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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This research was conducted during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. This context coloured some 

of the discussions ACER researchers had with interview participants. It is a timely reminder of the 

assistance that the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning can provide to schools who are 

grappling with new challenges and are attempting to return to a new ‘normal’.  

The ASMS Centre for Professional Learning receives Resource Allocation Adjustment Panel (RAAP) 

funding to support their professional learning activities. This funding is used to support the Centre 

for Professional Learning in a number of ways including salaries, state-wide administration 

services, state-wide travel expenses, and research activities. Since the first approval of RAAP 

funding (in 2004), there has not been an evaluation of the services and products that the ASMS 

provides. As a result, the Department for Education deemed it necessary to evaluate and review 

the benefits and impact of the program to inform future investment.  

The evaluation, which was undertaken by the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), 

utilised two main sources of information. The first involved a secondary analysis of various 

documents (document analysis) and data (data summaries) relating to key areas of interest as 

stipulated by the research questions. The second source of information came from one-to-one 

interviews (thematic analysis) with key personnel external to the school who had extensive 

experience with the professional learning activities the ASMS provides. The documents, data, and 

list of potential interview participants was provided by ASMS staff to the ACER research team 

resulting in a form of self-evaluation.  

A financial analysis of the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning suggested that approximately 

three million dollars per year is spent towards professional learning related services, which assists 

them to deliver professional learning programs based on robust evidence from current research 

in a number of areas including science, mathematics and interdisciplinary curriculum. This 

amount is inclusive of the amount received from the RAAP funding. 

Since the inception of the school, the ASMS has been seen locally, nationally and internationally 

as a school that was established to be an agent for change in the science and mathematics 

education community. The role of the school was to be innovative in their approach to teaching 

and learning and utilise cutting-edge research to inform their practice. This should also inform 

the development of their professional learning activities which are then disseminated in a variety 

of ways. In this unique position, the ASMS faced a number of challenges, predominantly the 

perception that neighbouring schools had of them being poachers of high-performing students, 

receiving special treatment (extra funding), and a ‘special’ school whose ideas wouldn’t translate 

to ‘normal’ schools. The ASMS worked hard over time to change this perception which many of 

the interview participants suggested has now happened. 

The ASMS provides professional learning opportunities for staff within the school (2 hours and 47 

minutes of professional learning each week), teachers and leaders external to the school (2802 

on average each year), pre-service teachers (curriculum specialisation workshops for 22 pre-

service teachers each year and practicum placements for 16 pre-service teachers each year), and 
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the employment of 2 science and mathematics graduates each year. 21 ASMS staff have moved 

into leadership or higher leadership positions both internal (6) and external (15) to the school 

since 2016. The reach of the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning also extends globally with 

their participation in numerous research activities with Flinders University and The University of 

Melbourne.  

Feedback forms that were completed by workshop participants provided some insight into the 

benefits of participating in workshops. These included a deepened understanding of the 

curriculum, access to resources, increased networking opportunities, and a willingness to share 

learnt knowledge with other staff in their own schools. A few responses suggested that they would 

have liked more time to cover materials, more concrete in-class examples, and catering for 

differing teaching styles.  

Interview participants highlighted a number of benefits to various stakeholders who have 

engaged with the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning. The activities were described as high 

quality, innovative, well designed, useful in practice, based on contemporary pedagogy, a 

‘springboard’ for new ideas, and an agent for change. They were referred to as a “lighthouse 

school” or equivalent by a number of interview participants. Perhaps part of the reason for these 

benefits is due to the uniqueness of the professional learning that the ASMS provides and their 

perceived level of authenticity. However, one participant described how they rely too heavily on 

action research as their primary means of investigating new ideas about teaching and learning. 

The most common response from interview participants when asked about improvements that 

could be made to the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning, was the need for more promotion 

of their activities. It was often a case of word-of-mouth being the means by which staff in schools 

would find out about upcoming workshops or events. This was one of the many areas that some 

interview participants felt the partnership between the school and the Department for Education 

could be strengthened. The Department needs to have a better understanding of the services that 

the ASMS can provide and be supportive of the school and their professional learning activities 

by promoting them across their networks and finding ways that their work can be aligned with 

Department priorities and initiatives. Formalised roles for ASMS staff within the relevant 

initiatives could assist with this endeavour. More targeted discussions between Department staff 

(i.e. Learning Improvement Division) and key ASMS Centre for Professional Learning staff around 

the role of the ASMS would help with the alignment and provide all stakeholders with a clearer 

understanding of the role of the Centre within the broader education community.  

The impact of Covid-19 on the work of teachers within schools was mentioned by most interview 

participants. Many of them highlighted the potential for the ASMS Centre for Professional 

Learning to assist schools with online learning. Many of the professional learning activities that 

the ASMS provide on an ongoing basis (e.g. professional learning communities (PLCs)) utilise 

online learning as a means of communication and resource sharing. In addition to this, they were 

mentioned by participants to be well placed to assist schools in areas related to transitions of 

Year 7’s into high school, staff returning to work following leave, teachers from small rural school 

moving into large metropolitan schools, and underperforming teachers who need guidance.  
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At the conclusion of interviews, participants were asked “If the ASMS was to no longer receive 

RAAP funding which assist with their professional learning services, what impact would that have 

state-wide?”. All respondents suggested that the education system would be negatively impacted 

if this was the case. They were described as natural collaborators, possessing a wealth of 

knowledge and expertise, having a broader understanding of the education narrative, and are a 

voice within the education system that speaks up for not only themselves but for others. They 

were described as having the ability to be innovative and enrich the tapestry of education. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Project scope 

All South Australian Department for Education schools are funded according to the School 

Resource Entitlement Statement. The Resource Allocation Adjustment Panel (RAAP) was setup to 

assess individual schools’ applications for additional funds above the agreed levels based on 

formula-based allocations. Information provided in the 2019 school resource entitlement 

statement (see Department for Education, 2019) indicates that RAAP funding approvals are based 

on several criteria, including funding received by alternative means, unspent funds from previous 

years, purpose of funding, potential to create undesirable industrial issues, and evidence of need 

and likely achievement of intended outcome.  

Varying levels of funding support provided to the ASMS by the RAAP have been approved since 

the inception of the school. However, since additional resources were first approved in 2004, 

there has not been an evaluation of the services and products that the ASMS provides. 

Accordingly, it is timely to evaluate and review the benefits and impact of the program to inform 

future investment. To this end, the department has requested that the ASMS program undergo 

an independent evaluation in order to provide evidence of impact and benefit. 

In order to address these areas, the following research questions were developed:  

1. How has the additional funding currently provided to the ASMS been used over the last 

5 years (2015-2019)?  

2. What was the reach of the ASMS system-wide activities in terms of supporting public 

schooling and educators across South Australia in mathematics and science education, in 

the past 5 years?    

3. What are the system-wide benefits of continuing to fund the ASMS program and what 

are the losses should funding discontinue? 

4. What alternative or additional opportunities are there to strengthen the partnership of 

the ASMS with the department and improve the program to become a knowledge-leader 

in Australia?  
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1.2. Approach 

To address the research questions, an evaluation conducted along the lines of a SWOT Analysis 

to identify strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, as reflected in the SWOT matrix 

below was undertaken.  

 

All data and documents used in the evaluation process were provided to the ACER research team 

by ASMS staff. This process required a close partnership with key staff to ensure that work 

progressed and ACER staff were able to provide updates. A mix of regular fortnightly telco and 

face-to-face meetings facilitated at ACER or the ASMS ensured that the timelines agreed upon 

were adhered to. Additional communication, responsive to the dynamic nature of the project also 

occurred via phone and email, as needed.  

ACER was the independent lens of the SWOT analysis, working closely with the Principal of the 

ASMS to guide the collection of evidence and artefacts, along with the self-assessment process 

in relation to the research questions. ACER recognises that in their role as Principal of the ASMS, 

they are in a unique position to inform the scope and breadth of this evaluation, which can only 

be achieved through self-assessment, in addition to the identification of key personnel in external 

positions to the school that were subsequently contacted for interviews. The SWOT analysis 

yielded evidence of reach and impact across the professional learning activities undertaken by 

ASMS staff using the RAAP funding. A combination of document analysis (secondary analysis) of 

existing documents and data, along with interviews (primary analysis) with key personnel across 

the state who have an intimate knowledge and understanding of the types and quality of 

professional learning that the ASMS provide was undertaken.  

2. SECONDARY ANALYSIS 

Various documents and data was provided to the ACER research team relating to key areas of 

interest based on the research questions posed for this study. Secondary analysis techniques 

were employed to evaluate and summarise the information included in these sources. The 

following areas were addressed in the secondary analysis phase of the project: 

 School charter 

 School background 

 School outcome expectations 

Strengths

(and benefits)

Weaknesses

(and gaps)

Opportunities

(for partnership and improvement)

Threats

(eg impact of loss of funding)

ASMS outreach
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 Financial complexities 

 Professional learning expectations for leaders at the ASMS 

 Professional learning for ASMS staff 

 Professional learning for in-service teachers and leaders 

 Professional learning for pre-service teachers 

 Research partnerships 

 DfE external review findings 

 Building leadership capacity across the state. 

2.1. Document analysis 

Document analysis techniques were employed to review a range of documents pertaining to a 

number of the key areas identified in the previous section. Document analysis treats documents 

as an empirical data source, and systematically analyses them to derive meaning, and answer 

research questions (Frey, 2018). Document analysis has been used as a supplementary method; 

interpretations of documents were used to increase the validity of other deductions, via checking 

for convergence (Bowen, 2009). The documents were thematically analysed. First, applying what 

O’Leary (2009) calls the ‘interview technique’, the documents were approached with a specific 

agenda of questions, for example – what are the stated objectives of the ASMS revealed in this 

document? Then all the instances (in this example, relating to objectives) were consolidated onto 

a spreadsheet. These were then coded, by grouping them into categories. The codes were refined 

through an iterative process as more data was extracted. Once all the data of a document or set 

of related documents were coded, themes were then derived from codes. The themes identified 

from the documents that were analysed are detailed in section 4.1. 

2.2. Data summaries 

A number of data sources were provided relating to the professional learning activities that the 

ASMS Centre for Professional Learning undertake with their own staff, staff external to the school 

and pre-service teachers. Data relating to the number and type of professional learning activities, 

including internal staff involvement (personal and school hours (participating and 

planning/facilitating) and external participants (in-service and pre-service teachers) was 

provided. Also, financial information relating to costs associated with professional learning 

activities including salaries, state-wide administration services, state-wide travel expenses, 

transportation of students and research activities was provided. However, as per the project 

proposal, analysis of the finances in addressing research question 1 “How has the additional 

funding currently provided to the ASMS been used over the last 5 years (2015-2019)?” is to be 

undertaken by the funding directorate (DfE). Nevertheless, financial information provided to the 
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ACER research team has been summarised as a means of contextualising findings. All relevant 

data was extracted and summarised in table form. 

