
and based all change around developing sta� capability and systems to 
ensure it can be sustainable for all teachers. 
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One of the greatest successes with change 
thus far has been the implementation 
of Professional Learning Communities 
(PLCs) as a framework for building High 
Performance Teaching Teams and fast-
tracking student-focused collaboration and 
innovation. �rough the PLCs, teachers are 
given the skills and processes to professionally 
engage with each other around student 
improvement, teacher wellbeing, solve local 
hot issues, engage in inquiry cycles, complete 
observation and feedback processes and 
progress their own year-level strategic planning. �ere was a large 
investment in time needed to upskill sta� to give and receive feedback 
and engage at a higher level within the PLC, however, this has paid 
exponential returns with teachers empowered to take turns leading 
meetings, delivering professional development to peers and analysing 
student data and pedagogical practice.    

Sliding Doors – Into The Future

Q: Fast-forward 20 years from now – what have the school leaders 
of today done to create a successful future for both their students 
and for the education system?

A: To be a great leader today, you must be future orientated. As our 
society rapidly changes, we must ask the question: What are our 
current leaders doing to continually seek innovative ways to rede�ne 
education for modern students and modern teachers? Are we building 
the platform for the success of our students, sta� and systems which 
will last well into the future? I believe it is an urgent responsibility for 
all of today’s educational leaders to continue to re�ne and reshape the 
education system to welcome and engage not just the new children 
who learn within it, but the new educators who will drive the system 
in the future. 
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Judi Newman is an educational leader I 
admire – both for her patience and com-
mitment to supporting middle leaders 
and teachers to deliver the best possible 
education experience to students; and 
her ability to think and act strategically 
in managing large workforces, and even 
larger numbers of students and parents 
that are “business as usual” for any 
principal of a large high school or P-12 
school. 

After many years working as a principal in large and complex 
schools, Judi has more recently worked as a lead principal coach 
for the Central Queensland region, where her depth of leadership 
experience, combined with her passion for neuroscience-focused 
coaching, has helped many principals move from “good to great”.

Judi shares her journey as a Principal in building high performance 
teams and supporting middle leader development in a large 
secondary school context and some of the important lessons 
learned in growing her own leadership capability to simultaneously 
support multiple teaching teams.
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The Butterfly E�ect 

Q: Do you believe teachers are having a larger impact in society 
beyond the classroom?

A: Yes. Teachers are leaders, not just in the classroom but they are key 
to shaping the minds of our young people. �is generational in�uence 
can have life-long e�ects. If a teacher can champion students to believe 
in themselves, inspire hope in the future and see the possibilities, then 
their in�uence goes far beyond the classroom. Teaching isn’t just about 
teaching content, as the essential knowledge we require shi�s with 
time. Teaching is more about inspiring life-long learners, teaching 
thinking skills, people skills, and shaping mindsets towards a happy 
life and a contributing “future thinking” workforce.  

What Keeps You Awake At Night?

Q: What are the big issues school leaders face in the current state of 
play and what are the emerging challenges on the horizon?

A: It is important that we recognise 
each child’s individual potential 
to be who they are and could be. 
I wonder at times if some of our 
children slip through the cracks 
and their unique strengths are not 
identi�ed. We are good at seeing 
that a child is good at math or art, 
but it is more challenging to spot 
passions and early characteristics around leadership. Part of building 
con�dence in our young people is to celebrate the small successes 
along the way and for every child to feel valued. Part of the journey is 
challenging students to be the best they can be.



Ordinary is not good enough. Our kids deserve adults in their life that 
provide four scoops of love and support to one scoop of challenge so 
they don’t go into cruise mode too early. I think sometimes we judge 
others by their story, not their potential, and our young people are only 
just building their story. �ey need mentors and coaches in their lives. 
How do we as teachers tap into the true potential of the individual so 
they may later follow their passions and what they are meant to be 
doing? I believe that every child deserves a champion. I believe that if 
we see something special, masterful or beautiful in someone, then we 
should speak it, so that it is revealed so clearly, they see it in themselves. 
No child should be missed. �is is what keeps me awake at night. 

Your Brief History of Time

Q: Can you give us a snapshot of your life journey in becoming an 
education leader?

