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Abstract
In 2019, the Barker Institute commenced the second iteration of the ten year longitudinal
study, the ‘Barker Journey’. The aim of this research is to track personal growth amongst
Barker students, thus exploring what the School offers beyond the typically recognised
academic and co-curricular success. The participants, the class of 2028, will be the first
cohort to experience coeducation at Barker from Year 3 to 12. This report briefly outlines
the methodology used throughout the research project and examines what the Year 3
interviews from 2019 reveal about the students’ journeys so far.

Introduction
The 2019 cohort of Year 3 students were immensely positive about their commencement at
the Barker Junior School. Their enthusiasm and comradery was evident immediately. When
asked to rate their experience so far using a thumbs up/down scale, all students gave an
average or better rating with the vast majority giving a thumbs up. When these ratings
were converted to a numerical scale from 1 to 5 (with 5 being the highest possible rating),
the average rating was 4.5. For those who had come from preparatory schools other than
Barker, they said that their Year 3 experience compared favourably to their previous school.
Many students also reflected on how friendly their year group was. When asked about
a highlight from the year, camp and STEAM were the most common responses, closely
followed by sport. There were also multiple comments about how nice the teachers are.
When asked to pick one word to describe their experience, some recurring responses were:
amazing, awesome, outstanding, great and fun. A visualisation of their one-word responses
is in the image on the previous page.
Methodology
The data collection process consisted of group interviews with sixty-six students from Year 3
and individual interviews with all fifteen female students and an equal number of randomly
selected male students. The interview questions were designed to facilitate in-depth analysis
of various aspects of school life and personal growth that defy traditional metrices: values,
relationships, resilience, coeducation and goal setting. A variety of factors were considered
in the selection of these themes. Educational research was used to ascertain pertinent issues
in contemporary schooling; Barker’s masterplan was consulted to identify key focuses for
School growth; previously conducted surveys of Barker parents were considered in order
to establish which issues matter most to these key stakeholders; and results from version
one of this longitudinal study were used to determine areas warranting further analysis. The
responses from the year three interviews have been analysed below, and the process will be
repeated annually until the students graduate.
Values
Research into school values identifies two common potential problems (Halstead, Halstead
and Taylor 2005). Shared values may not be clearly articulated, or they may not reflect what is
important in the broader community. Over the past decade, Barker has refined its statement
of values through extensive community consultation. As a result, the School promotes and
seeks to nurture five key values: commitment, compassion, courage, integrity and respect.
This process has ensured that the common issues associated with school values do not
apply at Barker. Whilst our values have been thoughtfully developed and disseminated, this
does not automatically guarantee that they become embedded in school culture. Thus, the
question arises, to what extent are these values embodied at the School?
To begin the process of understanding how these values are embodied for this cohort,
the Year 3 students were asked ‘What do you think a person at Barker should be like?’ The
question was written in consultation with the Year 3 teachers to ensure that the language
was accessible to that age group. The word ‘values’ was deliberately emitted to prevent the
students from being led into reciting the official School values. Rather, the researchers were
seeking genuine and spontaneous responses. The students were then asked ‘Is this the case?
Are there people at Barker who are like this? Who are they?’
Very few of the participants specifically named the Barker values. Those who did had attended
Barker in Prep School, suggesting that over time the values had begun to permeate their
thinking about how people should behave. For a vast number of the remaining students,
kindness was the most important character trait. This could be considered synonymous with

compassion, suggesting that the values they have brought from their prior experience are
enmeshed in the School’s values (thus validating the process of community consultation and
exempting the School from the criticism of irrelevant values). When elaborating on what
kindness meant to them, many actually cited examples of helpfulness, such as picking up
someone’s books when they dropped them.
However, the extent to which these values are actually reflected in the cohort could be
considered an area for growth. Students shared that some of their peers, along with many
of their teachers (particularly their classroom teacher), did act like a person at Barker should.
Along with this, most students shared that there were (in their opinion) other students whose
actions were not consistent with the ideal characteristics they had identified. It is exciting
that the students themselves do see the teachers as exemplars of good behavioural traits.
Halstead and Taylor (2005, p.11) promote the role of “implicit values education which derives
from the teacher as exemplar”. Thus, the clear demonstration of Barker values amongst the
staff bodes well for the anticipated propagation of values throughout the student body.
The growth in this area will be tracked throughout the study to determine how values are
shaped over time. Increasing congruence and shared understanding should be a by-product
of time amongst the Barker community. Indeed, in the previous iteration of the study, the
graduating students reported personal growth and collective values as some of the most
outstanding aspects of their Barker experience.
Relationships
The theme of relationships will be tracked throughout the ten year study in order to
determine the roles that peers, parents and staff play in character formation and academic
success. In the previous iteration of the study it was clear that the comradery of the year
group and dedication of teachers were two of the most valued and transformative aspects
of the School experience. Indeed, these relationships formed a unique School culture that
deeply impacted the students in the study.