3. PRIMARY ANALYSIS 

The nature of the project, a self-assessment by the principal of the ASMS with the ACER research 

team as the independent lens, required many conversations to happen between ASMS staff and 

researchers to gather evidence for analytical purposes. In this way, these conversations and the 

information provided are categorised as primary sources of data. This information was used to 

provide the overarching context from which the ideas are woven into all areas of the report 

including the findings.  

One-to-one interviews were undertaken to provide context around the various professional 

learning activities that the ASMS provide and the impact it has had on them and the networks 

they are connected with. It provided an insight into some benefits, gaps, areas for improvement, 

and future opportunities. The sessions were guided by the research questions and ran for 

approximately 30 minutes. Themes were identified across the interviews which provided further 

evidence of reach and impact, and led to a number of recommendations to strengthen the ASMS 

Centre for Professional Learning’s offerings and the partnership between the school and the 

Department for Education. The themes covered in this phase of the study were: 

 Benefits of engaging with the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning 

 Perception of the ASMS and its impact on schools’ willingness or ability to engage with 

them 

 The uniqueness of the professional learning activities that the ASMS provide 

 Weaknesses of the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning 

 Future opportunities 

 Suggestions for improvement 

 Partnership between the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning and the Department for 

Education 

 Impact on education in South Australia if the ASMS did not receive additional funding 

related to professional learning services. 

3.1. Interview protocol 

The development of the interview protocol was constructed by first identifying existing protocols 

from SWOT analyses from which a list of potential interview questions could be established. 

These questions were then amended for use in the current context with the aim of answering the 

overarching research questions, particularly focussing on strengths, weaknesses and future 

opportunities. It must be noted that this protocol was used in a semi-structured fashion, with 
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further prompting used dependent upon participant responses to initial questions. The questions 

included in the interview protocol are outlined below: 

1. What is your relationship with the ASMS? 

2. What experience have you had with the professional learning program at the ASMS? 

3. What were some of the benefits of engaging with the professional learning program at 

the ASMS? 

4. What were some of the benefits for other stakeholders? 

5. How did your experience with the professional learning program at the ASMS influence 

your work (i.e. teacher, leader, principal, curriculum developer)? 

6. How could the ASMS professional learning activities be improved? 

7. What are some unique strengths of the ASMS professional learning program that others 

could not provide? 

8. What are some weaknesses of the ASMS professional learning program where others can 

provide an alternative service? 

9. Are there any demands or difficulties currently impacting the education sector that you 

think the ASMS professional learning program could help with? 

10. What do you wish you could do with the ASMS professional learning program, but can’t, 

and why? 

11. If the ASMS was to no longer receive RAAP funding which assist with their professional 

learning services, what impact would that have state-wide? 

12. What can be done to improve the process of aligning with department priorities and 

initiatives? How could ongoing monitoring help with this?  

3.2. Ethics 

Prior to interviews being conducted, ethics applications were submitted and approved by the 

ACER Ethics Committee (27th April 2020, Ref no. 432). Data was collected using Department 

accepted methods and in accordance with ACER’s privacy policy and the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research. Responses are completely confidential and only summarised 

results are reported.  

3.3. Conducting interviews 

The principal of the ASMS provided a list of potential interview particpants. The list included key 

personnel from a range of organisations including Department for Education, schools (leaders), 

Flinders University, and professional associations. The personnel were included on the list due to 

the relationships they have (sometimes in various roles) with the ASMS and the Centre for 

Professional Learning. Ten potential participants were identified and subsequently contacted via 
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email to gauge their interest and willingness to participate in a one-to-one interview. Nine out of 

10 responded and agreed to participate. The interviews were conducted during May and June 

2020 at times convenient to the participants. Permission for audio recording was sought prior to 

the interview.  

3.4. Approach to analysis 

Audio files of the interviews were transcribed for the purpose of thematic analysis. Thematic 

analysis is a “method for identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns of meaning (‘themes’) 

within qualitative data” (Clarke & Braun, 2017, p. 297). The general steps of thematic analysis 

described by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013) were followed: 

 Familiarise yourself with the data 

 Generate initial codes 

 Search for themes 

 Review themes 

 Define and name themes 

 Produce the report. 

Participant excerpts provide some evidence of the existence of themes. Excerpts are cleaned to 

edit out unnecessary detail or irrelevant material. Punctuation is added where necessary to 

ensure readability. Notation “… “ is used to signal separation between quotes from different parts 

of the interview, whilst addressing the same theme. Combining both deductive and inductive 

analysis in a single analysis, as was done in this study, is common in qualitative research (Braun & 

Clarke, 2013). Themes were reviewed, defined and named so that the analysis provided a story 

or overall picture of the data in relation to the topic (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Identified themes 

attempted to “capture(s) something important about the data in relation to the research 

question, and represent(s) some level of patterned response or meaning within the dataset” 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82). The identified themes are described in detail in section 4.2.  

4. RESULTS 

4.1. Secondary analysis 

Secondary analysis of various sources of data and documents provided to the ACER research team 

is provided in this section.  

4.1.1. School charter 

Prior to the inception of the ASMS, the Olsen Government made science and mathematics 

education a priority with a commitment of $10.8 million towards the establishment of Australia’s 

first specialist mathematics and science secondary school. The governor at the time, Sir Eric Neal, 
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said that the specialist school to be built would be “a State and national focal point for teaching, 

professional development and research aimed at boosting science and mathematics in secondary 

schools and transforming students’ attitudes to these areas as career paths” (HANSARD, 2000).  

In order to understand the context in which the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning has been 

working within since its inception, it is important to summarise documents relating to the school’s 

initial charter.  

The purpose of the school’s establishment was to: 

 Explore and create new ways of teaching and learning for science and mathematics 

 Be an agent for change and enhancement of science and mathematics education for the 

state of South Australia and also nationally and internationally 

 Increase senior secondary participation rates and success in mathematics, science and 

related technologies 

 Transform students’ attitudes to science, mathematics and technology as career options, 

nationally. 

The ASMS had several functions relating to pedagogy and curriculum, research, professional 

learning and outreach, international programs and institutional partnerships. 

In terms of pedagogy and curriculum, the following functions were established: 

 Develop curricula and learning units 

 Strengthen the links between secondary and higher education curriculum and pedagogy 

in science and mathematics 

 Embody the new sciences which are at the heart of the new economy 

 Provide environment of leading edge and enterprise oriented STEM teaching and 

learning, research and development 

 Provide a rich information technology learning environment, facilitating global learning 

interactions 

 Staff having high levels of knowledge and skill and commitment to achieving the goals 

and objectives of the school 

 Be the hub for new science and mathematics schools around Australia. 

In terms of being a leader in research, they sought to be a “world’s best practice” centre for 

research and development of the pedagogy of science and mathematics, whilst also being a state 

and national focal point for the conduct of research aimed at boosting science and mathematics 

in secondary schools. A more detailed overview of the research activities that the ASMS is 

involved with and the outcomes and wider impact of their involvement is provided in Section 

4.1.9. 
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To ensure that there was outreach of professional learning activities, the aim of the school was 

to: 

 Immerse school staff in professional development as part of their daily work 

 Foster improvement, innovation and reform in teacher preparation in science and 

mathematics teaching, nationally 

o Support the training of pre-service teachers 

o Support the professional development of in-service teachers’ skills, providing a 

professional development model for in-service training in the new curriculum 

areas, curriculum development and pedagogy 

o Be a focal point for professional development of teachers of science and 

mathematics 

o Provide programs both on site and in electronic, distance education formats 

o Encourage teachers across South Australia to engage with ASMS staff in 

professional learning programs 

o Engage teachers from around the state to work alongside ASMS staff in the 

ongoing development of the learning and assessment design 

 Spread the innovations of the school through a network of South Australian schools and 

teaching internships 

 Provide innovative science and mathematics curricula material 

 Advise Executive Director – Schools and Children’s Services – about curriculum 

enhancement and professional learning. 

In doing this, it was important that the ASMS developed close collaborations with the South 

Australian Department for Education to achieve these goals. Along with the Department it was 

vital that partnerships were developed with industry and community, and Flinders University, to 

gain advice about innovations in STEM content and pedagogy and help facilitate the future 

development of innovative science based industries. 

Their aim was also to be internationally recognised for teaching and learning in science and 

mathematics, attract enrolments from international students, and engage international teachers 

in the associated professional development programs. 

4.1.2. School background 

From the inception of the ASMS’s charter, the school has developed and changed in numerous 

areas whilst attempting to maintain the initial aims of the school charter. The current context of 

the school and the professional learning activities that they provide is also useful context for the 

evaluation of the Centre for Professional Learning. 
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The ASMS is a Year 10 to 12 senior high school. The ASMS draws students from metropolitan and 

rural areas in South Australia, and from interstate and overseas. Students apply outlining their 

interest in science and mathematics, career pathways they are considering and the school’s 

approaches to teaching and learning. The school is located within the campus of Flinders 

University, where students can use the facilities, such as: laboratories, IT infrastructure and 

networking services, libraries, lecture theatres, cafeterias and sport facilities. The building is 

designed to support collaborative hands-on inquiry based learning activities, enabling team 

teaching. Its floor plan comprises learning commons, studios, large open break out spaces and 

meeting rooms. Assessment is ongoing and teachers provide regular feedback that assists, 

extends and improves learning. Students and teachers work together to determine what students 

already know, understand and can do and then negotiate an agreed context for learning and 

mode of demonstration of learning growth. Each student at the ASMS has a teacher who mentors 

and guides their development as a self-directed learner. They preferably work together over the 

three years of the student’s enrolment. 

Staff are supported to work in collaborative ways. New staff are supported with an induction 

program, involving activities and checkpoints to monitor the effectiveness of the program. 

Professional learning sessions are scheduled to ensure that new staff understand the ASMS 

principles. All staff participate in a planned professional learning program each week, which align 

with the DfE Strategic Plan “World-Class Education”, ASMS Improvement Plan and Strategic Plan. 

Staff develop their professional learning goals, as part of their performance development process. 

Staff report on the connection between their goals, professional learning activities and changes 

to their practice. A structure is created for staff members to reflect on their practice. Staff meet 

with a professional growth mentor to plan, reflect and review their professional learning activities 

and goals. Regular review meetings are held with professional growth mentors, providing support 

to achieve planned outcomes. Staff are provided with opportunities to develop expertise in 

professional learning facilitation, mentoring and coaching as well as writing and publishing. For 

some this may include completion of postgraduate studies offered in conjunction with Flinders 

University. Others may participate in workshops or short courses. As part of professional learning 

plans, staff have access to financial resources to support their involvement in programs of this 

nature.  

4.1.3. School outcome expectations 

Recently, the ASMS has established some outcome expectations relating to the Centre for 

Professional Learning. Information provided in the ‘Strategic Plan 2014-23’, ‘School Improvement 

Plan ASMS 2019-21’, and ‘Statement of 3 Year Development Priorities 2018-2020’ were used to 

summarise these expectations. 

