Connect
supporting student participation

Number 246

December 2020
ABN: 98 174 663 341
ISSN 2202-4980

Co-designing learning
• Northern Territory Learning Commission:
Wagaman Primary School, NT

• Co-designing assessment: St Bede’s PS, Vic
• All students have agency: Altona PS, Vic
• Our Voice. Our choice. Our future:

Resources:
•
•
•

Queensland Pathways State College, Qld
Student summit: The University HS, Vic
Festival of Ideas: Brisbane Catholic Education, Qld

•
•
• A student-initiated Politics & Citizenship Society:
Melbourne Girls Grammar School, Vic

• Remote education in times of COVID-19:
•

Digital ethnographic study from Brazil - student & parent voices
VicSRC: Learning from Virtual Congress 2020; Ambassadors;
Learning from remote learning - Round 2

•
•
•
•

Creating opportunities for co-designing and
critical thinking: Parliament of Victoria
Freedom to Learn Podcasts: Phoenix Foundation, UK
New Publications:
- A Year of Making and Learning - book
- It’s Our School, It’s Our Time - book
- Unearthing Why - book
- Democracy and Education - journal
- Co-creation in practice - article
- Approaches to youth participation - monograph
PSA: Dyslexia
Audits of Practice: available online here
Student Voice facebook group
Connect ... available online ... on facebook ...
archived ... access to other online resources

Wagaman Primary School, NT

Co-designing better learning together

T

he phrase “we’re all in this together” is no doubt going to be
forever linked to the challenges of COVID-19, but what if it
represented a new approach to how we design and transform learning
in our schools?
The Northern Territory Learning
Commission
(NTLC)
has
taken
the enduring challenge of school
improvement - often siloed in the hands
of the executive team - and placed agency
for and control of that improvement
squarely in the hands of those who
beneﬁt the most: the students.
As Pivot’s co-founder, I’ve spent
seven years working to support student
voices in schools across Australia. Our
partnership with the NTLC, over the last
two years, has been a highlight for all
involved, as an eﬀective and exciting
model for a student-led learning
transformation.
The NTLC is a Territory-wide program,
based in individual schools that undertake
to join this initiative. It involves each
school selecting their Commissioners:

5 to 11 student commissioners, two
teacher commissioners and a Principal
commissioner, who work together in
co-planning and co-implementing a
project focused on learning. Since its
inception in 2016, led by John Cleary,
now General Manager, School and
System Improvement at the Department
of Education, Northern Territory, the
program has grown from seven to
eleven schools (both primary and
secondary) and enjoys the support and
partnership of Evidence for Learning,
The Eventful Learning Co and Pivot
Professional Learning.
Reﬂecting on the program so far,
John says:
“It has been exciting to see the
growth of the NTLC since its initial
design in 2016 and the increasing

“A teacher’s job is to create
rooms ﬁlled with student
voices, not to be the main
voice.” Pernille Rip

+
“We believe that student
voices can also improve the
learning that is happening in
that room.”
Wagaman Primary School
Learning Commissioners
role of students as partners in
their learning, both in school and
system improvement. Our belief is
that those who are most directly
impacted by the success of school or
system Improvement eﬀorts, should
be partners in their design.”
A year of pandemic learning meant
that I worked closely (yet remotely) in 2020
with one of these schools: Wagaman
Primary School in Darwin’s northern
suburbs. It’s a school of approximately
(Jessamy Gee, 2020)
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300 students, from a diverse range of
cultural backgrounds. Approximately
48% of students come from a Language
Background Other than English (LBOTE),
and approximately 25% of students are
Indigenous.
The
Wagaman
Learning
Commission journey is one of many
inspiring inquiries in researching, planning
and acting to improve learning in their
context. With support and facilitation
by Teacher Commissioner Lesley
Colling, Principal Commissioner Mandy
McKinnon and Deputy Principal Dane
Russell, I’m honoured to share their story
of co-designing better learning together
- where ‘data drives the agenda and
students drive the action’.