Keifer, Alley and Ellerbrock (2015) emphasise the role of primary school peer relationships in
developing a sense of engagement and belonging. It was pleasing to hear the participants
reflect positively on their developing friendships. The School’s provision of shared experiences
such and a diverse co-curricular program had also enriched these relationships. As will often
be the case, there were a couple of examples of unedifying peer relationships cited in the
interviews. Whilst this is never desirable, it was pleasing to see that those involved felt well
supported by the staff and had been able to seek help and observe improvement.
Many of the Year 3 students also spoke of how their parents played a pivotal role when help
was needed. For example, one student spoke of the distress associated with getting out
during the highly esteemed playground handball contests. Consequently, he spoke of how
his father had practised with him to help him achieve more court time. Others detailed how
their parents had helped them to understand homework or rote-learn times’ tables.
Research points to the fact that as children mature, they are less likely to turn to their parents
and as such need positive role models amidst their peers and staff to help them navigate
the possible perils of adolescence (Biddulph 2018). Furthermore, Kiefer et al (2015) suggest
that the teacher’s role in establishing a sense of belonging is pivotal to academic success.
Investigations over the next decade will reveal the extent that this is true for the current Year
3 cohort.
Resilience
Resilience is considered a vitally important characteristic (Duckworth 2016) and yet it appears
to be in decline amongst adolescents in recent years (Haidt and Paresky 2019). In the
previous iteration of this study, many of the students demonstrated remarkable resilience,
thus prompting the researchers to examine what educational experiences had stimulated the
development of this trait (Eastman 2017).
In this iteration of the study, age appropriate questions were designed to measure and
track the development of resilience. Interestingly, when asked about what had been hard
this year, the responses almost unanimously focused on academic challenges. Amongst the
Year 3 cohort, many reported that Year 3 was much harder than Prep School, but about half
of those were able to see harder work as a positive. This is an important step in developing
strategies for coping with hardship. It also is therefore an area for growth for many of the
participants and the School will continue to implement strategies for improving resilience.
Coeducation
The researchers deliberately did not ask the students directly about coeducation, despite
this being the first cohort of coeducation in the Barker College Junior School (Years 3 – 6).
Rather, they were asked more general questions such as ‘What do you like about Barker?’
‘How is year 3 different to last year?’ and ‘What has been hard about being at Barker this
year?’ Thus, they were given the opportunity to raise the issue if it genuinely factored into
their thinking, rather than being led to a particular response. This allowed the researchers
to gain more sincere insight into how the students were being effected by coeducation
transition. Interestingly, gender issues did not feature in the majority of their answers,
suggesting that for many, it was a normalised part of their School experience.
In contrast, when the students in the previous iteration of the study were interviewed in
year 10 (when female students previously joined the cohort), they did report some initial
disruption to their studies and their friendship groups. Notwithstanding the adjustment
issues, these students all eventually spoke positively of the coeducational environment and

could clearly articulate the benefits of such an approach. The early results of version two
of this study suggest that the presence of both genders from the outset has negated these
adjustment issues and magnified the benefits of a coeducational environment. On the few
occasions that coeducation was raised, it was by female students who had come from an allgirls environment and found that having boys in the cohort made the environment friendlier.
One potential criticism of coeducation in the literature is that girls’ presence is diminished
in the company of male students, leading to their invisibility both in the classroom and on
the sporting field (Spender 1982, Miller 1986). Despite being decades old, this research
is sometimes still cited by those who advocate for single sex schooling. The researchers
sought to determine whether this assertion retains any validity in the 21st century. The girls
themselves did not appear to perceive any disadvantage. A couple of them did mention
that they enjoyed spending time together in the ‘girls only’ space in the Library, and enjoyed
the ‘Girls Got Game’ sporting program that had been tailored to them. Any observable
prominence of male students in shared spaces could be accounted for by gender ratios at
the time of the study, rather than power imbalance. The researchers will continue to examine
the use of shared spaces throughout the study, particularly as the gender ratios even out
over time.
Another previously purported argument against coeducation is that boys and girls should
be separated on account of different learning preferences. In contrast, Gill (2004) suggests
that differences in learning preferences differ more between individuals than between sexes.
To test this hypothesis, the qualitative interview data relating to learning preferences was
graphed and subjected to numerical analysis. While slightly more girls than boys preferred
to learn in groups and slightly more boys than girls preferred to learn individually or on the
iPad, the small sample size means that this is more likely to be accounting for individual
differences rather than gendered preferences. These inclinations could be considered as
averages rather than absolutes. The most notable observation was that learning preferences
were quite varied, leading to the conclusion that a variety of methods should be employed
regardless of the classroom’s gender composition. Furthermore, these preferences may be
seen as similar to the theory of learning styles, which contemporary educational research
shows have a relatively minor impact on student improvement. Hattie and Yates (2013)
conclude that there is ‘no recognised evidence suggesting that knowing or diagnosing
learning styles will help you to teach your students any better’ (p.176). Therefore, this
potential criticism of coeducational environments does not appear to hold great weight in
this context.