Their overarching objective was to provide leadership for reform and innovation in science and 

mathematics education through curriculum development, research and professional learning 

services. This included the goal of providing professional learning programs that support teachers 

and leaders to design and implement contemporary curriculum that develops general capabilities 

and learning that is challenging with a focus on science, mathematics and STEM. Their target was 
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to align professional learning programs with the Department for Education Strategic Plan for 

World Class Education, 2020 Action Plan and STEM Strategy. Key priorities were to impact and 

influence science and mathematics education, and work with educators to build capacity in 

science, mathematics & STEM teaching and learning aligned to School Improvement Plans across 

Department for Education schools. 

The professional learning services provided by the school, relating to innovative curriculum 

design and pedagogy in science and mathematics, were aimed at encouraging more secondary 

school students to complete senior secondary science, mathematics and STEM subjects. They 

also wanted teachers from around the state to be able to work alongside ASMS staff in the 

ongoing development of curriculum as well as teaching and assessment strategies. The ASMS also 

highlighted the need to develop online professional learning services, and in doing so would allow 

more educators from across the state, nation and world to participate in accredited professional 

learning programs run by the ASMS. Programs would be designed to target participants’ needs 

and build on their experiences. Several actions have been taken in achieving this: 

 Establish and maintain a PLC (Professional learning community) Network for Literacy & 

Numeracy in STEM 

 PLC  on Graduate Capabilities to meet regularly 

 Online resources and PLC Programs for science, mathematics and STEM learning design 

supporting school based teams to be developed 

 Involvement in the STEM and Mathematics Leaders networks (Southern region, in 

partnership with SASPA) 

 Continued work with the Noarlunga Portfolio & MIP Partnership 

 Co-facilitation of the "Teaching How to Learn" ARC Discovery research program co-

facilitated with Flinders University involving 5 schools 

 Support for DfE STEM Learning Strategy in its final year 

 Working with DfE International Education Services in the development of learning 

programs that build and acknowledge development of students’ intercultural 

understanding. 

In order to continue developing their work in this area, several strategies were outlined: 

 Provide professional learning support for Department for Education Learning Strategies 

including science, mathematics and STEM Learning, Entrepreneurial Learning, School 

Improvement & Learning Design Assessment and Moderation (LDAM) Strategies 

 Facilitating and participating in a range of professional learning programs with 

Department for Education schools & partnerships and professional leader & teacher 

associations 
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 Documenting and sharing the ASMS Learning Programs and learning design principles 

through online learning programs accessible to all educators including the online 

materials developed for COVID 19 Term 2, Your Learning platform 

 Participating in Learning Environment Applied Research Network (LEARN) supporting and 

sharing research into impact of innovative learning environments on teacher practice and 

student learning 

 ASMS staff undertaking Action Research as part of their Professional Learning plans to 

build an evidence base and inform future learning design 

 Continuing gathering evidence of impact and influence of the ASMS approaches on 

student growth, engagement, achievement, challenge and equity. 

In order to measure the success of these various initiatives and approaches, a number of success 

criteria are used.  Success is predominantly determined by teachers and leaders reporting of the 

level of understanding they have gained as a result of the professional learning programs. In 

particular, their perceived ability to be able to design learning that achieves growth for every child 

in the learning areas of science, mathematics &/or STEM. Evidence of the impact of the programs 

includes: 

 Monitoring, evaluating and documenting engagement, impact & influence of the ASMS 

professional learning programs 

 Educators engaging with the ASMS platforms of innovation: learning programs, learning 

environment, teaching approaches, school organisation and professional learning 

 Educators are supported through targeted professional learning to adapt for their 

context 

 The ASMS as a case study for innovative learning environment research which is evident 

in materials and publications produced by LEARN 

 Staff Professional Learning Plans outline inquiry focus with impact on practice & student 

learning monitored. Key findings shared with other educators and influencing future 

learning design 

 A range of data and research findings gathered and shared with state, national and 

international educators and researchers through a range of forums. 

Over the last 10 years, the School has supported educators from over 200 schools to develop 

engaging curriculum and innovative pedagogies to implement mathematics and science 

education based on the approaches developed at the ASMS.  

4.1.4. Financial complexities 

The ASMS has a strong working relationship with Flinders University, as established by a 

Memorandum of Understanding. Flinders University also has representation on the School 

Governing Council. As part of this partnership, Flinders University agrees to contribute expertise 



 

ASMS Centre for PL: Evaluation                                                                                               ACER 2020      17 

in teaching and research to facilitate curriculum and pedagogical development. The ASMS has 

been constructed on the grounds of Flinders University, under a lease agreement between the 

University and the Education Ministry. Although the construction of the ASMS was mostly funded 

by the SA Government, Flinders University contributed $400,000 to the schools establishment. 

As detailed under a Joint Use Agreement, the ASMS makes use of Flinders University facilities, 

including: 

 Libraries 

 Lecture theatres and tutorial rooms 

 Sporting and recreation facilities 

 Cafeteria 

 Bus loop system.  

Currently, access to the above Flinders University facilities are free of charge, although the 

University can charge the Ministry for recovery of costs above normal operating costs. These 

relationships are reciprocal, where the University has access to School facilities under the same 

conditions, albeit, the University has less need to access school facilities. A complexity of this 

arrangement is that the ASMS has to abide by the processes stipulated by Flinders University in 

relation to their library access. Flinders University provides postal services free of charge. 

Although there are many financial benefits for the Ministry as a result of this partnership, the 

complexities associated with the sharing of resources between Flinders University and the ASMS 

poses challenges along with the additional time and effort required for key ASMS staff members. 

The ASMS is required to pay $6,000 per annum to Flinders University for networking services 

including wireless internet access. In addition, the ASMS are required to spend $21,532 in 2020 

for IT infrastructure upgrades. Even though the Ministry remains responsible for the management 

of the ASMS facilities, there is a Joint Facilities Management Group, with representation from an 

ASMS staff member, along with representatives from the University and the Ministry.  

Although the analysis of finances in addressing research question 1 “How has the additional 

funding currently provided to the ASMS been used over the last 5 years (2015-2019)?” is to be 

undertaken by the funding directorate (DfE), as per the research proposal, a financial summary 

of the additional costs above and beyond what a ‘normal’ school incurs related to professional 

learning is provided below.  This provides some further context around the influence that the 

additional RAAP funding has had on the school’s ability to provide expertise to schools across the 

state. Information provided in this table suggests that costs associated with the professional 

learning activities of the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning has been approximately three 

million dollars per year on average in the period 2015-2019. The RAAP funding the ASMS receives 

each year constitutes a large component of this specified amount of money that the Centre for 

Professional Learning uses to provide professional learning services state-wide. 
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Table 1 

Financial summary of professional learning related services 

Expense type 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 Total 

Salaries $2,466,476 $2,345,054 $2,515,919 $3,205,087 $2,943,165 $13,475,701 

Administration state-wide services $183,169 $171,981 $192,624 $202,810 $208,273 $958,857 

State-wide travel expenses $51,812 $37,815 $51,766 $31,392 $35,584 $208,369 

Transporting students $327 

 

$541 

  

$868 

Career pathways $49,608 $17,880 $13,815 $1,545 $1,632 $84,480 

Research $41,650 $19,335 $22,289 $12,686 $16,047 $112,007 

Total $2,793,042 $2,592,065 $2,796,954 $3,453,520 $3,204,701 $14,840,282 

Note. Figures provided in this table are based on information provided to ACER researchers. RAAP funding contributes a component of this total 

expenditure. Additional costs associated with the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning and the activities offered may not be included in this table. 



 

ASMS Centre for PL: Evaluation                                                                                               ACER 2020      19 

4.1.5. Professional learning expectations for leaders at the ASMS 

In section 4.1.4, it was noted that a considerable amount of money is devoted to the salaries of 

key personnel associated with the Centre for Professional Learning. It is therefore, of paramount 

importance that the ASMS are clear about the expectations of staff who are recruited for 

involvement with the Centre. A summary of the expectations of staff at the ASMS relating to 

professional learning, have been derived from an analysis of the position descriptions of 16 of the 

most recent leadership roles. It is clear from the position descriptions that professional learning 

is a central expectation for leaders at the ASMS. 

A core responsibility of leaders at the ASMS is professional learning. Professional learning 

responsibilities are of two varieties: those internally focussed on improving the teaching 

capacities at the ASMS, and those externally focussed on providing outreach services to the 

broader education sector. However, some designated responsibilities combine internal and 

external aspects, such as being required to be ‘a member of Professional Learning Services Team’. 

An overview of the responsibilities for leaders at the school are provided here: 

 Fifteen of the sixteen positions have responsibilities related to professional learning (the 

exception being the Business Manager) 

 The subject coordinators (such as of English, Science and Mathematics) tended to have 

more internally focussed roles. However, materials that were produced as a result of 

these roles, including documentation of professional learning materials, were also used 

externally  

 The responsibilities of leaders of cross cutting roles (such as relating to technology, 

pedagogy and learning design) were more likely to include external responsibilities 

 Almost two thirds of the designated responsibilities are internally focussed 

o Most commonly, leaders are expected to provide direct performance and 

development support for identified staff 

 Half the positions have responsibilities that include external professional learning 

 Almost a quarter of the designated responsibilities are externally focussed, such as: 

o Support facilitation of the ASMS outreach professional learning programs with a 

focus on learning management systems and building digital fluency (Coordinator 

Digital Learning) 

 Unsurprisingly, the Director of Professional learning, followed by the Coordinator of 

Professional Learning Engagement and Growth, have the most designated 

responsibilities relating to professional learning, such as: 

o Lead, manage and document the development, implementation and outcomes 

of state, national and international professional development activities 

conducted by and in association with the ASMS (Director) 
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o Supports the ASMS key priority: The ASMS impacting and influencing teaching 

and learning in Science and Mathematics education systems at local, state, and 

international level through involvement and leadership of key targets 

(Coordinator). 

The position descriptions include a ‘results to be achieved’ section. This section outlines 

outcomes that leaders are expected to achieve in their role. It is evident that the ASMS expects 

their leaders to achieve results related to professional learning, as evidenced below: 

 Eleven of the sixteen positions included results to be achieved related to professional 

learning 

 Almost half of the outlined ‘Results to be achieved’ expectations are internally focussed 

o Most commonly, teachers should be supported in developing their capacity 

 A little under a third of the outlined ‘results to be achieved’ expectations are externally 

focussed, such as: 

o The ASMS outreach professional learning programs include a focus on learning 

design that supports learner growth and engagement particularly in science and 

mathematics education (Leader, Learning Design) 

 Just over a fifth of the outlined ‘Results to be achieved’ expectations combined internal 

and external foci 

o Provides support to the on-going development of online resources which are 

part of the ASMS state wide professional learning and curriculum enhancement 

(Manager ICT Services). 

