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It’s Time for a New Learning Agenda in Policy, Research 
and Practice in Education: 

 
Making a Bigger Difference in Desired Educational Outcomes for Diverse 

Learners through Collaborative Cultures of Inquiry and Development  
 

Introduction to a paper in preparation for Pacific Circle Consortium June 27, 2007 
Adrienne Alton-Lee, Chief Education Adviser, 

 Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis Programme, New Zealand Ministry of Education  
The views in this paper are not necessarily those of the New Zealand Ministry of Education  

 
 
This paper is intended to be a stimulus for discussion and engagement with the themes 
proposed by the Pacific Circle Consortium for their 31st Conference: ‘Education in a 
Pacific Circle Context: Educational Outcomes for the Twenty-first Century’. The 
question I have been asked to address specifically is ‘How do we organise schooling, 
while recognizing local diversity, to better accomplish local/national and global 
outcomes?’ Much of the evidence cited in this paper can be explored in more depth at 
http://educationcounts.edcentre.govt.nz/goto/BES 
 
 
A Learning Agenda across Policy, Research and Practice 
To better accomplish desired local, national and global outcomes within and across our 
communities, we need to build capacity for systemic learning and sustainable educational 
development. Educational development denotes not only improvement resulting in 
enhanced outcomes for all learners but also transformation as education anticipates and 
responds to futures challenges. 
 
I advance the case for a multi-level learning agenda in education: an agenda for policy 
learning, research learning, and educator learning – an agenda in which education 
systems and their communities better learn from each other in the interests of children. 
The touchstone for this agenda lies in the links between educational practices and desired 
educational outcomes for diverse learners. I propose that the systemic engine for such an 
agenda is strategic and collaborative (use of, and iterative contribution to) research and 
development in education.  
 
This vision is of education valuing and building upon, but moving beyond, its craft 
practice roots, and its ‘rediscovering the wheel’ history. The goal is not one of tired 
educators negotiating rapidly changing policies and fads, and working harder to produce 
a more efficient education system for new demands of knowledge societies. The vision is 
of shared knowledge about what works and why in local contexts as a valued, dynamic 
and transformational resource enabling an education system to renew and sustain itself. A 
stronger and renewing evidence base about what works offers value for money, value for 
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educator time, and value for learners. The energy for such a vision comes from the 
synergies and rewards of educational development that genuinely makes a much bigger 
positive difference not only for children and young people but also for leaders, educators, 
families and wider communities.  
 
The Primacy of Local Context: A New Zealand Perspective  
The Pacific Circle Consortium dialogue exemplifies the importance of, and provides 
leadership in, international collaboration as a resource in this agenda. The diversity of the 
Consortium also highlights the need for questions to be framed and addressed within the 
unique circumstances of local contexts because of the primacy of context in influencing 
educational development. 
 
The perspective I am bringing to this conference, and the questions posed, is that of a 
programme established as a catalyst for collaborative knowledge building and use in New 
Zealand: the Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis [BES] Programme. The focus on explaining 
what works in local contexts in BES has been highlighted by Allan Luke and David Hogan in the 
World Yearbook of Education: Educational Research and Policy 1  
 

The most comprehensive approach to evidence is the New Zealand Ministry of 
Education’s Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis Programme… What is distinctive about 
the New Zealand approach is its willingness to consider all forms of research evidence 
regardless of methodological paradigms and ideological rectitude, and its concern in 
finding contextually effective, appropriate and locally powerful examples of “what 
works”. Its focus is on capturing and examining the impact of local contextual 
variables (e.g., population, school, community, linguistic and cultural variables). 
Indeed, ‘what authentically works’ in educational interventions may be locally 
effective with particular populations, in particular settings, to particular educational 
ends. 

 
Learner Outcomes as a Touchstone  
New Zealand’s Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis (BES) Programme is a collaborative 
knowledge building and use strategy. The focus is to develop a series of inter-linked 
syntheses that explain influences on diverse learner outcomes. The Iterative BES 
Programme synthesises bodies of educational research that provide credible evidence 
about influences on a range of desired outcomes for diverse learners (what? what 
magnitude of impact? under what conditions? for whom? why? and how?) The approach 
uses a fit-for-purpose methodology that attends to the New Zealand context including 
indigeneity and the historic pattern of wide disparities in NZ educational outcomes.  
 
Part of the rationale for the incontrovertible concern with impacts on diverse learners is 
the compelling evidence across studies that have linked educational goals, processes 
mediating learning and student outcomes, that well-intentioned, caring and experienced 
teachers and teacher educators can unknowingly teach in ways that have impacts counter 
to their own goals. Bossert (1979)2, for example, revealed ways in which teacher 
management of tasks and interactions with students created negative impacts on peer 
relationships and social outcomes. Doyle (1983)3 revealed how well-meaning teacher 
strategies to make learning safer undermined the intellectual demands of tasks and could 
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heighten rather than lessen the risk of failure. Timperley, Wilson, Barrar and Fung 
(2007)4 identified studies where professional development interventions had a negative 
impact on student outcomes, burdening teachers with changing their practice but 
lowering student achievement below the gains being made before the intervention. The 
concern for impact on outcomes is similarly critical for well-intentioned policy settings 
and initiatives that can also have impacts counter to their goals and do harm, for example, 
policy initiatives related to drug education (Biddulph, Biddulph & Biddulph, 2003)5. 
 