Goal setting/aspirations
Questions in this area looked at both short term goals and long term aspirations. In terms
of short term goals, the students were asked ‘What is something you would like to get
better at this year?’ and ‘How can you make that happen?’ Overwhelmingly, the responses
to the first question focused on academic goals. The researchers wondered whether the
responses were being led by a previous question ‘How do you like to learn?’ When the order
of questions was changed, the students still tended to focus on academic goals rather than
social or sporting goals.
When the students were asked what they could do to achieve their goals, many hesitated
and were unable to identify what steps they could take. This particular question was driven
by research which suggests that self-reflexivity and student expectations have an immense
impact on student achievement (Hattie 2017). Furthermore, Lee and Gavine (2003) conclude
that “involving pupils in their learning can raise attainment levels in spelling and punctuation”.
Thus, there is scope to improve the students’ ability to articulate their goals and know how
to achieve and exceed them.
In relation to their longer term career aspirations, there were two key observations made.
Firstly, many students named careers that had not existed when the previous cohort
completed their Year 3 interviews in 2008, such as YouTuber and gamer. It is also a difficult
task for them as we know that some will probably end up in careers that still don’t exist even
now. Thus, there is an urgent need for educational institutions to prepare students for an
unknown future (Barnett 2004), especially with growing pressure from parents who feel that
“school education should facilitate this development (Holdrege 2012, p.1). To this end, Barker
teaching and learning programs increasingly focus on building skills in technological literacy,
executive functioning, emotional intelligence and inquiry-based learning. Another important
aspect of tracking this preparedness will be the ‘Barker Journey Continued’ research initiative
whereby students from the initial cohort (Year 12 class of 2017) will continue to contribute to
the research with interviews regarding their post-School endeavours.
The second key observation relating to career aspirations was the identification of a slight
gender bias that it will be interesting to track as the cohort progresses. Research by Archer
et al (2013) suggests that societal expectations influence girls’ career aspirations from a
young age, resulting in less girls aspiring towards careers in the realm of science. Amongst
this cohort, responses showed that 20% of the girls aspired towards STEM-related careers,
compared to 44% of the male students. This finding was also mirrored when the boys spoke
about their interests, with many of the boys citing STEAM as their favourite thing in the Junior
School, whereas this response did not feature amongst the female students. The universal
significance of these results is not claimed in any way, it is important to remember that these
are specific answers from a unique group of students and so assumptions should not be
made about the role of gender, however the progression of these students through various
fields will be of interest over the coming years’ research.
In this way, such questions will be repeated throughout the longitudinal study in order to
ascertain how the coeducational environment impacts the students’ career aspirations. In
particular, there are many initiatives, such as Maths Week and Science Week that promote
STEM subjects amongst all students, irrespective of gender.

Conclusion
The inaugural interviews for version two of the ‘Barker Journey’ study revealed interesting
insights in each of the five focus areas. The students’ initial impressions of the School
shed favourable light on the teachers, the facilities and the opportunities available. The
questioning did reveal growth potential in the areas of shared values, resilience and goal
setting. This was not unexpected, particularly in light of the fact that the 2017 graduates who
participated in the previous manifestation of the study identified these as significant growth
areas throughout their tenure at the School. Thus, it is anticipated that the current cohort will
improve likewise and the researchers will continue to explore why and how this character
growth develops throughout a Barker education.
The researchers wish to thank the Year 3 teachers, along with senior Junior School staff
including Mr Martin Lubrano, Head of Junior School and Mr Phillip Heath, Head of Barker
College, for facilitating this research and for the amazing work they do with these wonderful
Year 3 students every day. Thank you also to the young students themselves as they start
out on a life-shaping journey together at Barker.
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