A: I learnt the importance of leadership and being a team player as a 
child growing up attending the National Fitness club (where I later 
worked as a �tness instructor). It was here and at my judo classes 
that I learnt self-discipline and self-determination. I graduated from 
teaching college and was sent to (then) one of the largest high schools 
in Queensland, North Rockhampton High School, as a �rst-year 
teacher (which I had previously attended as a student).  

In hindsight, the transition from student to teacher in the same 
location taught me that to be a leader it is more important to transition 
your head space than your physical setting. I was then transferred to 
a large high school in Gladstone, where I threw myself into a range of 
extracurricular activities to become part of the school community.  

At 25, I was promoted to Head of Department, which sent me on my 
�rst formal role in my leadership journey. At the time, I was told I 
was the youngest Head of Department in Queensland and I knew I 
was very green as a leader but willing to learn. Here, I learnt very fast 
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that you can be the hardest, smartest working person, but if you don’t 
build relationships, connect with people and build trust, everything 
will come tumbling down very quickly.  

�ese lessons served me well 
into the Deputy Principal role 
and then into the Principalship 
of a band 10 and 11 high 
school. My �rst formal role as 
Principal was back at North 
Rockhampton High School. 
Again, I found myself in an 
interesting position. �ree sta� 
were still at the school where I had been both a student and a �rst-
year teacher. �is situation made clear the importance of de�ning 
role clarity and boundaries, as well as role modelling  openness to 
continuous improvement as I established myself in the leadership role 
of Principal. In this role, I learnt to share my leadership and let go a 
little – understanding the di�erence between promoting autonomy and 
responsibility versus the assumption of “blind trust” in the capability 
of others. 

I have always had a drive to learn, and I �nished a Masters of Learning 
Management. �e research in leadership ignited a keen interest in 
psychology where I also completed a psychology degree. My next 
position was Lead Principal for the Department of Education, where 
most of my focus was on building the leadership capacity of school 
leadership teams as a coach.  

I completed an executive coaching licence and started a PhD in 
coaching to build performance of leaders, informed by Neuroscience, 
Psychology and Learning �eory.  I learnt that coaching is the best 
tool for coaching other leaders but there is also a place for mentorship 
and management. I also learnt that the insights from Neuroscience 
will underpin and inform my future work as a coach. It is much more 



powerful to change the way we think for leadership renewal by rewiring 
the brain than to only coach around a goal.  

Leadership Life Lessons

Q: What were some of your key early career leadership learnings 
and experiences?

• Find a good mentor and coach that will challenge you and grow 
you. I have always been fortunate to have a wonderful mentor and 
coach throughout my career. �ese men and women have made a 
huge di�erence to who I am today.  

• Work at building your self-awareness and know your strengths 
and edges. Continually work on smoothing your edges. If you 
don’t, others will only see your edges and not be able to see your 
strengths. If others are focused on your edges, then you won’t be 
in a position to in�uence and leadership is about in�uence.

• Put the why in �rst – know your purpose but don’t forget the 
“who”, meaning the connections and trust you make with people 
will be the key to success. Know and look a�er your people. Put 
people before product.

• Focus on what you can only do and delegate the rest. Don’t try to 
do everything. Do one thing well and deeply at a time.  

• Make your decisions by anchoring into a place of certainty, such 
as role, accountability, values, evidence and integrity. Don’t be 
tempted to base your decisions on the loudest voice or the trend 
at the time. At each school, I have used protocols to shape desired 
behaviours at meetings. I have also had a clear decision-making 
model. �is has saved me many sleepless nights.  
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• Know you can only control your own behaviour. If you don’t 
like something, change it or change the way you think about it. 
Address the hard stu� directly and swi�ly.

• Don’t de�ne yourself by being busy. Timeset is a mindset, not a 
resource. �ere will always be more to do than you have time to 
do it in. Put your big rocks in �rst. 

• Keep learning. Don’t let what you know keep you from learning. 
Be prepared to unlearn and relearn.

• Know that culture is much stronger than tactics. A leader needs 
to work on the mental models of sta� to mine for shared common 
beliefs before they bring in change. I have learnt the hard way that 
a leader needs to help people through change and not just expect 
people to keep up. No one will thank the CEO when you bring in 
change because no one likes change. 