The ASMS appears to try to recruit leaders with experience, knowledge and skills related to 

supporting professional learning. Ten of the roles include a selection criterion related to 

professional learning, such as ‘Experience in the design and facilitation of effective professional 

learning (Coordinator of Emerging Technologies)’. Only the Director and Coordinator of 

professional learning roles include externally focussed criterion, such as ‘Designing and 

facilitating evidence based professional learning programs in a range of forums for science and 

mathematics teachers including in an online environment (Coordinator)’ and ‘Success in 

effectively implementing high quality, learner-centred professional learning programs (Director)’. 

Other selection criteria of staff relate to modelling behaviour, coaching and mentoring, using data 

to inform improvement and innovation, and engaging teachers to develop their capacity. 

4.1.6. Professional learning for ASMS staff 

Staff at the ASMS undertake a wide range of professional learning activities that are in line with 

the schools strategic priorities. As the purpose of this report is to evaluate the reach of the 

professional learning activities provided by the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning, an in-

depth analysis of the in-house professional learning will not be provided. However, Table 2 

provides a summary of the professional learning activities completed by ASMS staff and the hours 
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associated with them. It is apparent from the information provided in this table that on average, 

each staff member undertakes 70 hours of professional development during school hours, and 

41 hours during personal time each year (for the period 2015-2019). This equates to 2 hours and 

47 minutes of professional learning each week (40 week school year). 

Table 2 

Summary of professional learning activities for ASMS staff 

Year 

No of 

staff 

School 

hours 

Average 

school 

hours pp. 

Personal 

hours 

Average 

personal 

hours pp. 

Total 

hours 

Total 

hours pp. 

2015 55 4729 86 2162 39 6891 125 

2016 59 3591 61 2706 46 6297 107 

2017 61 3571 59 2667 44 6237 102 

2018 60 4266 71 2308 38 6575 110 

2019 52 3859 74 1947 37 5805 112 

Total 287 20016 351 11790 205 31805 555 

 

4.1.7. Professional learning for in-service teachers and leaders 

The reach and impact of the professional learning services provided by the ASMS Centre for 

Professional Learning can be evaluated by assessing the wide range of professional learning 

activities delivered to in-service teachers and leaders across the state, nationally and 

internationally. Some examples of activities include: 

 Literacy and Numeracy Professional Learning Community (PLC) 

o Further develop teachers’ capacity to support student development of literacy 

and numeracy. Focus of PLC should inform site improvement plan targets and 

allow participants to develop knowledge, skills, and strategies to use with 

students in order to work towards identified targets. The PLC will explore how 

strong connections between literacy and numeracy can support deeper learning 

in STEM 

o Each site identifies a specific focus area relating to literacy and/or numeracy. 

This focus area is developed into a research question that the site can use to 

work through a year-long practitioner inquiry process. The practitioner inquiry 

process will incorporate the following stages: selecting a focus, clarifying 

theories, identifying research questions, collecting data, analysing data, 

reporting/presenting results/recommendations, taking informed 

action/influencing next steps 



 

ASMS Centre for PL: Evaluation                                                                                               ACER 2020      22 

o The PLC group will meet 1-2 times per term to share progress, engage in 

professional learning linked to their inquiry (PAT-R/PAT-M data analysis, 

literacy/numeracy professional learning etc.), and provide critical feedback and 

evaluation to support other sites/teachers 

 Educator open days 

o All educators are invited to visit the ASMS. The day includes: class observations, 

school tour and questions with ASMS students, sessions with a focus on 

innovative approaches such as interdisciplinary learning and inquiry pedagogies 

o School groups, often including leaders and teachers, teaching in fields of science, 

mathematics and STEM engaging with the ASMS over a series of 5 workshop 

days. Each day includes input from ASMS staff, guided observations in ASMS 

classes, ASMS staff working alongside teachers in designing learning programs 

for their context, access to ASMS resources and prepared materials and ongoing 

contact if requested. Some workshop sessions have also included working with 

specialist equipment which may have been recently introduced to their school, 

especially when working with Primary Schools 

 Principals Program 

o ASMS Principal involvement in Leadership Development programs including 

“Unleashing your leadership Potential”, “STEM Leaders Forums”, Speaker at 

state level Principal Association events  

o Involved in a variety of groups including SACE Board ARCC, Chair of Chief Scientist 

of SA STEM Educator Awards committee, and Entrepreneurial Schools selection 

panel. 

The ASMS has developed ‘significant school partnerships’ most recently involving ten schools, 

which includes three country schools and 34 teachers. Some of the school partnerships 

include(d): 

 Whyalla Schools learning design program over a period of 5 workshops located in Whyalla 

 Limestone Coast partnership schools in designing learning for STEM programs over a 

period of 3 workshops 

 Science and Mathematics Innovation SACE Project 

o This is a collaboration between the ASMS and two others schools, who develop 

a joint inquiry based environmental science project 

 Literacy and Numeracy Professional Learning Community (PLC) 

o This is a collaboration between the ASMS and two others schools. Schools 

develop a literacy and/or numeracy practice of inquiry, with intended outcomes 

to share best practice and facilitate teacher reflection of practices 
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 As part of TeachSA, the ASMS: 

o Facilitates DfE schools including one rural and one low SES school as well as two 

interstate and six international science and mathematics specialist schools in the 

collaborative development of problem based learning (PBL) curriculum materials 

and pedagogy. An annual event enables teachers and students from these 

schools to participate in tasks prepared through on-line collaboration.  

o Worked with 16 schools as part of the Advanced Technologies Pathways 

program. 

The ASMS Centre for Professional Learning has attempted to gain feedback in various ways 

following the activities they provide. These are often done via surveys. Of course, an evaluation 

of every feedback form they have received is not feasible. In order to gain a sense of the 

usefulness of some of the workshops they run, a summary of the feedback based on the following 

surveys is undertaken: 

 Advanced Technology Pathways Program workshop (77 responses) 

 LECT visit (6 responses) 

 Science in the Research Project workshop (15 responses) 

 Forces workshop (teaching physics) (5 responses). 

In every workshop evaluated, all participants reported that the workshop was useful, with the 

majority even strongly agreeing that the workshop was useful. Common aspects that participants 

found useful included networking (developing contacts for future collaboration), learning from 

other teaching (i.e. ideas for activities, units of work and projects), learning about available 

resources, the participants handbook that was provided, receiving suggestions and feedback 

from other teachers and facilitators, and deepening understanding of curriculum. 

There were far fewer comments indicating that there were less useful aspects of the activities, 

and these tended to be distinct with no common theme. A number of participants would have 

liked more time to cover the material in the ‘Forces’ workshop. One participant commented that 

they would have liked the workshop to cover more planning and concrete aspects of what to do 

in class. Another participant wrote that they would have liked ‘knowing how people teach 

differently’ to be considered. 

The impact that the evaluated workshops had on teachers’ willingness to return to their school 

and implement ideas taken from the workshop can be seen by considering the response to the 

question relating to what ideas they were considering as a result of being involved in the 

workshop. Common responses included improving lesson plans, working with industry and 

universities, such as site visits, incorporating project/inquiry based work, accessing and making 

use of available resources that they became aware of, working with other schools, and applying 

inquiry based learning. One participant commented that they “Would love to advise other 

teachers at my school that there are resources available”. When asked if they had any other 

comments, almost all additional comments were positive. The following comment is reflective of 
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the remarks made: "Very useful afternoon. I will be able to work with some of the contacts I have 

made this afternoon to assist teachers of science with PD". 

A summary of the number of external participants involved in the ASMS Centre for Professional 

Learning activities and the number of hours of planning and facilitation time of ASMS staff is 

provided in Table 3. Information provided in this table suggests that on average 24 ASMS staff 

spend approximately 46 hours each on planning and facilitating professional learning activities, 

each year. This results in the provision of professional learning opportunities for on average 2802 

teachers and leaders, each year. 

Table 3 

Summary of participants and ASMS staff commitments for outreach professional learning 

activities 

Year 

Number of ASMS 

staff 

Number of 

Participants 

Hours of planning 

and facilitation 

2015 18 2263 1075 

2016 32 4281 1713 

2017 23 3565 1498 

2018 25 1774 710 

2019 23 2129 573 

Total 121 14012 5569 

 

4.1.8. Professional learning for pre-service teachers 

Professional learning for pre-service teachers is provided in a number of ways.  

The first strategy is in the collaboration between ASMS teachers and Flinders University through 

the curriculum specialisation topics that Flinders pre-service teachers with majors in areas of 

science and mathematics undertake. It involves 22 pre-service teachers on average, per year. This 

includes whole group sessions, subject specialisation workshops, class observations, and 

assessment. The whole group sessions involve a 1.5 hour workshop conducted over a seven week 

period, covering a range of topics, including: Teaching for Effective Learning & Learning Design, 

assessment in senior secondary schooling, and ICT’s enriching learning for all. The subject 

specialisation workshops (2.5 hours) cover subject specific pedagogical content knowledge & 

practice in the fields of chemistry, psychology, mathematics, physics and earth sciences.  

The second strategy is to accept pre-service teachers for practicum placements, above the typical 

allocation of similar sized schools. Table 4 provides a summary of the number of pre-service 

teachers who have completed practicum placements at the ASMS during the period 2015-2019. 
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Information provided in this table suggests that on average, the ASMS accepts 16 pre-service 

teachers per year, which equates to 2717 hours (388 days).  

Table 4 

Summary of the number of pre-service teachers the school accepts for practicum placements 

(2015-2019) 

University Number Hours Days 

Flinders University 39 4744 678 

University of South Australia 9 1550 221 

Adelaide University 32 7290 1041 

Total 80 13584 1941 

 

A third strategy is in the recruitment of graduate teachers in their first year out of tertiary studies. 

The ASMS’s graduate recruitment scheme employs 2 chemistry, physics and/or mathematics 

graduates on average per year and retains them for a period of 3 years. Upon completion of the 

program, the teachers are then transferred into another Department for Education school. 

4.1.9. Research partnerships 

The ASMS and the Centre for Professional Learning contribute to evidence building around 

science, mathematics and STEM education in secondary schools locally, nationally and 

internationally. It does this through its participation in various research projects. An overview of 

some of those projects, including the contribution of ASMS staff and any outputs are detailed 

below. 

The first is the Innovative Learning Environments and Teacher Change (ILETC) study. This is a 

study led by the University of Melbourne, commencing in 2016. The aim of the study is to 

interrogate how teachers enable learning in Innovative Learning Environments (ILE), and develop 

good practice strategies to support implementation. The ASMS is one of the partner schools 

involved in actively working with researchers to better understand innovative learning 

environments. As a result of this collaboration a number of dissemination outputs have been 

produced thus far by the research team. This includes 7 published reports, 5 edited proceedings 

from events organised by the project team, 15 conference presentations and 5 published 

research articles (see http://www.iletc.com.au/publications/). In addition to this the Principal of 

the ASMS at the time, published an article related to the project titled ‘The role of open learning 

environments’ (see http://www.iletc.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/ASMS-The-role-of-

open-learning-environments.pdf). 