An outcomes-linked approach can reveal that widely used educational practices can have 
little or even negative impacts particularly on those students traditionally underserved in 
schooling. A report by the New Zealand Education Review Office (2003)6 showed that 
the learning styles inventory matching approach is widely used in New Zealand (as a 
result of a wave of professional development). Learning styles matching approaches have 
been found to be problematic in international reviews of effectiveness (e.g. Irvine and 
York, 1995)7 and linked to less effective instructional experiences for Māori and Pasifika 
than for other learners in junior class mathematics in New Zealand (Higgins, 2001)8. 
Māori and Pasifika9 learners were classified as kinaesthetic learners and encouraged to 
work with blocks while other learners focussed on metacognitive strategies, for which 
there is, by contrast, evidence of positive links to higher achievement (for example: 
Cardelle-Elawar, 199210; Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, 200111). 
Desired outcomes are by nature and necessarily subject to a contested and evolving 
discourse about what parents and wider communities want for all our learners. BES 
writers are required to seek out research evidence relevant to a range of outcomes 
previously identified in consultative processes with wider communities including 
academic outcomes, skill development, social outcomes, cultural identity, disposition as a 
learner, self-regulatory skills, enjoyment of learning, preparation for local and global 
citizenship and success and well-being, rather than just a narrow focus on particular 
measures of academic achievement. Particular emphasis is placed on evidence about 
approaches that strengthen a range of outcomes at the same time. For example, research 
focused on outcomes-linked evidence about the interdependence of the social and the 
academic in mathematics education (Cohen, 199412; Stein, 200113).  
While there is likely to be consideration of evidence of impacts on a wide-range of 
student outcomes in every BES, the focus on research that has illuminated impacts on 
learner outcomes is incontrovertible in BES development and the justification for the use 
of the term ‘best’. That is ‘best’ does not mean ‘best available’; rather ‘best’ denotes 
evidence and explanation about how educational or other processes impact positively on 
a range of outcomes for diverse learners. 
 
The Commonality of Difference 
There are new challenges for education systems in knowledge societies. It is no longer 
sufficient for education systems to sort learners into those who pass and those who fail. 
Rather all learners need to be well-served by their education to develop their capabilities, 
their sense of belonging, their well-being and their abilities to succeed and contribute to 
wider communities. Governments are looking to education systems to rise to the 
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challenge to be more responsive to the diversity of their learners and to meet the higher 
expectations and future-focus required by knowledge societies. 

 The results of the studies from the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) show marked differences amongst education systems in how well 15-year-old 
students are able to apply their learning in mathematics, science and reading literacy 
(OECD, 200114; 200415). They also show marked differences in disparities between 
groups of students within countries. New Zealand has high mean scores, performing in 
the second highest band of countries across the PISA studies. But New Zealand’s results 
show relatively high disparities in achievement by comparison with most OECD 
countries. Despite, high achievement by many Māori and Pasifika learners, there is a 
pattern of system underperformance, particularly for Māori but also for Pasifika in New 
Zealand schooling. 

The high disparities, the relatively high variance within schools in the New Zealand PISA 
results, and our rapidly growing demographic profiles for those learners traditionally 
underserved by New Zealand schooling, indicate a need for teaching, educational 
leadership and systemic development to be more responsive to diverse learners.  

Because the context for this work is New Zealand, all BES developments are informed 
by, and inform educational practice in Māori and English-medium education and other 
language contexts in New Zealand schools. Māori have a treaty relationship with the 
Crown that protects Te Reo (Māori language) and tikanga Māori (Māori culture) and 
guarantees Māori the same educational opportunities as non-Māori. However, the 
published BESs provide substantial evidence over some decades of inequitable teaching 
of Māori learners - fewer teacher-interactions, less positive feedback, under-assessment 
of capability, mispronounced names and so on (Benton, 198616; Carkeek, Davies & 
Irwin, 199417; Clay, 198518; Millward, Neal, Kofoed, Parr, Kuin Lai & Robinson, 200119; 
St George, 198320; Thomas, 198421). Although Māori medium education has only been a 
very recent system provision in New Zealand, and despite resourcing challenges in a 
language revitalisation context, early cohorts of students emerging from continuous 
Māori medium education are performing more highly than Maori students in English 
medium contexts. 