On Being an E�ective Principal in a Large High 
School

Q: What are some of your key leadership learnings as principal in 
building middle leader capability and leaders in the transition from 
teacher to Head of Department?

A: I spend a lot of time with new leaders at di�erent levels of the 
organisation. Some of the transition challenges they have revealed 
which in turn have shaped my own approach to leadership development 
are:

1. Allow time for the brain to rewire to see the big picture

It is a big step from classroom teacher to Head of Department. �e 
transition requires a new head space. What I see when I coach groups 
of new Heads of Departments is the challenge they have with seeing 



the big picture. �ey are wired to think like a teacher so for a time 
this is what comes naturally. As coaches, we need to allow our new 
leaders to take the time to build new wiring to step up their leadership. 
Change doesn’t happen in one conversation. �e brain rewires over 
several conversations with sleep in between. It takes time for teachers 
to take a step back o� the dance �oor onto the balcony. Going from 
controlling everything at a classroom level to in�uencing and inspiring 
others to do the work in a consistent way is a challenge at �rst.   

2. Make the time for the leadership work

One Head of Department I met said he wasn’t getting any momentum 
in his results and he complained that he ran out of time to do the things 
that needed to be done. I asked him to write everything down that he 
did in a month. He kept a log. Only 10% of his time was being spent 
on the important priority work. In his case, he was being seduced by 
the busy work and the stu� he liked doing. His work was nearly all 
operational. A leader has to be a good manager but if we are always 
managing, we will always only be reactive and putting out �res. We 
need to make the time for the leadership work so we can be proactive. 
We worked together to �nd the time to do the improvement work. We 
put the important work in �rst. We address the important in�uential 
conversations �rst.  

3. Ensure clarity of role

A good starting point when you start with a new team as a new 
leader is to ensure everyone in the team can articulate the vision and 
everyone has a clear picture of their role and purpose. A new Head of 
Department was telling me about how lovely and hard working their 
team was but she was concerned that they never seemed to get close 
to improving results. I asked the new HOD how much time had she 
spent on clarifying the team roles. Did every team member know what 
to do and exactly how to do it? Did every team member know what 
their success criteria was and how they knew if they were successful in 
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three, six and nine months’ time? Did they know what success looked 
like in two years’ time? We drew up a team accountability chart and six 
months later, she said the team had made more progress than they had 
in the past �ve years.  

4. Don’t tell me, show me

Another issue that arises around the challenge of transition from 
teacher to Head of Department is the concept of “follow through” and 
“monitoring”. As a teacher, you are accountable for your own work. As 
HOD, you are now accountable for a team. �is is a whole new way of 
working. I learnt too late that we should always check on progress and 
not just expect everything to be done by leaving the checking at result 
time. My motto is “show me, don’t tell me.” A new leader needs to �nd 
the courage to monitor (not micromanage) the work ahead by having 
direct conversations and coaching sessions with their team members.  
Feedback should be a vital part of the monitoring cycle.

5. Share your leadership

When a new leader �nds himself working with others for the �rst 
time in the capacity of leader, they tell me they �nd it really di�cult 
to share their leadership. �ey fear that if they consult too much, 
they will lose control of the ship. When I was a new Deputy, I was 
always nervous about giving the conversation over to the whole team 
as I was afraid they might make a decision that I could not control. I 
soon learnt that if you create a setting where it is easier for the team 
to actively participate than it is to passively resist, then most people 
will work together e�ectively. Providing reading, training and airing 
all perspectives before a decision is made is more e�ective than telling 
people what to do. Of course, when you are a new leader it feels safer 
and is easier to tell people what to do.   



6. Know what the leadership work looks like & what 
approach to take

A young teacher who had just won a Head of Department position said 
that he was glad he had been part of the leadership discussion that day 
because he had changed his mind in how he thought about leadership. 
I asked him in what way. He said that he thought leadership was a list 
of jobs to be done and if he did them well, then he was leading well. He 
said he now realised that leadership was so much more than a “to-do” 
list. �e real leadership work was about: helping people through change, 
having hard conversations, challenging people’s assumptions, making 
a di�erence, shaping culture, strategic thinking, keeping the vision 
alive, doing the priority work, and having purposeful conversations to 
in�uence growth and change.