The Beliefs about Learning and Teaching (BALT) project was led by Flinders University, 

commencing in 2016. The study aimed to capture the beliefs of both pre-service and in-service 

teachers’ about the nature of learning, including beliefs related to constructive, transmissive and 

http://www.iletc.com.au/publications/
http://www.iletc.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/ASMS-The-role-of-open-learning-environments.pdf
http://www.iletc.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/ASMS-The-role-of-open-learning-environments.pdf
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self-regulated learning and teaching and their relationship with motivational orientations and 

academic achievement. The ASMS was a key partner in this project. Several publications were 

produced as a result of this research partnership. This included research articles, symposia and 

conference presentations. Two of the presentations included ASMS staff as co-authors. 

Another research study that the ASMS is involved with is the Initial Teacher Preparation (ITP) 

study, which is run by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). The 

study seeks to provide policy makers and practitioners with examples of effective and innovative 

policies to improve initial teacher preparation programs. It covers attracting and selecting 

suitable candidates, training teachers and supporting new teachers. The ASMS is one of the 

sample schools that was reviewed by a team from the OECD in 2017. Outputs of this study include 

the practices of the ASMS being presented in an OECD case study report, and the OECD producing 

a final report titled ‘Do new teachers feel prepared for teaching?’ (see https://read.oecd-

ilibrary.org/education/do-new-teachers-feel-prepared-for-teaching_980bf07d-en#page1).  

The Teaching how to learn: Promoting self-regulated learning in STEM classes (THTL) project is 

also being led by Flinders University, and commenced in 2019. The purpose of the project is to 

promote student-centred teacher practices in STEM by combining research in STEM learning with 

research in the areas of self-regulated learning (SRL) and ICAP (Interactive, Constructive, Active 

and Passive) learning. The ASMS forms one of the key sites used to gain insights about the 

development of self-directed learners. In addition to this, they are key partners in the project, 

with some staff helping guide the direction of the project and designing and facilitating 

workshops provided to participants of the project. A number of research outputs have already 

been produced. This includes: 

 A Professional Learning Program for teachers who then designed a Self-Directed 

Learners’ Curriculum for the participating students 

 The development of a Self-Directed Learner Plan designed to help students reach a better 

understanding of themselves as learners and define their educational goals 

 The dissemination of the above practices to four secondary schools with a low ICSEA 

value 

 A Presentation titled ‘Fostering the development of self-directed learners’ at the 

Australian Association for Research in Education Conference  

 A peer reviewed article titled ‘Teachers’ learning in an innovative school’. 

The Learner Profile Pilot Project is being undertaken by the University of Melbourne, commencing 

in 2019. The project is expected to run over two years and is a collaboration between the 

Association of Independent Schools of South Australia (AISSA), Catholic Education South Australia 

(CESA) and the South Australian Secondary Principals’ Association (SASPA). The ASMS are active 

participants in the project. The project will initially focus on the principles of assessment and 

recognition of complex competencies, followed by a focus on developing a Learner Profile 

through a warranted recognition process. The development of a learner profile can be established 

using a wide variety of authorised attainment documents, including SACE scores, VET 

https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/do-new-teachers-feel-prepared-for-teaching_980bf07d-en#page1
https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/do-new-teachers-feel-prepared-for-teaching_980bf07d-en#page1
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qualifications, or micro-credentials provided by schools or employers. Learner profiles are 

produced so that they are easily interpretable for the relevant stakeholders and highlights the 

various skills and attributes that a student possesses. Beyond this the research team expect to 

produce assessments for general capabilities (ACARA) or related competencies that are robust, 

comparable, practical, useful, empower student agency, and build competence. The ASMS’ 

interest in the project lies in the development and use of a Learner Profile to support the 

provision of alternative data as evidence for learning (i.e. not an exam). These Learner Profile’s 

will be for students to use in transitioning into post-school pathways such as University, VET and 

employment. They are hypothesised to be more meaningful and adequate indicators of a young 

person’s capacity to be successful in their future pathways. The ASMS’ participation will inform 

the development of an ATAR alternative, readjusting the focus of senior secondary schooling from 

an assessment centred approach to a learning centred approach with a science, mathematics and 

STEM perspective. 

4.1.10. DfE external review findings 

In 2018, the Department for Education conducted an external review of the ASMS. The ACER 

research team thought it would be useful to summarise the key findings of the review. The 

overarching review question was “How well does this school improve student achievement, 

growth, challenge, engagement and equity?”. In order to address this overarching question, three 

key areas were addressed as guiding lines of inquiry, namely student learning, effective teaching, 

and school community partnerships.  

For student learning, the questions ‘How effectively is student learning growth monitored, 

evaluated and supported?’ and ‘To what extent are students engaged and intellectually 

challenged in their learning?’ were posed. The following findings were presented: 

 The Learning Studies program was central to supporting students 

 The General Capabilities framework was applied to: learning activities, assessment tasks, 

and initial monitoring of student growth 

 Monitoring learning growth is in its early stages 

 Unit plans and tasks showed features that gave greater control to the learner in exploring 

their learning 

 Student input into curriculum and teaching is sought and taken seriously, demonstrating 

both learner agency and co-construction of learning 

 Student agency has been developed, through inquiry based learning and students taking 

greater control of how they learn and seek support when needed 

 High expectations and a culture of success also play a vital role in providing the necessary 

culture for challenge to exist 

 Opportunities exist to build teacher capacity by developing clarity of understanding and 

agreement of what ‘student agency’ is and how it would enhance independent learners 
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 Staff to build their capacity to effectively facilitate co-construction of learning with 

students 

 Using capabilities to describe student growth needs to be further developed through 

building staff capacity. 

For effective teaching, the question ‘How effectively are teachers supporting students to become 

self-directed in their learning?’ was posed. The findings were: 

 Structures, organisation, teaching approaches and programs at the school support the 

development of self-directed learning 

 Teachers effectively provided feedback to students 

 Self-directed learning can be further developed through agreements between staff about 

what is effective student agency, and how students and staff can co-construct learning 

 Once agreements are achieved about what is effective student agency and co-

construction in learning, the building of student and teacher capacity to engage in this 

would be required. 

For school community partnerships, the question ‘How effective is the school in developing 

educational partnerships in learning with the wider community to enhance and connect the 

learning in meaningful ways?’ was posed. The findings were: 

 The ASMS has strong partnerships with industry, universities and the government 

 The school is also a lead STEM school, providing leadership and support for STEM learning 

to associate schools and the system 

 Partnerships are enhancing learning. 

The following directions were provided at the completion of the review: 

 Develop agreements on how to effectively monitor and evaluate student growth to 

better inform learner and teacher practice 

 Develop agreement about what is effective student agency and co-construction of 

learning and build student and teacher capacity to further support the development of 

self-directed learners 

 Review and evaluate existing partnerships in learning as a first step in the development 

of plans and agreements for ongoing partnership development, which support the 

interdisciplinary approach of the school, have reciprocal value and are sustainable. 

4.1.11. Building leadership capacity across the state 

The efforts of the ASMS to place a heavy emphasis on professional learning, which is assisted by 

the RAAP funding received for the Centre for Professional Learning, has resulted in the 

development of significant leadership capacity within the school. Since 2016, 21 ASMS staff have 

moved into leadership or into higher levels of leadership (i.e. approximately 4 per year). This has 
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also resulted in a flow-on effect with teachers and leaders from the ASMS moving into higher 

level leadership positions within other schools. Of those 21, 16 have moved into leadership 

positions within other schools (5 internal). Ten of those are currently at B1 level, six at B2 level, 

three at B4 level, and two at B5 level. Of the 21 staff, 9 of them were initially graduate teachers 

at the ASMS. 

4.2. Primary analysis 

Several themes that highlighted consistent ideas across interview participants were identified and 

are detailed in the proceeding sections. 

4.2.1. Benefits of engaging with the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning 

All participants were able to discuss one or more wide ranging benefits of engaging with the ASMS 

Centre for Professional Learning’s activities for various stakeholders within their network. In 

general, the ASMS professional learning activities were described as high quality, well designed, 

useful in practice, and based on contemporary pedagogy with a focus on science, mathematics 

and STEM areas.  

One participant described how the ASMS staff member who presented a workshop was able to 

“spark ideas and then slowly workshop the group into coming up with their own structure, their 

own curriculum, their own pedagogical practice”, resulting in those group of teachers developing 

a new piece of curriculum to implement in their school. An added benefit of being involved in this 

type of learning meant that the staff involved gained a new appreciation of what can be achieved 

through a collaborative approach to writing curriculum.  

Other participants explained the impact of the science, mathematics or STEM-focussed 

professional learning communities that are typically organised by and facilitated by ASMS staff 

on an ongoing basis. One example is the ‘Women in STEM’ program, where teachers were 

exposed to speakers who would explain how female students could be encouraged to not only 

initially engage with STEM subjects, but how to sustain their involvement into the future. An 

aspect of that program that one participant found extremely useful was that ASMS staff would 

bring some female students with them so that they were able to engage in discussions with staff 

from other schools about what it’s like being encouraged in STEM. Another benefit of the 

professional learning communities that the ASMS facilitate, and the nature of the online 

environment in which they are conducted, is the access this provides for rural and remote 

schools.  

The ASMS are also in a unique position due to the facilities they have and the additional funding 

they are provided with to be involved in innovative research. One participant outlined how this 

position allows them to trial new “out-of-the-box” ideas and use inquiry based approaches within 

their own site. The knowledge they gain from these experiences are then able to be 

communicated across the state and various networks. What they learn is also constantly 

informing their own practice, which impacts the professional learning they can provide and how 

they teach the students within their own school.  
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Another participant described the impact of a practitioner inquiry project that their school 

undertook in collaboration with the ASMS, which involved staff being supported to work through 

a structured process of trialling some methods in the classroom that they had discussed and 

formulated during these sessions. They stated that: 

The impact was really significant. They [our teachers] kept video documentation on 

the changes that occurred in their classrooms and they then of course decided to 

share that with the other staff, and with the rest of the ASMS on our training days. 

We always have teachers learning from teachers so if we don't have expertise, then 

you bring the expert in. It's always about sharing practice and we use a critical 

collaboration protocol so that people present and then they are speaking, they're 

asking for feedback about aspects of their practice. So these presentations were 

really out of the box and then others wanted to jump on board and so it was just 

setting up the second opportunity for others to engage in something that's really 

about their own practice. So, in that way it's been really significant the impact … and 

especially amongst middle school teachers between five to ten years of experience. 

They're really engaged in this work. 

The participant summarised by saying that the process was “a fairly significant experience that 

we had and I think we all grew considerable capacity during that time and it was really a 

springboard, at least for us it was, and a springboard for others to want to get on board and learn 

new research processes”.  

In terms of the broader education sector, two participants highlighted the influence the ASMS 

are having on the education of pre-service teachers through their partnership with the College of 

Education, Psychology and Social Work at Flinders University in their work with the science and 

mathematics curriculum studies topics. Not only are the pre-service teachers benefiting from 

immersing themselves in an authentic, cutting edge school environment, but the university 

lecturers themselves are “able to also see what’s happening and talk with the teachers and 

hopefully translate that into our approach”.  One participant also explained how significant the 

ASMS were in the design of the state STEM Learning Strategy, along with other work with various 

sections with the Department for Education. 