As is similarly the case for many countries, New Zealand’s population projections show 
increasing diversity by ethnicity and multiple cultural heritages. Over and above cultural 
heritage, classrooms and other educational groupings of students are always characterised 
by diversity or heterogeneity. The diversity of any group of learners can be unpacked 
across many dimensions. For example, diversity is a feature of the varied experiences the 
students bring to their learning of particular topic, and their previous achievement levels 
in relation to the topic or skill area whether high, average, low or gifted. What students 
bring to the classroom is in turn influenced by their gender, families, and wider 
affiliations and heritages, and the extent to which these become resources in their in-
school learning. There are substantial research literatures that show these aspects of 
learner identity and background to be integral to educational achievement or failure, 
particularly when there are cultural mismatches between home and school (Alton-Lee, 
2003)22. 



Alton-Lee, It’s Time for a New Learning Agenda in Policy, Research and Practice in Education 6 

 
Invited Paper, 31st Annual Conference, Honolulu, Hawaii – June 25-29, 2007 

However, students do not fall into simplistic categories by identity. Rather, for students, 
family social class, ethnicity/ies, cultural heritages, gender, and dis/ability intersect in 
ways that are often likely to be salient for their participation and learning. Further, 
students continually change and grow. There is much evidence that reveals difference to 
be salient in education, albeit in complex and context-specific ways. Our approach is to 
put difference at the centre of this work through a ‘responsiveness-to-diversity 
framework’. Because difference is a characteristic that all learners share, the approach 
allows for a ‘universalising discourse of difference’ (Britzman, 199523; Town, 199824). 
This approach moves away from ‘norm’ and ‘other’ thinking that has constrained 
mainstream educational thinking to focus on the homogeneous and the ‘mean’ and seeks 
to strengthen our evidence base about what works for all learners.  

The daily and complex challenge for teachers is that they need strategies to teach a 
diverse group of learners effectively and simultaneously. Educators need to be working 
effectively and simultaneously with students with different prior knowledges and 
experiences, speakers of different languages, high and low achievers, students with 
multiple, fluid and complex ethnic, gendered and social class cultures, heritages 
(including indigenous heritage) and identities, and students who bring varied dis/abilities 
and cultural resources to their learning. This is where the evidence can be particularly 
helpful, because it identifies evidence-based strategies and approaches that have enabled 
teachers to be effective with their whole class. Accordingly our collaborative knowledge 
building and use approach, in order to be useful in education, has at its foundation the 
goal of being more effective with diverse learners – at the same time.  

BES Methodology  
A rigorous pluralist approach is used in BES without compromising the links to 
outcomes. We have used the metaphor of a 'jig saw puzzle' to describe the best evidence 
synthesis methodology because pieces of the puzzle about the links to student outcomes 
are often spread over and embedded within a wide range of research studies including 
practitioner research (cf. Pawson, 200625 ‘digging for nuggets’). Where possible, effect 
sizes are used or constructed to allow relative magnitude of impact of different 
approaches to be considered. 
 
A realist26 approach gives primacy to explanation and theoretical coherence in BES. The 
rationale for the realist approach is that theory is the tool that produces understanding in 
those using the evidence. The use of theory enables a future-focussed and context 
sensitive approach to building upon what has gone before. A feature of BES, and its 
concern to maximise accessibility without sacrificing meaning, is the use of vignette and 
case to exemplify the theory and bring the findings to life for educators and policy 
makers.  
 
BES writers are required to draw upon systems thinking about the inter-dependencies and 
ecological relationships that influence effectiveness of any one part of the education 
system. For example, the BES focussed on family and community influences27 highlights 
the impact of poverty and health issues such as student hearing on educational outcomes, 
calling for a wider societal and inter-agency policy response to support educators in their 
work. Each successive BES contributes to a developing health-of-the-system framework 
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for New Zealand education. Developing this framework is a particular focus of our 
educational leadership BES in progress28.  
 
A Collaborative Knowledge Building Approach  
The decision to take a collaborative approach meant more time would be needed for BES 
development but laid the foundations for more impact. While such dialogue is 
challenging, Ginsburg and Gorostiaga (2003)29 explain the costs of not taking such a 
collaborative approach in the Limitations and possibilities of dialogue among 
researchers, policy makers and practitioners’: 
 

Dialogue isn’t necessarily more efficient, but it’s more democratic and, 
therefore, more effective. 
…Our preference is also based on the belief that in the long run dialogue and 
participation by a wide range of stakeholders produce better and more 
relevant educational research, policy and practice. …Certainly, it may be 
easier – and, in that sense, more efficient – for researchers, policy makers, 
and practitioners in education to engage in action (or even in praxis) in 
isolation of members of the other groups. However, the decisions that are 
made and the actions that are pursued are likely to be less effective. This is 
the case not only because the quality of judgements may be lower but also 
because the activities of one group may detract from or cancel out those of 
other groups.‘ (p. x) 

  
The rationale is that bringing together rigorous and useful bodies of evidence about what 
works in education needs to embed within its approach, ways of working that attend to 
the ‘knowledge utilisation’ challenge as well as the knowledge building challenge. If 
such ways of working are built into knowledge building then the endeavour of itself can 
be a transformational process that not only constructs a new kind of dialogue and 
understandings amongst policy workers, leaders, practitioners, and researchers but also 
provides the foundation for using the knowledge to make a bigger difference in 
education.  
  