It’s the “how to” of purposeful conversations, which typically needs 
to be unpacked in much greater detail for new and aspiring leaders 
than many of us realise. In particular, the various types of approaches 
a leader can choose in having purposeful conversations. �ere are 
three approaches that leaders use to have purposeful conversations 
with their teams: Manager, Mentor and Coach. As you can see from 
the table below, these three basic leadership approaches are not too 
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di�cult for most leaders to master. What is far more important for 
middle leaders to understand is how to “match” their leadership 
approach to the current level of team performance in order to stabilise 
the team and support their growth. Too many middle leaders believe 
that “coaching” is the answer for everything and that “management” is 
a bad word but this is just not true.

For example, when working with lower performance teams (Level 1 
and 2), providing “coaching” to teams that clearly need signi�cant 
guidance and/or direction will likely prove fruitless and frustrating 
for all involved as team members look to their leader for answers, but 
are only met with Socratic questions. In this situation, a “Managing” 
approach is most helpful. Conversely, when working with higher 
performance teams  (Level 4 and 5), providing precise instruction and 
direction (Managing) can be sti�ing for a team that is performing to 
a high standard and looking to be challenged to stretch and grow. In 
such situations, a “Coaching” approach is better.

By knowing when to manage, when to mentor and when to coach 
middle leaders, you can maximise the e�ectiveness of their in�uence in 
supporting and stretching their teams to higher levels of performance.  

Building High Performance Teaching Teams in a 
Large High School

Q: What have been the critical success factors and biggest setbacks 
you have experienced in building high performance teaching teams?

A: My earliest setback was not being able to let go of the control. I felt 
that if I consulted too much and shared my leadership and decision 
making, I could lose control of the ship. I now know there is power in 
shared leadership. �e team will “own” the change if they have been 
a true part of the development of the change. I now realise that it is 
my role to create the right setting so that change can happen that is 
aligned with the priorities of the school. I now realise that if I have 



done my part well, by ensuring role clarity, clear vision and narrowing 
the priorities, then I can trust the team to do the work and make the 
decisions that need to be done.  

To lead with a stick and a carrot is easier than motivating and inspiring 
others into the right work. However, if you use the stick, it only works 
until you need to use it again. People will remember the stick for far 
longer than they remember the carrot. �e stick may get some short-
term results but the stick cannot inspire the joy in the work and move 
a team of people to drive the improvement agenda.   

I also think my biggest success factor is “coaching the human, not 
the content”. I have learnt that it is no longer enough to use logic and 
reason to change people’s minds. People need to experience the change 
by feeling it. It is not until they feel it that it becomes a part of them.  
�e neuroscience would back this up but I learnt this lesson early in 
my career. I was a �rst-year teacher and was on playground duty. I 
passed my little brother (Year 8) and saw that two Year 11 boys were 
bullying him. I asked another teacher to address it so there was no 
con�ict of interest. I thought as a teacher that I knew the importance 
of protecting students from bullying. I did everything in my power to 
ensure I minimised and tried hard to eradicate bullying. However, it 
wasn’t until that day that I really felt it. In those few moments when I 
saw my own gentle brother being so upset by the unprovoked, nasty 
behaviour of two boys who should have known better, I felt hurt and 
that feeling has stayed with me and is part of me. �at day served me 
well in my future Principalship. I knew the logic and reason behind 
the importance of anti-bullying strategies but now I carry it with me.   
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Sliding Doors – Into The Future

Q: Fast-forward 20 years from now – what have the school leaders 
of today done to create a successful future for both their students 
and for the education system?

A: I visit hundreds of schools. I work with many school leadership 
teams. I am in awe of the quality of leadership and training in our State 
Schools. Every leader I have met wants to make a di�erence for our 
young people. I know that Principals and other educational leaders 
as a collective are working very hard to ensure our young people are 
resilient, well-adapted, life-long learners who believe in themselves, 
future thinking and prepared for the work ahead in a changing world. 



Leadership Share #10

Anthony Lucey

High Performance Teaching 
Teams in Catholic Education
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Anthony Lucey is the Principal of St Will-
iams Catholic Primary School in Grov-
ely, Brisbane, and is deeply passionate 
about creating a best-practice teaching 
and learning environment for students 
within a Christian faith-based context.  
In his approach to building a High Per-
formance School, Anthony works tire-
lessly at the twin goals of engaging 
sta�, students and parents with the 
broader Catholic mission of the school 
whilst building a culture of high performance teaching teams  
dedicated to continuous improvement and best practice in teach-
ing and learning.