Several participants referred to the ASMS as a “lighthouse school”. One of those described how 

an interstate staff member within their professional association contacted them to be connected 

with the ASMS for professional learning in developing student voice and improving student 

agency. Being a lighthouse school meant that they were seen as the leader in this space within 

the state, predominantly due to their approach to teaching and learning in science and 

mathematics.  

4.2.2. Perception of the ASMS and its impact on schools’ willingness or ability to engage 

with them 

Several participants described how the perception of the school in its inception was negative. In 

particular, leaders in schools within the local area viewed the ASMS as a school that was poaching 
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their highest achieving students from them going into Year 10, leading to a sense of jealousy. The 

funding made available to staff at the ASMS relating to the Centre for Professional Learning was 

also a bone of contention, with one participant reflecting “the difficulty of the ASMS then, was 

that all the leadership positions were elevated and some of the schools around them had 

complexity and that wasn't recognised”. Some negative perceptions were also related to school 

performance, where “the ASMS’s student results are not what you would expect for a school that 

has those specialisations, and that in itself led to some cynicism amongst teachers. Initially, the 

barriers were getting the teachers to engage with the ASMS, because it was ‘oh, well they are the 

experts [referencing student results]’, but I just never engaged with that sort of stuff”.  In addition 

to this, teachers and leaders across the state viewed the ASMS as being “different or special”. 

This resulted in many schools within the state not approaching the ASMS for professional learning 

services, with the most frequent customers in the early days of the school being from interstate 

or overseas.  

The perception of the ASMS as a professional learning provider, viewed as one of the options that 

can be compared to private providers, is blurred. A participant stated: 

 If they were in the private sector, they would have people going to them in droves 

… because they work in a public education system it’s been a bit muted in terms of 

the extent to which they can promote themselves as an organisation where you can 

get state of the art advice around highly effective curriculum and pedagogy 

associated with stimulating student interest in maths and science. 

They go on to explain how the ASMS’s position within the public education system means they 

“don’t want to stand out too much … they don’t want to be seen as showing off”.  

Some participants explained how the format of the professional learning activities that the ASMS 

provided in the early years of the school was single touch points (i.e. one off visits or workshops), 

and staff across the state had the perception that “it’s an ASMS model … they’ve got the facilities” 

and they are “so different to the ‘regular’ schools that they don’t feel that they can apply 

whatever it is that they do at the ASMS”. Once the ASMS shifted their approach to focus on multi-

step programs which included follow-ups and continuity, the perception changed. Several 

participants described how the emphasis on repeated contact with ASMS staff was key in allowing 

the engagement with the ideas covered in professional learning activities to be sustained, and 

more likely to be adopted. Also, allowing groups of teachers and leaders to visit the site and 

immerse themselves in the type of learning environment that the ASMS have developed was 

essential.  

The use of technology was identified as a key factor in overcoming some of the issues relating to 

maintaining ongoing communication. The ASMS have made significant efforts to engage 

professional learning participants with their learning management system. This was of paramount 

importance in maintaining the ongoing relationships between ASMS staff and staff within schools 

across the state as a means of communication and sharing of resources.  
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4.2.3. The uniqueness of the professional learning activities that the ASMS provide 

The main points of uniqueness that participants described, where other professional learning 

providers cannot, is the authenticity of the environment from which ASMS staff are developing 

their programs (i.e. working school, ‘typical’ students who are not hand-picked), the credibility of 

the staff due to that environment, the holistic approach they take, and the cost (“It’s cheap”).  

The credibility comes from “Teachers being able to actually see the ASMS, rather than just hearing 

about it, but seeing it modelled with students and engage with students”. The uniqueness is 

highlighted by one participant who said “I don’t know of any others that give the opportunity to 

see practice in an authentic day-to-day way, compared with a set-up and staged way”. The 

credibility extends to the pedagogical approaches they take in providing advice and learning 

opportunities related to cross-curricula inquiry. One participant described how their workshops 

can show how different areas i.e. mathematics and science can be integrated together and 

improve problem solving ability. They commented further that when things are done in silos, 

students struggle to apply mathematics knowledge to a science context, but the expertise that 

the ASMS provides has credibility having applied these approaches in a classroom setting. 

One participant explained how the uniqueness of the ASMS, in the funding and resources they 

are afforded, places them in a position to be innovative. They are able to “march to a different 

drum beat” and facilitate students to be creative within the learning space.  

4.2.4. Weaknesses of the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning 

There was no consistent pattern across the participants in terms of suggesting weaknesses of the 

professional learning activities provided by ASMS staff. In fact, the common theme was that many 

of them either couldn’t suggest a possible weakness or stated simply “No real weaknesses”. 

However, one participant suggested that the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning needs to 

make sure they utilise a range of approaches to research from which they draw upon when 

designing professional learning activities, because there is a perception that “all they do is action 

research”. They stated that:  

It's really important that we are careful about helping teachers choose the right 

methodology for what they want to get out and I don't think it's always action 

research so I think that they need to perhaps benefit from a better understanding of 

that too …  I was [involved in] some of the work around practitioner inquiry and when 

it got to …  ‘what's the methodology we're going to use to collect this data, or how 

we best find out what we're seeking to understand better?’ it was always just that 

one approach [action research].  

4.2.5. Future opportunities 

Several future opportunities for the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning were suggested. 

These related to assisting with the transition of Year 7 students into high school, response to the 

Covid-19 pandemic, and broader system changes. 
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One participant recognised the opportunity the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning might 

have to assist the Department for Education in the transition of Year 7 students into high schools 

across the state. They suggested that they could help with “continuity of learning for students, 

develop pedagogy to the middle years, because the ASMS are used to moving students from 16 

year olds to senior years, so I think there’s an opportunity to look at pedagogy with a cross-

disciplinary lens and developing units of work”. They also suggested that this would need to be 

coupled with alignment with the divisions responsible for learning improvement and people and 

culture.  

In a broader sense, one participant suggested that the ASMS would be a perfect partner in 

assisting primary and secondary schools work towards the goals outlined in the Leading world-

class teaching and learning resource (see https://www.saspa.com.au/2020/03/18/leading-world-

class-teaching-and-learning-resource/). The participant suggested that the approach that the 

ASMS use aligns well with the 12 questions posed in this resource.  

A participant raised an issue they often face relating to staff returning to work from an extended 

absence, and suggested that the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning could be used to assist 

teachers from across the state in their transition back into the classroom. This also includes, in 

their view, the transition of teachers from small rural and remote schools into large metropolitan 

schools where “for country teachers, who could be really great teachers, but the shock of coming 

into a system as big as the one I've got can be devastating for them”. This participant suggested 

that the ASMS “have the expertise to talk about interdisciplinary programming around the 

Australian curriculum”, among other areas that they need assistance with. They also described 

how this type of activity had been done with their staff in the past, with under-performing staff 

where mostly “they're willing and able but just struggling” accessing the ASMS’s professional 

learning services to assist them by “using their level of expertise to support and guide them”.  

Several participants highlighted the opportunity that has presented itself for the ASMS with the 

Covid-19 pandemic. The restrictions that are in place and the resulting need to communicate 

(between staff, parents and students) online or via the telephone has caused much distress across 

the schooling community. The ASMS are well placed to be assisting schools to cope with these 

challenging demands, due to their existing practices of utilising technology as a means of 

communication. One participant described how staff at their school felt better prepared to tackle 

the pandemic situation because they had recently engaged with the ASMS in an online format. 

Another participant highlighted how the research that the ASMS was recently involved in with 

Melbourne University on different ways of learning and connecting and how the environment 

impacts learning and teaching, presents a unique opportunity for other schools to learn from. 

One participant suggested: 

The support they provided in times of Covid, as schools believed they needed to 

transform from face-to-face to digital, the quality of resources and the professional 

care they showed to colleagues was exemplary. It involved them being key in 

ongoing PLC’s. Very much in the engineering, the sharing of quality practice and 

strongly supporting others to meet the challenge in terms of improvement.  

https://www.saspa.com.au/2020/03/18/leading-world-class-teaching-and-learning-resource/
https://www.saspa.com.au/2020/03/18/leading-world-class-teaching-and-learning-resource/
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4.2.6. Suggestions for improvement 

The most common responses from participants in relation to suggestions for improvement was 

on the dissemination of findings from their research, sharing of resources, and promotion of the 

activities they have available.  

The promotion of the ASMS professional learning activities was a common theme across 

participants, with one participant stating that they would like to be “more aware of what they are 

offering to teachers in schools … so I can communicate with teachers, even pre-service teachers 

to be on the lookout for [activities]”. Another participant questioned the approach to sharing 

knowledge and learning, commenting that it’s not as systemic or structured as it could be. It is 

typically by word-of-mouth, or a connection with an alliance, directorate, DfE staff member on 

site etc. This participant noted that these approaches to promotion are great because they are 

contextualised, but it’s not the best way to get the widest sweep of opportunity.  

One of the participants described how the research findings from projects that the ASMS are 

involved with or even their in-house action research, was not commonly disseminated into the 

professional learning community. Their suggestion was to see more communication from the 

ASMS in relevant professional education association journals. In addition to this, one participant 

described how there could be potential benefits for tertiary curriculum studies tutors and 

lecturers to participate in joint professional learning opportunities with ASMS staff and 

researchers within the university (e.g. self-regulated learning). This participant also highlighted 

the desire to see a further strengthening of the partnerships that the ASMS has with the research 

community, because “everything is data based … the more we can provide data on the 

effectiveness of the approach for learning, then that can help us to validate things that we do, 

and for our ongoing relationship that is important for future teachers, and for the people who 

are teaching the future teachers”. Further, it would be beneficial if there was a formalised 

program where pre-service teachers could provide mentoring to ASMS students, as well as ASMS 

teachers providing mentoring for pre-service teachers as they move into the beginning of their 

careers.  

An interesting comment from a participant was related to the ability of staff external to the ASMS 

having the ability to relay messages and knowledge gained from professional learning activities 

back into their own school for adoption. They suggested that an emphasis could also be placed 

on developing the capacity of school staff around the state on being professional learning 

deliverers themselves in addition to gaining knowledge in other areas.  

A participant highlighted the desire to have an ASMS staff member who was assisting them with 

curriculum development to spend a more significant amount of time to be embedded within the 

school to gain a greater sense of the context and how well the school is adopting the new 

approach. They could provide a “professional critique of different aspects of the implementation, 

different aspects of the pedagogy or fresh eyes coming in and seeing what’s happening when the 

programs translate back on site”.  
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4.2.7. Partnership between the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning and the 

Department for Education 

A common theme across participants who were well placed to describe the relationship between 

the ASMS and the Department for Education highlighted that the department had not done 

enough to involve the ASMS and therefore were not always seen as the go-to resource for 

professional learning. They suggested that the connection between the ASMS Centre for 

Professional Learning and the Department for Education needed to be stronger.  