There is a mandate within the NZ public service for the kind of intensive engagement 
with stakeholders used in BES development. Eleven case studies of innovation in the 
public service commissioned by Treasury, the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 
and the State Services Commission (Wright & de Joux, 2003)30 identified the following 
implications for effective and innovative policy development and implementation: 

• Develop diverse and diffuse invisible colleges, partnerships, and 
collaborations across agencies, individuals and organisations 

• Exploit opportunities by consistent forward planning and engagement with 
stakeholders 

A recent review of evidence about the links between research and practice31 found that 
interactive approaches such as the development of partnerships and collaborations 
between researchers, policy advisers and practitioners facilitate the adaptation of research 
findings to local contexts. The reviewers32 note that success is constrained by “the time 
and energy required to establish effective working relationships, differences in culture, 
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goals, information needs, timescales, power, regard, systems and language, issues of 
project control and direction (p.344).” The Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis Programme 
is seeking to negotiate these kinds of constraints through agreed national Guidelines, 
strategic partnerships, power sharing and iterative processes that enable policy workers, 
researchers and educators to learn not only from emerging BES findings but also from 
each other from the earliest scoping stage of a new BES through to a collaborative and 
evidence-informed approach to dissemination and use. 
 
While the collaboration across policy, research and practice is an ongoing challenge it 
also keeps each of us focussed on the central and moral purpose of education, as 
indicated in the following statement about the Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis 
Programme by a secondary teachers’ union representative: 
 
  
PPTA regards itself as a partner in the BES programme. As the policy adviser at PPTA 
specialising in professional issues, I have been closely involved with the Best Evidence 
Synthesis work ever since 2003.  
 
I have served on the advisory groups for the BES on Maths, Pangarau/Social Studies, 
Professional Learning and Leadership.  
 
We also have a number of PPTA members involved in various ways on reference groups 
or serving as advisers or quality assurers for the projects.  
 
The President and I were involved in developing strategy around the launch of the Alton-
Lee and Biddulph BES work in 2003. I was part of the reference group which developed 
the Guidelines. 
 
I believe that the BES programme is absolutely committed to promoting social justice, 
and for that reason our union, like NZEI, has committed itself to working alongside this 
research programme. The whole diversity framework that is an intrinsic part of BES (see 
the Guidelines) guides our thinking and our critiquing of work in progress, and the 
analysis of diversity that is being used is a very sophisticated and sensitive model light 
years away from the concept of diversity reflected in much other research work. Ensuring 
that teaching addresses issues of diversity is fundamental to promoting social justice in 
education. 
Judie Alison, Advisory Officer (Professional Issues) PPTA (February, 2006) 
 
What Makes a Bigger Difference to Desired Education Outcomes?  
To guide questions about how schooling is organised and what is prioritised, it is useful 
to turn to the evidence about what makes a bigger impact on student outcomes. A 
literature review33 commissioned by the New Zealand Ministry of Education indicated 
that about 40 to 65 percent of variance in outcomes is attributable to the influences of 
family and communities, depending on the outcome of focus. An analysis34 of multi-level 
studies of school and teacher/class influences showed the impact on variance at the 
teacher/class level to be variously 16 percent to 59 percent of the residual variance in 
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learner outcomes, depending on the subject area, level of schooling, and outcome of 
interest. The largest teaching impacts on residual variance have been identified in a recent 
Australian study across a wide range of subjects at the senior secondary school 
level35,36,37. A limitation of this framework to date is that most of the multi-level 
modelling studies on school and class effects restrict their consideration to academic 
outcomes.  
 
The impact on outcomes of school level influences (from 0-20.9% of impact on variance) 
varied considerably depending, for example, on the length of time the learner had spent in 
the school, the subject area, and school level policies such as allowing, or not, lower 
achievers to be assessed. But the school level impact was consistently far smaller than 
that at the teacher/class level both for primary and secondary education. 
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Figure 1. Variation in student performance within and between schools for 
38 countries on the PISA Mathematics Literacy Scale (2003) op cit. 

 Technical Note for Figure1: Variance in PISA is calculated as a proportion of the OECD 
average. Thus, NZ within-school variance is shown to be over 100%. However, these estimates derive from 
an artefact scale and are not comparable to actual estimates of the variance attributable to different 
influences. PISA has not included an analysis of variance attributable at the class/teacher level (see: 
Education at a Glance, OECD 2002, p. 83, for further technical information). Note that Figure 1 is a 
reproduction of Figure 4.1 of OECD (2003, p. 162). 

These analyses indicate that in considering how we organize schooling to better 
accomplish desired outcomes we should, in New Zealand in particular, be paying 
attention to the importance of the quality of teaching across all classes within every 
school. Note in Figure 1 the relative impact of between school and within school 
influences on student outcomes and how little of the within-school variance is accounted 
for by economic, cultural and social differences in the students.  