Anthony shares his journey as a Principal in building high 
performance teams within a faith-based school context and 
some of the important lessons learned in growing both the faith 
and dedication to best-practice teaching and learning within the 
school.
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The Butterfly E�ect

Q: Do you believe teachers are having a larger impact in society 
beyond the classroom?

A: Great teachers provide a model for a positive and healthy society 
in the way they interact with students, parents and colleagues. �is is 
characterised by compassion, empathy and understanding, as well as an 
overwhelming belief in the goodness of each person. �e best teachers 
�nd a way to make every student feel like they are important and that 
they have a role and in�uence in the class and school community.

�e curriculum must also be delivered in a rich, real and relevant 
way so that learning is connected to the community and students see 
their learning as having a purpose and meaning. I believe that local 
communities can be transformed when they are engaging with school 
communities. 

What Keeps You Awake At Night?

Q: What are the big issues school leaders face in the current state of 
play and what are the emerging challenges on the horizon? 

A: While I tend to be quite a good sleeper, I sometimes toss and turn 
when I think about the ways we can develop sustainable systems of 
genuine care that ensure all student and sta� wellbeing is prioritised. 
�ere is no good having knowledge or skill if we are burnt out and 
wasting away.  

I do worry about the focus on student wellbeing being out of step with 
the ongoing push for improved grades and academic achievement. 
We need to take a much longer-term, holistic view about student 
development preparing them to be life-long learners who can ride out 
the peaks and troughs of the learning pit of growth and development. 
We need to build student resilience as much as their academic capability 



and help them establish learning goals beyond subject curriculum 
timelines to give them a deeper, more life-long interest in learning.

Your Brief History of Time

Q: Can you give us a snapshot of your life journey in becoming an 
education leader?

A: I began teaching in Murgon in country Queensland and moved 
to Brisbane in my late 20s with my wife. While I was in Murgon, I 
remember the challenge of trying to build a supportive classroom 
culture, which is something many early career teachers must overcome, 
as well as developing the skill of using assessment e�ectively so that I 
could help students learn more e�ectively. 

I then worked as an Assistant Principal Religious Education in a 
small school where the focus was very much on meeting the needs 
of marginalised learners. �e leadership team also faced challenges 
around creating support systems that could improve the literacy, 
numeracy and wellbeing outcomes for the learners in this community. 

Following this, I worked as an Assistant Principal Administration in 
a much larger Catholic school where the leadership challenges were 
more focused on creating a collaborative culture and building the 
capacity of a large sta� to connect to the vision and mission of the 
school. 

I became a Principal 12 years ago and since that time I have  journeyed 
through a range of challenges, from building and renovating schools 
to instructional leadership and a clear focus on building the capacity of 
sta� to work together to solve problems of practice. 

My leadership is always evolving and hopefully improving as I learn 
more about how to be more compassionate and understanding of the 
people in my community. 
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Leadership Life Lessons

Q: What were some of your key early career leadership learnings 
and experiences?

A: As an early career teacher, it was about unlearning the lessons from 
the past and �nding my mojo for teaching and learning. I think that 
this was more about developing relationships and teaching students 
how to think and learn from one another. An example of this that 
I still remember from those early years was establishing e�ective 
collaborative behaviours by teaching the speci�c skills required for the 
various contexts of learning. 

�is shi� from having to give the answers towards empowering others 
to collaboratively �nd the answers was also mirrored in my leadership 
journey, where at the start I felt like I had to have all the answers and 
provide the authoritative view. Over recent years, my leadership has 
evolved to be more collaborative and learning with others to assist 
them to address problems of practice. 

I have also had some great 
mentors and those who 
made the most impact on my 
leadership have been the ones 
who showed me how to be 
vulnerable and relaxed in my 
communication and decision 
making. I remember one such 
great mentor who told me to 
“take people from where they 
are, walk with them and lead 
them to a place where they couldn’t go alone”. He regularly challenged 
me to listen with my heart to �nd a compassionate response.