One participant described how: 

It’s been difficult for the ASMS to connect seamlessly with state led initiatives, a lot 

of movement and change towards targeting school improvement, literacy and 

numeracy. Perception is that the ASMS just do science and maths, but I think they 

have done a brilliant job of offering literacy and numeracy improvement through the 

learning areas and science and maths. It doesn’t happen in a vacuum. Decision 

makers probably aren’t as strong educators and find it difficult to understand the 

contextual nature of literacy and numeracy development in secondary schools. 

Challenge for the ASMS is lose the old identity as the model science and maths 

school and show what they can offer more broadly and connect with state strategies. 

Surely, due to funding we should be able to access them more often, they are a 

brilliant example of curriculum design work. The models of learning they have 

created are quite exceptional. That’s the challenge, how to bring it together. I think 

it’s easy, but it’s the decision making part that’s difficult within department whether 

people think its improvement work where the focus is on literacy and numeracy. 

The participant went on to suggest that there needs to be some type of systematisation, where 

it’s currently a more organic approach. It could initially involve conversations between divisions 

within the department to ensure that the ASMS “are playing in a space that aligns with other 

initiatives”. One of the difficulties that a participant highlighted was the constant change in 

leadership across schools and re-structure within the department with changing initiatives. They 

suggested that the messaging has been lost over time in terms of why the ASMS was setup in the 

first place, as a school devoted to the improvement of teaching and learning in science and 

mathematics.   

Several participants had suggestions for how the relationship between the ASMS Centre for 

Professional Learning and the Department for Education could be strengthened. Some are listed 

below: 

 There should be a much closer relationships between the Secondary Years Director 

within the Learning Improvement Division and the ASMS 

 An advisor from the ASMS could be placed on relevant design committees 

 In the upcoming re-structure, the ASMS could have an identified and formal connection 

with the Learning Improvement Division and perhaps a formal relationship with one of 

the new directors in curriculum implementation 
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 Should be more connected to the state strategy 

 Could use the work of the ASMS as an illustration of good practice in learning design. 

Bring the best advice papers to life with a link to a video of ASMS work as an exemplar of 

best practice 

 The ASMS professional learning could be aligned with Department for Education 

activities that are coming up and supporting current initiatives, current needs, and some 

spotlight options could broaden the influence they have 

 Not clear where the ASMS sit within a system approach to improvement and professional 

learning commitment. This would be helpful. Not sure where they sit, but they certainly 

have a role. Not currently automatically connected to bigger picture 

 Current ASMS professional learning opportunities are all incidental, the system needs to 

support them. To do that, they need a clear understanding of their brief, i.e. a 

prospective.  

However, one participant argued that perhaps the work of the ASMS shouldn’t necessarily be 

aligned with Department initiatives. They discussed how this wasn’t part of the original remit, 

with it initially being about providing a space for children to grow without the emphasis on 

achieving high grades. They suggested that the Department likely do not have a clear 

understanding of what the ASMS can provide in terms of professional learning and there hasn’t 

been a particularly positive collaboration between the two. A collaboration has been attempted, 

but with little follow through. The participant sighted the work that the ASMS did with the STEM 

strategy, but was unsure how much they were involved in the ongoing monitoring of the project. 

They claim that this wasn’t the fault of the ASMS, simply they weren’t seen as a key stakeholder. 

It’s more about shared responsibility, rather than accountability. They go on to state the ASMS 

“are doing what they have been asked to do, but there is no clarity about what they are being 

asked to do“.  

4.2.8. Impact on education in South Australia if the ASMS did not receive additional 

funding related to professional learning services 

The final question asked in the interviews was “If the ASMS was to no longer receive RAAP funding 

which assist with their professional learning services, what impact would that have state-wide?”. 

Summaries of the responses from all participants are provided below and illustrate the potential 

impact of the loss of funding to the ASMS and the Centre for Professional Learning: 

 There's a national impact and I think it's critical that RAAP funding enables the staff do 

that. It enables the school to be a voice within the education system and not just one 

that speaks up for itself but one that speaks up for all schools and not the same easy 

answer but here's a question and it's worth considering the question that the ASMS 

continues to ask 

 Removal of one of the last few examples of helping teachers to be learning designers 

more broadly than implementers of scripted programs. The ASMS works on developing 
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a professional suite of knowledge and transfer bigger concepts across the way that they 

work, working collaboratively. Their design is strong. There are diminishing places that 

can do that. We are about to move into a curriculum implementation process which is 

based on Queensland curriculum to classroom modules. These are not mandated, but 

when resources go up, its important as a part of the practice of learning, particularly with 

early or novice teachers, it defaults to becoming the curriculum and unless the system is 

designing that as a stepping stone in the process of learning and developing professional 

knowledge and learning design skills, we are in danger of that. The ASMS is one of the 

most significant pieces in the state that holds that broader picture and narrative about 

what compromises effective learning for teachers in 2020 

 It would negatively impact the capacity of science and mathematics teachers across the 

state because we wouldn’t have this wealth of knowledge and expertise to call upon 

 Practice would be more privatised. I think the agenda at the moment is very much around 

partnerships improvement. It's a narrow agenda. It's all about ‘just demonstrate that 

you've improved NAPLAN results, PAT-R, PAT-M results rather than improving as a 

teacher, as a professional and the broader benefits of professional learning. I think it'd 

just be really narrow 

 We would lose that pocket of being able to be innovative and areas of difference, 

absolutely vital within a state school and system. The innovation needs to happen within 

the public system. If it’s not happening there, it won’t happen anywhere. It’s a bit of a 

luxury but it’s an important one. Otherwise, we just become automatons to what we 

already know 

 They are natural collaborators around their approach to curriculum, teaching and 

learning, internationally, nationally and around SA, they enrich the tapestry of Education 

 People will stay with the status quo. You need time and space to reflect on your own 

practice, work with other people. It would be a loss for South Australia and beyond. They 

are uniquely situated and should be taken as a lighthouse. Without that, how can we 

have teachers being able to see what this practice can look like, what learning can look 

like, hear about the results they are having? It’s a unique relationship between real 

people working together within the sector that we would lose 

 Considerable, considering everything they can do and have done. At a time when all of 

the rhetoric in the government sector is around the importance of hard mathematics and 

science coming through our schools and universities because that's where the careers of 

the future will come from. If you don't have an ASMS living the work and sharing the work 

so that others can do that work in context you might as well just get a gun and shoot 

yourself in the foot because in policy terms it makes about as much sense 

 We are in danger of narrowing the education agenda, by not looking at learner agency, 

metacognitive, self-regulated learning and other capacities that are essential. The ASMS 

model that and demonstrate the design of that really well. They never drop the ball, they 



 

ASMS Centre for PL: Evaluation                                                                                               ACER 2020      38 

are one of the best professional learning providers that I have seen for deep 

understanding, learning design, learning skills and dispositions. We will need models of 

that soon and have broader exposure than currently. 

5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In order to summarise the findings of the evaluation of the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning 

based on the Secondary analysis and Primary analysis, each of the four overarching research 

questions will be addressed. Included in this is a series of recommendations which are aimed at 

supporting the continued development of the quality of the activities provided by the ASMS and 

the partnership between the school and the Department for Education.   

5.1. Research questions 

5.1.1. How has the additional funding currently provided to the ASMS been used over the 

last 5 years (2015-2019)?  

A detailed analysis of the RAAP funding that the ASMS receive for the support of the Centre for 

Professional Learning, and how those funds have been spent is to be undertaken by the funding 

directorate (DfE), as outlined in the project proposal. However, based on data provided to the 

ACER research team (see Section 4.1.4) it can be seen that approximately three million dollars 

per year is spent towards professional learning related services including salaries, administration 

of state-wide services, state-wide travel expenses, career pathway development and research 

collaborations. A component of this expenditure is funded as a result of the granting of RAAP 

funding. Internally, this has resulted in teachers and leaders participating in 2 hours and 47 

minutes of professional learning each week. Externally, the funding has allowed for the provision 

of professional learning opportunities for an average of 2802 teachers and leaders across the 

education system each year and supported research programs such as ARC Discovery, and 

University driven research. It also allows for ASMS staff to be contributing members of various 

committees including for the STEM Learning Strategy, SACE Board ARCC, and Entrepreneurial 

Learning Strategy. More detail on the reach of the program is provided in the section below. The 

services that the funding allows assists the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning to deliver 

professional learning programs based on robust evidence from current research in a number of 

areas including science, mathematics and interdisciplinary curriculum. 

5.1.2. What was the reach of the ASMS system-wide activities in terms of supporting 

public schooling and educators across South Australia in mathematics and science 

education, in the past 5 years?    

In determining the reach of the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning and the impact they are 

having system-wide, it was important to first understand the original charter of the school (see 

Section 4.1.1), the context they are working within (see Section 4.1.2) and the self-imposed 
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outcome expectations (see Section 4.1.3). Essentially, the school was established to be an agent 

for change in the science and mathematics education community locally, nationally and 

internationally. They were expected to have an impact on the development of curricula, 

collaborations with the university sector and be at the cutting edge of STEM teaching and 

learning. In doing this, it required them to immerse staff in professional learning as a part of their 

daily work, lead improvement in new ways of teaching and learning in mathematics and science 

nationally, and support the dissemination of knowledge via targeted networking. Based on this 

initial charter it was important for the ASMS to foster a learning and teaching environment which 

supported students to be self-directed learners and staff to be collaborative, innovative, 

reflective on practice, and willing to be mentors to DfE staff across the state. The outcome 

expectations that the ASMS has developed with its Governing Council support, which extends to 

activities planned up to 2023, are reflective of these priorities. This includes the expectations of 

staff who are recruited to be leaders within the school (see Section 4.1.5). However, there were 

a number of challenges (see Section 4.2.2) that ASMS staff needed to overcome to ensure that 

their reach was wide casting. Interview participants discussed various issues relating to the 

external perception of the school which hindered their ability to provide professional learning 

opportunities across the state. Initially, the perception was a negative one. One component of 

this was that the additional funding that the ASMS was receiving was questioned by some 

external staff who worked within schools with complexities that they felt were not being 

recognised equitably. External staff also felt that the professional learning the ASMS were 

providing was developed based on ASMS staffs’ experiences within a ‘special’ school, which 

wouldn’t translate to ‘normal’ schools. Over time, this perception changed, due in large part to 

the efforts of the ASMS to continue to develop their professional learning opportunities and 

willingness to create and facilitate professional learning communities.  

Staff within the ASMS receive high level professional learning opportunities (see Section 4.1.6) 

and are willing to engage with those activities both during school hours and in their own time. 

For the period 2015-2019, each staff member undertook 70 hours of professional development 

during school hours, and 41 hours during personal time each year, on average. This resulted in 2 

hours and 47 minutes of professional learning each week (40 week school year). 