There has only been one New Zealand study located that has provided in 
published form a multi-level analysis of both teacher/class within school variance and 
between school variance. That is the Second International Mathematics Study. Schereens, 
Vermeulen and Pelgrum (1989)38 found the NZ between teacher/class variance to be 42% 
at the Year 9 level and the school effect to be undetectable as a source of variance for 
these first year secondary students. The lack of school effect may reflect the short time 
the students had spent in their secondary schooling (less than a year). However, the 
teacher effect was undeniable. This analysis showed Year 9 student achievement to 
decline, or show zero gain, over the year in 5 out of 199 classes. The SIMS sub-study 
showed that many of the high gain classes had very low pre-test scores. Garden, 
Wagemaker and Moody (1987)39 concluded a strong teacher effect from this data and 
explained for this New Zealand evidence that 'schooling in mathematics does not 
necessarily result in the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer'. (p. 260). That 
study reflects the NZ context over two decades ago but is entirely consistent with the 
PISA results for 2000 and 2003 in which New Zealand’s within-school variance is very 
high relative to most other OECD countries.  

 
This overview of influences on variance in student outcomes can direct shared knowledge 
building to the areas of potentially larger direct influence such as families and teaching 
influences and to critical mediating influences such as teacher education, leadership and 
resourcing.  

Before addressing the importance of effective teaching for diverse learners, it is 
important to emphasise the importance afforded to family and community influences in 
this analysis of impacts on variance in student outcomes. Because of the importance of 
family and community influences on children, one of the first tranche of first iteration 
BESs40 commissioned was focussed on family and community influences on children’s 
educational outcomes. This BES has been influential in work with other policy agencies. 
For example, it has strengthened the case for more priority to issues of child poverty in 
government policy and for a higher priority for children’s untreated hearing loss which 
has been shown to have persisting negative impacts on children’s learning, behaviour and 
outcomes through to adulthood.  



Alton-Lee, It’s Time for a New Learning Agenda in Policy, Research and Practice in Education 11 

 
Invited Paper, 31st Annual Conference, Honolulu, Hawaii – June 25-29, 2007 

There are four key implications that have arisen from our initial best evidence synthesis 
on family and community influences on outcomes:  

• The impact of wider social and economic policies on families & community 
influences should not be under-estimated. 

• The implication of the wider impacts of families and communities is that an 
evidence-based approach requires strong interface between educational policy and 
wider social, economic and health policy. 

• Notwithstanding the implications above, there is much New Zealand evidence 
that teacher deficit attributions to families and students can pose a barrier to 
effective practice, particularly for diverse students. 

• An R & D approach to school-family linkages/partnerships in which the school 
takes agency can have particularly high impacts because they activate both the 
home and the teaching influences and can forge greater coherence between these 
and reciprocal benefits for both the school and the families in the interests of 
children. Ineffective school-home linkages can involve much investment of 
teacher and parents’ time without benefit for students (Biddulph, Biddulph and 
Biddulph, 2003). So this is an area where a strong evidence base counts.  

Effective School-Home Linkages  
In the context of the Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis work in 2003, a school-home 
partnership intervention that had been developed by reading advisor, Jeanne Biddulph41, 

42, 43 in her postgraduate studies at the University of Canterbury, was identified as the one 
school-home intervention that made the most positive difference to the achievement and 
well-being of low achieving students for the smallest resource input. The approach was 
also a stand out in that it was carefully theorised using adult learning principles, linked 
schools and families into a substantial existing resource through the involvement of local 
librarians, was designed to counter the deficit views of teachers in a supportive way, and 
enables both family members and children to enjoy the workshops.  

The original development of the materials and process for four workshops for parents 
(and children) was evaluated using a randomised controlled, between and within school 
trial with both intervention and control group samples. All the children in both samples 
were reading at least 18 months below their chronological age. An independent 
evaluation was carried out a year later to monitor longitudinal effects. The effect size for 
the immediate impact of the workshop intervention (5 hours in all) is .44. This effect size 
has been independently checked by Professor John Hattie and Dr Ken Rowe, Research 
Director of the Australian Council for Educational Research. Both researchers consider 
the impact extraordinary for a 5 hour intervention with parents. The original longitudinal 
evaluation showed an even more remarkable impact. The progress of the children within 
the intervention group continued on an upward trajectory enabling them to make on 
average 2 years 3 months gains in reading age over a 15 month period thereby bringing 
their reading age close to their chronological age with a continuing upwards trajectory. 
By contrast, the longitudinal evaluation showed the children in the control group to have 
lagged even further behind in their achievement a year later.  
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Because these achievement gains were achieved and demonstrated through a rigorous of 
experimental design with matched pairs of students, a design that produces results that 
are inherently generalisable, the findings of the original study have implications for 
systemic improvement. At my request, the developer of the workshop programme, Jeanne 
Biddulph, created a ‘Workshop Leader’s Handbook’44 to enable others to trial the 
workshops. 

I wish to illustrate the wider benefits of the intervention in the context of a school in 
Auckland New Zealand that has an 85% Pasifika population. The context was one where 
the principal had become understandably disaffected with her experience of previous 
interventions that had not been particularly helpful to the children, teachers or parents in 
terms of sustained or long term change. 