Other mentors have helped by listening intently and encouraging me 
to take risks in being authentic and vulnerable and in giving direct and 
clear feedback to others when I preferred to avoid the risk of tension and 
con�ict. I believe the best mentors �nd a way to build capacity by giving 
feedback without judgement but somehow provide a gem of wisdom. 

On Being an E�ective Principal in Catholic 
Education

Q: What are some of your key leadership learnings as Principal in 
building high performance schools?

A: While it is important to clarify expectations and have positive 
frameworks for communication, I believe high performance is max-
imised when all members feel known and understood. Listening for 
understanding is to take all people where they are at, to walk and listen 
with them to understand their story, then try to develop them as a 
collective that can go to places they couldn’t have gone by themselves. 

�e paradox here is that without clear expectations and positive 
frameworks for communication, a school-wide approach to listening 
for understanding is made much more di�cult. 

At St Williams, we have been implementing the High Performance 
Teams Program in our school this year and have found the meeting 
protocols tremendously helpful in giving sta� equal voice into 
consultation and decision-making processes. �e team pro�ling 
and data walls have also been integral in providing insights into the 
diversity among teams and explicit ways of working to guide feedback 
and continuous improvement. �is increased clarity and safety around 
consistent ways of working has deepened trust and improved support 
and wellbeing. Our sta� have strong foundations of high performance 
team culture to build upon and increase their professional growth and 
commitment to teaching excellence.
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On Building High Performance Teaching Teams in 
a Faith-Based School

Q: What have been the critical success factors and biggest setbacks 
you have experienced in building high performance teaching teams?

A: �e development of high performance teaching teams begins 
with knowing your sta� and helping them uncover their values and 
connecting these to their work. �is is a slow process of getting to 
know sta� at a deeper level by listening, re�ecting and discerning what 
is important to them in the context of their work. Leaders can also 
build trust and cohesion by letting go of the need to be in control and 
taking deliberate action to build trust. �is is created by listening more 
than you speak, checking in and asking about problems of practice. 
Teams also seem to respond well to the creation of simple collaborative 
structures that build time in every week for focused re�ection on the 
relevant challenges of student learning.

To accelerate change, it is helpful to �nd champions within the team 
who seem to be on board, then resource their ideas with all the energy 
and support you can muster, while also getting them to share the 
change initiative so it builds a sense of momentum and con�dence. 
It is also important to encourage the sharing of problems and failure 
as much as success as this is grounded in the reality of the classroom. 
Teachers love to search for the practical and achievable solutions. As a 
leader, it is important to be seen as a learner with the sta� and to accept 
the challenges of practice with humility and curiosity. 



On Managing Change & Growing Faith & Best 
Practice

Q: How have you successfully managed change in your school? 
What has worked and what hasn’t? 

A: I have made so many mistakes implementing change by either 
going too fast, too slow or making it too confusing. And I am still 
learning about the dynamics of change. �is has usually come about 
from thinking that my idea was sure to work without having thought it 
through or discussed it with my sta�. I have found change to be most 
e�ective (and lasting) when there has been a clear understanding of 
the reason for change, sta� have had a voice in shaping the approach, 
the freedom to try aspects of the change and the permission to make 
mistakes along the way. Change seems to work when there is a cycle of 
action and review and a clear success criteria (developed together) that 
clari�es the evidence needed to show progress towards the change.

�e practical application of this change looks like weekly re�ections on 
the school vision and mission where provocative questions are asked 
about its purpose, impact and currency for parents, students and sta�. 
An example of this might be:

• Provide the criteria for success and have self and peer reviews of 
performance to �nd the successes and challenges. 

• Resource time for teachers to meet and resolve problems of 
practice. 

• Review and take a calm, centred and gentle approach to di�cult 
conversations and the range of personalities in the school.

• Celebrate when you can.

• Create a purpose for learning.
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• Remind sta� that learning is not an end in itself. A faith-based 
approach emphasises the transformational goals of teaching and 
learning as a life-long endeavour.

Q: How have you increased the focus on evidence for learning and 
best practice whilst growing the emphasis on values and faith?

A: �ere is a common misconception about the di�culty of linking 
values and faith with evidence for learning when these are entirely 
compatible constructs. One of the great bene�ts of the Christian faith 
in education is the emphasis on learning, change, humility and mutual 
accountability. 