Focus
I started by asking the Commissioners
how they identiﬁed the focus for their
Learning Commission work in 2020.
Isabelle and Zafeera, on behalf of
the Student Commissioners, pointed to
the information they had about students’
learning:
“Our 2019 NAPLAN and PAT
(standardised achievement testing)
results showed us that students
were under-achieving in Reading
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and Maths, so we decided to do
something about it. Our (school’s)
Pivot data showed us that many
students felt that classes were not
keeping their attention. This led us
to ask the question: ‘How can we
improve student attention and
learning outcomes?’”
Lesley,
Wagaman
Teacher
Commissioner, added:
“The inquiry starts with achievement data and student survey
results. I am always impressed by
the students’ ability to analyse
data, and to identify the questions
that still need to be asked. This
year, our Commissioners focused
on improving engagement.”
The Commissioners followed
up their initial review of the data by
deciding to collect more information.
Isabelle and Zafeera explained:
“We wanted to ﬁnd out what
would keep the students’ attention
on learning. The best people to
answer this question were ... of
course the students! We surveyed
them.”
This survey identiﬁed that the
students believed that they learnt best

when they were playing games and
working in groups.
“This ﬁred up our brains with ideas
... many ideas! We needed more
feedback. We put together a teacher
survey and presented at a staﬀ
meeting. The teachers’ answers gave
us a direction (to focus on): Maths.
Now we needed to decide on an
action which teachers and students
would like.”

Co-designing Process
Lesley pointed to a process in which
the Commissioners reviewed data and
investigated a series of potential ideas in
terms of impact.
“The Student Commissioners
collected teacher feedback and
shared their research with NTLC
partners and peers.”
Isabelle and Zafeera pointed to
the role of the NT Learning Commission
cohort and partners in helping and
supporting this process.
“By talking, thinking, and using
lots and lots of sticky notes,
we decided on the action that
would have the greatest impact
on learning.”

Connect 246:

As a result of these investigations,
the group decided that the greatest
impact would come from a Maths Show
Day that would raise the proﬁle of Maths
at the school.
Students worked together to design
appropriate learning activities for the day.
Isabelle and Zafeera remembered:
“With the help of a Maths Coach,
we designed hands-on games
focusing on diﬀerent aspects of
Maths. We planned our Maths
Show Day for Year 1 and 2 students,
as we believed this would have
the greatest impact. The Show
Day was a great success and we
received positive feedback from
the students and teachers. Some
teachers have even begun to use
our games in their maths lessons!”

Reﬂections on ‘co-designing
learning’
Looking back on these processes, the
students reﬂect that they learnt many
things. Isabelle and Zafeera pointed to
some outcomes for them:
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“Teaching is hard and takes
patience! Students love learning
from other students. Students
do listen and pay attention
when they are playing games.
When students pay attention
and are engaged, they think
about what they are doing, and
learn.”
In her role as a Teacher Commissioner, Lesley said she has learnt:
“to kindle and stoke inquiry.
I encouraged the Learning
Commissioners to develop a
‘deeper dive’ into decision making
before acting.”

Presenting outcomes
The culmination of the Learning
Commission ‘work’ is the ‘Pitch to
the Minister’, where students from all
schools present to both the Minister
for Education (NT) and the Chief
Executive (Education). Students have
three minutes to summarise the focus,
process and outcomes of their yearlong project.

Lesley added:
“Watching
the
Learning
Commissioners present their
ﬁndings to the Minister of
Education, or walking past a
classroom using a modelled game,
it is evident that student voice is
making a diﬀerence.”
Mandy
McKinnon,
Principal
Commissioner, identiﬁed how the
Northern Territory Learning Commission
approach provides opportunities for
students to ‘grow’ their agency - and also
to bring about changes in the school.
“From a leadership perspective, the
NTLC journey has empowered our
students and given them higher
levels of voice and agency. It has
been a driver to support change in
our school. Teachers are beginning
to develop greater understanding
about what student voice and
agency really mean and value it
through the NTLC process. The
Pivot student perception survey
has been utilised as an important
component
of
professional
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growth conversations with teachers and
given students an opportunity to provide
important feedback.
“Being a part of the NTLC has meant a
signiﬁcant and positive shift in student
leadership opportunities in our school and
the way student leadership looks and
functions. This has made student
leadership more purposeful and action
oriented.”
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The ﬁnal word goes to Isabelle and Zafeera, on behalf of the Student
Commissioners:
“We have proven that students’ opinions are important, and that, if
we listen to them and act on them, we can improve students’ attention
and learning.”

Long may this continue!
Cleo Westhorpe
Co-Founder and Director at
Pivot Professional Learning
cleo@pivotpl.com
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