Two years later, the principal, described her view after trialling the ‘Reading Together’ 
Programme:  

We are in the middle of doing the programme again. Cathy and 2 other 
teachers are doing a “Senior” school group on Tuesday nights and Marian 
and another Junior school teacher plus our new RTLB are doing “Juniors” 
on a Wednesday night. Both groups are going very well….up to Workshop 
two this week. I have some fabulous photos from last night that I will send 
through to you. I was also talking to (Principal) at (another Auckland 
school) and they have just run the programme there and were very pleased 
with the outcome  
e-mail from Liz Horgan, 13 September 2006: 

Notable in the commentary is the school’s responsiveness to the Pasifika community’s 
request for successive workshops and the integration of the workshop provision into the 
ongoing work of the school. A theme in the parental evaluations is that the experiences 
they received in the workshops enabled them to understand the difficulty of the reading 
tasks their children were undertaking. Parents reported: a shift away from a disciplinary 
approach to homework, experiencing much more enjoyment in shared reading sessions 
with their children, improved relationships between themselves and their children in 
general, delight at their children’s progress and less stress for all concerned. The close 
interaction between the school and the families was valued by both partners.  

The principal, Liz Horgan, explains: “I guess what our commitment to the (Reading 
Together Programme) highlights is that despite the additional time and workload 
involved we think the programme is well worth it and probably the most effective 
family/whanau engagement/intervention we have undertaken”.  

Recently the principal, deputy and assistant principal of the school published an article 
about their experiences using, adapting and evaluating the programme in the professional 
journal Reading Forum exemplifying a leadership role nationally in contributing to a 
shared and ever-developing professional knowledge base about what works for all of our 
children (Horgan, Franich and Wards, 2007)45.  
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The importance of a focus on quality teaching for diverse learners: What we are 
learning from the series of BESs 
 
Readers can go to the initial BESs in the series, focussed on quality teaching for diverse 
learners at http://educationcounts.edcentre.govt.nz/goto/BES. Three new BESs focussed on 
effective pedagogy in mathematics/ pāngarau, effective pedagogy in social studies/ social 
sciences/tikanga-ā-iwi, and outcomes linked evidence about teacher professional learning 
and development are in train with the first of these now also electronically available.  
 
The findings of the initial BES46 indicate the importance of pedagogy that is responsive 
to the nature and complexity of learning processes, and the ways in which these are 
socially and culturally co-constructed within tasks and activities in educational practice. 
Teaching needs to build on students’ prior experiences and knowledges and make cultural 
practices at school and ways of making meaning explicit and linked to other contexts in 
which children are socialised47,48. Teaching needs to be responsive to facilitating 
children’s learning processes which requires of teachers knowledge of how children co-
construct their knowledge and capabilities and how these need to be scaffolded. The 
findings illuminate how learning can be optimally facilitated through multiple tasks and 
task contexts and the importance of time use and task sequencing to support student 
learning processes49.  

In answering the conference questions it is timely to emphasise the importance of 
knowledge that informs the reality of the challenge teachers face in working effectively 
and simultaneously with groups of diverse learners in education. There is a large body of 
evidence about teaching practices that promote multiple desired outcomes including 
social and cognitive outcomes that identifies the importance of the teacher role in training 
and equipping students to use collaboration, reciprocal helping behaviours and conflict 
resolution skills. Of particular note is the work led by Elizabeth Cohen (1986)50 in 
training students to work cooperatively using bilingual tasks. Cohen’s ‘complex 
instruction’ involved specialist, community members, and educator partnerships in task 
construction, and generated a teaching approach that intensified learning community, 
enabled children to engage with each other using multiple languages, and reduced teacher 
stress why enhancing teachers’ diagnostic work around student learning. These findings 
highlight the importance of teacher ability to intensify the learning supports to students 
through learning communities. I suggest that readers who are interested follow up the 
findings about the development of mathematical communities of practice51, and 
forthcoming findings about the development of learning communities through social 
studies teaching52 at the website http://educationcounts.edcentre.govt.nz/goto/BES  

In a recent meta-analysis comparing the effectiveness of different research-based 
strategies for increasing student achievement, Marzano, Pickering and Pollock (2001) 
identified the metacognitive53 strategy of identifying similarities and differences as 
having the most positive impact on learners (effect size of 1.61). The accomplished use of 
this powerful strategy is well-exemplified in the doctoral research of New Zealand 
researcher and Kohanga Reo (early childhood) teacher Mere Ngāutauta Skerrett White54. 
The Kaiako (teacher) has provided the children (four and five year-olds) with two 
different versions of the same story: 
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Toko:  Ka huna a Hatupatu (Hatupatu is hiding). 
Hinepau:  He tino roa ana maikuku, he roa ngā mat mati hoki 

(Her fingernails are long. Her fingernails are long 
too. - Hinepau gets book to show picture of 
Kurungaituku).  