�e Christian ideas that we are to sow seeds that reap a wonderful 
harvest, that we treat others as we would like to be treated, that human 
nature is positive, and we are life-long learners on a journey, sit nicely 
with many of the important values of society and also the educational 
principles behind positive behaviour for learning and developing 
growth mindsets.

At St Williams, our motto is “In 
God’s Hands” and our faith is 
expressed through our mission to 
provide child-centred education, 
excellence in teaching and learning, 
and a commitment to the holistic 
development of all individuals. 
We believe in: providing a holistic 
Catholic education; providing quality 
teaching/learning experiences; and 
developing happy, disciplined and 
well-balanced children. We embed his missional focus into daily school 
life through the way we deliver teaching and learning experiences, 
the way we interact and resolve problems and the sense of hope for a 
positive future that we build in our students.



We have found the emphasis on exploring evidence-based learning, 
high-yield teaching strategies and high performance teams systems 
have been complimentary to our faith-based school and strengthened 
the sense of community and con�dence among sta�, students and 
parents as we continue to focus on every student succeeding.

Sliding Doors – Into The Future

Q: Fast-forward 20 years from now – what have the school leaders 
of today done to create a successful future for both their students 
and for the education system?

A: Schools are intimate learning communities where like-minded 
people gather to learn, grow and socialise together. �e best schools 
will look to reach out to families to �nd what they need and how they 
can provide educational and pastoral support. �ey will also reach out 
to other schools in the area to build the capacity of families to learn 
and discuss matters that a�ect the community and the life of those 
who inhabit them.   

In a world that is becoming increasingly automated and detached, 
families will look to schools to provide e�ective support and devel-
opment of personal and social interactions. In this regard, I hope that 
the legacy I will leave as a Principal will be that I helped others to grow 
and this was done with kindness and compassion. 
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Contact Pete’s O�ce
E: admin@HPTschools.com

Call: +61 408 107 586

Dr Pete Stebbins PhD
High Performance Teams

Leadership | Strategy | Transformation
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Dr Pete Stebbins, PhD is Australia’s 
leading expert on High Performance 
Teams in Education.

Pete is seriously passionate about helping 
teams develop higher levels of performance 
by “Fitting In” together through engaging 
at a deeper level AND “Standing Out” 
together by achieving extraordinary results! 
With a PhD thesis examining chronic stress 
and burnout, Pete is also deeply interested 
in wellbeing and resilience – helping leaders “right size” their approach 
to promote sustainable High Performance Teams over the long-term.

Pete has more than 20 years experience working as a psychologist, 
initially in mental health hospitals, welfare services and clinical 
private practice before building a large corporate consulting practice 
specialising in employee wellbeing and organisational change. A�er 
exiting the business and relocating with his family for a sea change, 
Pete couldn’t resist the opportunity to pursue further research on 
High Performance Teams undertaking a massive (and ongoing) 
transformation project in public sector education known as “High 
Performance Schools”.

Pete is an active and enthusiastic facilitator of development programs, 
keynote speaker, guest psychologist on Channel 7, executive coach and 
consultant. Pete is also a published researcher and author of a range 
of books on organisational transformation, resilience and leadership 
including the Australian best seller iTeams: Why High Performance 
Teams ‘Fit In’ AND ‘Stand Out’ with over 5000 copies sold.

Pete is a dedicated family man and soul surfer with an adventurous 
streak who is passionate about life and living. He lives in an old 
converted milk depot on the southern Gold Coast and spends as much 
time as possible at the beach whilst juggling his tribe of 5 daughters 
and busy work schedule.
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Dr Pete Stebbins, PhD is Australia’s 
leading expert on High Performance 
Teams in Education and Director of the 
High Performance Schools Project. 
You can find out more about Pete at 
drpetestebbins.com or HPTschools.com

Local Wisdom, 
Global Significance!
There are many amazing school 
leaders amongst us – everyday 
heroes committed to excellence 
for both their students and sta�.

• Kay Kirkman
• Samantha Donovan
• David Turner
• Roselynne Anderson
• Phillip Carleton

• Sharon Barker
• Katrina Jones
• Kurt Goodwin
• Judi Newman
• Anthony Lucey
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