The activities that the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning provide to teachers and leaders in 

schools across the state and beyond is diverse and wide-ranging (see Section 4.1.7). These 

activities include the construction and ongoing development of professional learning 

communities, educator open day, principals program and various school partnerships. The ASMS 

also works with Department for Education schools by involving them in the International Science 

Schools Network events in South Australia, Australia and internationally. A number of ASMS staff 

are actively involved with planning and facilitating the various activities that the Centre for 

Professional Learning provide. On average (2015-2019), 24 ASMS staff spend 46 hours each per 

year towards the planning and facilitation of professional learning activities. This results in the 

provision of these activities to 2802 teachers and leaders across the education system each year.  

The ASMS also ensures wide reach in the facilitation and delivery of professional learning to pre-

service teachers in the form of observation opportunities and mentoring for science and 
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mathematics curriculum specialisation students (22 on average per year) at Flinders University 

(see Section 4.1.8). In addition to this, they willingly accept pre-service teachers from the three 

major South Australian universities. This has resulted in the mentoring (practicum placements) of 

16 pre-service teachers on average each year during the period 2015-2019. The ASMS also 

employs 2 graduate teachers in science and mathematics on average each year and retain and 

mentor them for 3 years before transferring them into other Department for Education schools.  

The involvement and collaboration of the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning staff in 

numerous research projects (see Section 4.1.9) allows for their reach to extend beyond the local 

context. The dissemination of findings from the numerous projects that they are involved with 

allows for educators around the world to build capacity and potentially change practice as a result 

in a number of areas including innovative learning environment and teacher change, beliefs about 

learning and teaching, initial teacher preparation, self-regulated learning, and learner profiles. 

The reach of the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning also extends across the state due to the 

development of leaders who move into leadership or higher leadership positions both internal 

and external to the school. Since 2016, 21 ASMS staff have moved into leadership or into higher 

levels of leadership. Across that timespan, 15 of those staff have moved into leadership within 

other schools across the state.  

Anecdotal evidence provided by interview participants (see Section 4.2) highlighted the reach of 

the professional learning activities provided by the ASMS. This includes impacting and influencing 

staff from across Australia who are connected to various networks including professional 

associations and professional learning communities.  

5.1.3. What are the system-wide benefits of continuing to fund the ASMS program and 

what are the losses should funding discontinue? 

The professional learning activities described in Section 4.1.7 highlights some examples of the 

types of activities that the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning provides. The outcomes of 

those activities includes the provision of opportunities for teachers and leaders to be supported 

in reflecting on teaching and learning, receive feedback from facilitators, engage with students 

and teachers on the ASMS school site, discuss problems of practice, and collaborate through joint 

inquiry. Summaries of feedback forms completed by workshop participants also provided some 

insight into the knowledge and resources that teachers and leaders gained through their 

participation. All participants (based on the feedback forms provided to ACER researchers) 

reported that the workshop they participated in was useful. Some participants described how 

their understanding of the curriculum was deepened. Particular aspects that they found to be 

useful was related to advice from other teachers and facilitators, sharing of resources and 

networking opportunities. Teachers showed a willingness to take ideas back to their school and 

encourage others to implement them, most commonly relating to improving lesson plans, 

industry site visits, inquiry based projects, increasing the network of resources, and collaborating 

with other schools. The only criticisms, which were few, were associated with having more time 

to cover materials, more concrete in-class examples, and catering for differing teaching styles.  
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Pre-service teachers (see Section 4.1.8) who are involved in curriculum specialisation topics at 

Flinders University are able to benefit from professional learning activities provided by ASMS staff 

through workshops, class observations, individual mentoring, and feedback on lesson/unit plans. 

An external review conducted by the Department for Education (see Section 4.1.10) found that 

the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning provides a number of benefits for different 

stakeholders across the wider education system. The review found that the ASMS effectively 

monitored, evaluated and supported student learning growth, students within the school were 

engaged and intellectually challenged in their learning, and ASMS teachers were effective in 

supporting students to become self-directed in their learning. The review also suggested that the 

ASMS was effective in developing educational partnerships in learning with the wider educational 

community. The reviewers suggested a series of recommendations for further development and 

improvement in all these areas.  

Interview participants highlighted a variety of system-wide benefits (see Section 4.2.1) of 

engaging with the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning. In general, the professional learning 

activities provided by ASMS staff were high quality, well designed, useful in practice, and based 

on contemporary pedagogy. They were described as allowing participants to understand how a 

group of teachers could work together to co-design curriculum, engage teachers from all 

locations due to their use of ICT in facilitating workshops, and were based on innovative current 

research which provides “out-of-the-box” ideas. In particular, the workshops focussing on co-

design principles allowed staff at the school of one participant to state that it was an agent for 

change which resulted in teachers filming their classes, reflecting on practice, and changing their 

approach to pedagogy as a result. It was viewed as a springboard for their staff to continue to 

develop their pedagogical approaches. The ASMS was referred to as a “lighthouse school” or 

equivalent by a number of interview participants.  

Responses provided by interview participants (see Section 4.2.3) emphasised the uniqueness of 

the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning and the credibility that has developed due to their 

approach to providing professional learning activities. The school was described as having 

authenticity, which other providers do not have, due to the ASMS being in a position to showcase 

teaching and learning “in an authentic day-to-day way, compared with a set-up and staged way”. 

The funding and resources they receive, the research they are involved in and the effect that has 

on their own practice and the professional learning activities they facilitate allow them to be 

innovative.  

The most common response to the interview question “What are some weaknesses of the ASMS 

professional learning program where others can provide an alternative service?” was that there 

were no real weaknesses. The only response that was noted by one of the interview participants 

was that they rely too heavily on action research as their primary means of investigating new 

ideas about teaching and learning.  
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5.1.4. What alternative or additional opportunities are there to strengthen the 

partnership of the ASMS with the department and improve the program to become 

a knowledge-leader in Australia?  

Participants interviewed for this study highlighted a number of key areas where the ASMS Centre 

for Professional Learning and the activities they provide could be improved (see Section 4.2.6). 

The most common theme across participants was related to the promotion of activities across 

the broader education community. They noted that it was often via word-of-mouth that teachers 

and leaders found out about services that the ASMS could provide. The dissemination of findings 

of research that ASMS staff were involved in, in particular their in-house action research, was also 

noted as lacking. One participant described that it would be beneficial to see more articles written 

by ASMS staff on the work they are doing that could be circulated in targeted professional 

association newsletters. One participant noted the difficulties of staff who participate in 

professional learning activities taking their ideas back to their own school; suggesting that an 

emphasis on helping staff to do so would be helpful. A comment was also made relating to 

curriculum development, with the participant suggesting that it would be beneficial for an ASMS 

staff member to be embedded into the school for a period of time to understand the context of 

the school prior to advising them on how best to redesign curriculum. 

Participants highlighted a number of future opportunities that they think the ASMS Centre for 

Professional Learning could assist with (see Section 4.2.5). The most common responses were 

related to the use of online platforms for teaching and learning. The comments were typically 

contextualised within the times of Covid-19 and the impact it has had on schools and the 

necessity for teachers to transition to virtual learning. Participants highlighted the qualifications 

of ASMS staff to assist teachers with being able to cope with these complexities, particularly due 

to their familiarity with these types of environments given their experience in the facilitation of 

online professional learning communities. Due to the context that the ASMS works within, 

transitioning students from Year 9 in one school into Year 10 at the ASMS, one participant 

suggested that the Centre for Professional Learning was well placed to assist the Department in 

the transition of Year 7 students into high school across the state. Assisting with transitions was 

again raised by one participant who proposed that the ASMS would be able to provide support 

to various people transitioning either back into the workplace (following a leave of absence), from 

small rural schools into large metropolitan schools, or those who are underperforming and need 

some guidance.  

A number of participants outlined a number of issues relating to the partnership and 

collaboration between the Department for Education and the ASMS Centre for Professional 

Learning (see Section 4.2.7). Several participants interviewed in the study highlighted the lack of 

cohesion between the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning and the Department for Education. 

It was noted that the Department was not doing enough to involve the ASMS in strategic planning 

and assisting with carrying out initiatives where their expertise would have been suited. They 

simply stated that the connection between the two needs to be stronger. There were two 

conflicting trains of thought apparent from the interviews. First, the partnership between the 

ASMS and the Department should be ensuring that the work of the ASMS is more aligned with 
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Department initiatives. Second, the original brief of the ASMS was to not necessarily be aligned 

with Department initiatives, but to create an innovative space and learning design focussed on 

children’s growth. The main issue highlighted by participants was the lack of understanding by 

the ‘decision makers’ within the Department as to what the expertise of the ASMS Centre for 

Professional Learning is and the vast array of professional learning opportunities they can 

provide. With each change of government and restructure since the school’s inception, that 

understanding of the role of the ASMS and how they can assist with state-wide initiatives has 

been reduced. Suggestions for improving this partnership includes systematisation, rather than 

an organic approach. There were some specific suggestions provided in Section 4.2.7 in relation 

to this. Essentially, there should be at least one member from the ASMS Centre for Professional 

Learning who has an official position within relevant design committees and closer working 

relationships between appropriate ASMS staff members and Department staff (e.g. Learning 

Improvement Division). One of the issues raised by interview participants was the lack of 

promotion of ASMS professional learning activities, typically only discovered by word-of-mouth. 

They suggested that the Department should be an advocate for the work of the ASMS and be 

promoting their activities, highlighting key pieces of work they have done, and using them as 

illustrations of best practice (i.e. classroom videos). In order for the working relationship between 

the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning and the Department for Education to improve, there 

needs to be a discussion about the role of the ASMS moving forward so there is clarity about their 

brief, and how the Department can help support them in their work.  

5.2. Concluding remarks 

It is important to recognise the opinions of the participants who were interviewed for this study 

due to the close relationships they have with the ASMS Centre for Professional Learning and the 

activities they provide for both pre-service and in-service teachers locally, nationally and 

internationally and the flow-on effect that has for students in the broader education system. In 

answering the interview question “If the ASMS was to no longer receive RAAP funding which assist 

with their professional learning services, what impact would that have state-wide?”, participants 

provided a range of responses that highlight the importance of the work of the ASMS. The ASMS 

are seen as one of the only professional learning providers who can help teachers be learning 

designers, due to their wealth of knowledge and expertise and willingness to be collaborators in 

their approach to improving curriculum design and teaching and learning more broadly. 

Participants described how the ASMS have a broader understanding of the education narrative 

and potential compromises to effective learning for teachers. They were described as being a 

voice within the education system that speaks up for not only themselves but for others. They 

also have the ability to be innovative, which is vital within a public school and system because 

“the innovation needs to happen within the public system. If it’s not happening there, it won’t 

happen anywhere”. The ASMS Centre for Professional Learning are viewed as “enrich[ing] the 

tapestry” of education. In terms of the uniqueness of the ASMS being a working school and the 

benefits that has for the quality of professional learning they can provide, a comment by one 

participant is highlighted: “If you don't have an ASMS living the work and sharing the work so that 
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others can do that work in context you might as well just get a gun and shoot yourself in the foot 

because in policy terms it makes about as much sense”.  
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