Awatea:  Ēngari he iti noa iho tērā atu Hatupatu (But that 
Hatupatu is smaller. Awatea is comparing the image 
in one book with the image in another book). 

Hinepau:  He nui ake ia. Kāore a ia i peke. (He is bigger. He is 
not jumping).  

Skerrett White’s account exemplifies how she involved the children in the use of 
metacognitive reflection in their readings of the different versions of the Hatupatu story. 
In her thesis she goes on to demonstrate how the embedding of metacognitive strategies 
in everyday practice in Te Kohanga Reo provided the children with intellectual tools to 
facilitate their moving in out and out of Te Ao Māori and other worlds. Skerrett White 
traces the ways in which the children demonstrate ease with their identities as indigenous 
and as citizens of the world.  

Another compelling example of the use of the use of metacognitive strategies in 
supporting student learning is provided in the action research project of a secondary 
teacher in New Zealand. Teacher, Christine McNeight designed an action research 
study55 with her Year 12 Pasifika learners who were failing in Classical Studies. She also 
focussed on the use of a similarities and differences metacognitive strategy. In the course 
of a year’s action research project Christine developed an intervention requiring the 
Pasifika girls to talk with someone at home or in their wider fono about similarities and 
differences between what they were learning about Ancient Rome and their own cultural 
traditions and heritages.  

Through a range of small group and whole class report backs the strategy exemplified 
most of the characteristics of quality teaching, and made the students themselves, and 
their culture a valued resource in their learning. What really counted is that these students 
passed their courses at Year 12 (sixth form certificate level) – breaking a pattern of 
failure in the past at this level – the critical qualifications gate for further participation in 
education and success in the wider society. For some students the shift in achievement 
was dramatic moving from a failing grade to an A. This study is significant also because 
it exemplifies effective teacher-agency in a school-home linkage, even when the teacher 
does not have the cultural knowledge to make the linkages.  
 

 

Effective Professional Learning  
If teaching is a major systemic influence on student outcomes then the conditions, 
supports and provision of opportunities for teacher learning are critical. Early findings 
from the Teacher Professional Learning and Development BES (Timperley, Wilson, 
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Barrar & Fung, forthcoming 2007) are compelling. Although difficult to locate in a 
massive literature on professional development unrelated to outcomes for students, a 
number of studies across different curriculum areas achieved impacts considered to be 
large in terms of effect sizes56. The Teacher Professional Learning and Development BES 
includes an analysis not only of what facilitates the kind of teacher learning that made 
marked improvements in student outcomes, but also, analyses of interventions that led to 
student achievement deteriorating from what it had been before intervention. Such 
findings will be critical in policy development.  

 
The findings highlight the importance of external and challenging expertise with strong 
pedagogical content knowledge to facilitate and support changes in practice; although 
poor expertise even from the research community can result in negative impacts on 
student outcomes. This finding is a challenge for policy makers and teacher educators 
alike to consider the kind of infrastructure, research and development funding and 
synergies needed to ensure that schools have access to the expertise needed to facilitate 
the kind of professional learning opportunities that mediate effective practice for diverse 
learners.  
 
The findings indicate the importance of engaging teachers’ theories and challenging 
discourses that are a barrier to improvements for some students. The findings highlight 
the importance of sufficient time for extended opportunities for teachers to learn and of 
the importance of using time effectively – particularly using diagnostic information about 
students’ understandings in a teacher’s own context.  
 
In those studies that had the biggest impacts on student outcomes teachers had 
opportunities to participate in professional learning communities. However, in studies of 
ineffective professional development, teacher communities were also in place and much 
time was spent and/or funded, sometimes over several years, to no effect for students. In 
the most effective school-based studies leadership was actively involved in supporting a 
learning culture. Whether or not teachers volunteered was not related to impact of 
professional development. What motivated teachers were the marked positive shifts they 
saw in the students they were teaching. The BES shows remarkable improvements to be 
possible, for previously underserved students, when effective professional development 
and support conditions are available. We have brought in two teacher advisors from New 
Zealand’s school support services to help in the final year of BES development as BES 
writers. These advisors will be supported to work with their teacher educator colleagues 
to explore ways of using the findings to strengthen expertise and practice systemically. 
 
The teacher professional learning and development BES findings tell us that school 
leadership is important in creating the conditions for quality teaching. Those studies 
where the biggest positive impacts occurred for students found that leaders: 

• organised a supportive learning environment 
• were learners along with their teachers 
• provided alternative visions, targets and goals for student outcomes and 

monitored them; and/or 
• developed the leadership of others. 
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The Educational Leadership BES in development is the most challenging of the BESs 
because of the complexity of the ways in which leadership mediates improved outcomes 
for diverse learners. This BES is due to go for international formative quality assurance 
in July 2007. The focus is on principals but not only on principals. Educational leadership 
(and this BES) involves policy leadership, other forms of national leadership (for 
example, the NZ Education Review Office’s role) and the leadership of senior teachers, 
deputy and associate principals, teachers and even students.  
 
The Leadership BES being developed by a team of researchers at the University of 
Auckland (Professor Viviane Robinson, Dr Margie Hohepa and Dr Claire Lloyd) in 
consultation with advisors and sector stakeholder representatives is exploring what it is 
about leadership that makes a difference for students and teachers. Although it is early 
days in the development of the educational leadership BES, and this is the most 
methodologically challenging BES to date, there are emergent findings of practices that 
have been found to be linked to stronger achievement or better social outcomes for 
students.  
 
In findings to date are about nine leadership dimensions that appear to be particularly 
productive in making a difference for students. One of the emerging analyses for the 
Leadership best evidence synthesis has been reported by Robinson (2007)57 at the 
International Confederation of Principals Conference. See Table 1 below:  
 
Table 1: Leadership Practices Derived from Studies of Effects of Leadership on Students  
 

 
Leadership 

Practice 
 

Meaning of Dimension 

1. Establishing 
Goals and 
Expectations  

 
Includes the setting, communicating and monitoring of learning goals, 
standards and expectations, and the involvement of staff and others in 
the process so that there is clarity and consensus about goals.  

2. Strategic 
Resourcing  

 
Involves aligning resource selection and allocation to priority teaching 
goals. Includes provision of appropriate expertise through staff 
recruitment  

 
3. Planning, 

Coordinating and 
Evaluating 
Teaching and the 
Curriculum 

 
Direct involvement in the support and evaluation of teaching through 
regular classroom visits and provision of formative and summative 
feedback to teachers. Direct oversight of curriculum through school-
wide coordination across classes and year levels and alignment to 
school goals. 

 
4. Promoting and 

Participating in 
Teacher Learning 

 
Leadership that not only promotes but directly participates with teachers 
in formal or informal professional learning  
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Leadership 

Practice 
 

Meaning of Dimension 

and Development 

5. Ensuring an 
Orderly and 
Supportive 
Environment  

 
Protecting time for teaching and learning by reducing external pressures 
and interruptions and establishing an orderly and supportive 
environment both inside and outside classrooms  
 

 
Robinson (2007) notes that: 
 

The list of dimensions is unusual in that it does not include the typical distinction 
between leading tasks and leading people or relationships. This distinction has 
been eschewed here because close examination of the leadership indicators used in 
these studies shows that relationship skills are embedded in every dimension (p. 5.  

 
Although each of the practices shown in Table 1 has been found to be linked to stronger 
outcomes for students, all can be done in ways that are highly effective, not effective, or 
even counterproductive. The real work of the BES will be to unpack, as far as we are 
able, actual examples of leadership/management practices that illuminate the findings in 
more depth and in ways that are genuinely useful for principals, and others taking 
leadership roles in education.  
 
The early findings indicate that the characteristics of leaders that positively impact on 
student outcomes include: acting as change agents, being flexible, showing strong 
situational awareness, and being knowledgeable about the pedagogical strategies required 
to meet school goals.  
 
Of particular import for this paper is that the leadership activities that showed the most 
powerful impact on outcomes for learners were those whereby the leader participated in 
or promoted teacher professional learning.  
 
The role of R & D and Collaborative Knowledge Building in Systemic Learning  
The single most compelling finding across the BESs is that effective R-&-D has enabled 
educational practice to make a much bigger positive difference for diverse learners. In the 
light of Coburn’s (2003)58 analysis of the evidence of a history of failed educational 
reform, the magnitude of positive impact, the responsiveness, the sector ownership 
gained and the futures orientation of the most effective R-&-D are compelling. Often 
such R-&-D has gone through many iterations to create the kind of educational 
development that can work powerfully for diverse learners. As an initial step, through 
funding educational researchers and the collaborative and iterative processes necessary to 
undertake first iteration BES developments, BES is seeking to build the capability of the 
national research community to transform relevant but fragmented research knowledge 
into a more useful tool for both policy makers and practitioners. This means drawing 
upon previous local and international investment in education and transforming it into a 
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learning tool for all in the education system. While we privilege what we can learn from 
research and development in local contexts we are also greatly indebted to the wider 
international for what we are learning from their educational research and development. 
 
BES is also seeking to steer the research community towards a greater focus on informing 
educational development through R-&-D. Getting policy and research support for this 
strategy is critical so that BES is not just a way to pull together what can be learned from 
past research.  
 
Each completed BES iteration is an invitation to researchers and educators to engage with 
the gaps in our knowledge base, the areas of need and the areas of most potential to 
contribute more deliberatively to a cumulative agenda to strengthen educational practice. 
Currently we are working towards a co-construction, with colleagues across policy, 
research, teacher education and practice, of a working theory of action about how we can 
optimise dissemination and use of the findings to enable the work to make a difference 
for our diverse learners. The vision is that the Iterative BES Programme will act as a 
catalyst to build an integrated outcomes-focussed research-and-development culture in 
education that enables systemic capability building, transformation and sustainable 
renewal. We don’t have time to keep rediscovering the wheel in education. It is time for a 
new learning agenda across policy, research and practice that makes a bigger difference 
for our children.  
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