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Abstract
What constitutes a good education? When judging or choosing schools, we are often
forced to examine the more ostensible features of a school, such as its facilities and
its academic performance in standardised testing. Whilst these characteristics are
important, they alone do not paint an accurate or holistic picture of what a school
has to offer. Surveys of Barker parents have revealed that they attribute the most
value to balanced education, quality of teaching and pastoral care. The question then
arises, how do we examine aspects of school culture such as these that defy traditional
metrics? This longitudinal, qualitative study was designed to capture the more intangible
aspects of the Barker journey. It has tracked the social and emotional development of a
cohort of students through their perspective over their 10 year experience at the School
and will continue to follow their journeys beyond the Mint Gates. This article describes
the methodology of the study, enabling replication both within a Barker context or
elsewhere. It discusses the results of the study and also outlines the parameters of the
next phase of research, whereby the study is recommencing in 2019 within the School’s
new coeducational context.
What did we do?
In 2008, the entire cohort of Year 3 students was invited to participate in a longitudinal study
to track their Barker experience. This consisted of two classes of male students who were
all new to the School. The study began with 47 participants representing a vast range of
academic ability and cocurricular interests. The attrition rate was limited to those who left
the School, with 43 students continuing in the study until Year 12 and all of those opting to
continue the study beyond their School completion.
Each year, the students participated in a one-on-one semi-structured interview with the
primary researcher, Dr Brad Merrick. The interviews were video recorded and the researcher
took field notes during the interviews. For the inaugural interview in Year 3, the Head of
the Junior School was also in attendance. The timing of the interviews varied each year
depending on a range of factors. For example, the Year 3 interviews occurred during the
first half of the year in order to capture the students’ initial impressions of their experience.
In most subsequent cases, the interviews occurred in Term 4 in order to allow the students to
reflect on the year as a whole. In Year 11, the interviews occurred in Term 3 as Term 4 marks
the commencement of Year 12 studies. In Year 3, the interview lengths ranged from three to
six minutes, whereas the final interviews were around twenty to thirty minutes.

The questions also varied slightly from year to year. In general, they included questions
about highlights from the year, challenges faced, interests, strengths, areas for improvement,
effort, future aspirations, personal growth, teaching and reflections on the School. In addition,
the participants always had an opportunity to add any further insights or reflections. This
option was initially declined by most, but over time they came to expect, and value, the
chance to voice their views.
At the completion of the interviews each year, any responses of particular interest were
asterixed. The interview sheets were all scanned and saved electronically, as were the video
tapes. At the conclusion of the study, the interview sheets and footage were analysed by an
additional researcher, Mrs Amanda Eastman. To date, the results have been disseminated
in a range of written publications and live presentations to staff, students and parents. Each
participating student also received a copy of all their interview footage before graduating.
What did we learn?
The inaugural interviews captured a group of excited (albeit nervous and sometimes
monosyllabic) young students who were unanimously awestruck by the opportunities at their
fingertips. Common phrases included “my old school didn’t have…” and “it’s the first time I
have…”. They really enjoyed the new experiences such as camp, CRU (a voluntary Christian
group), play night and learning a musical instrument. They admired the facilities, including
the art room, the indoor swimming pool, the canteen and even the vast amount of grass.
They liked having nice teachers and making new friends.
As the years progressed, the students began to appreciate the more intangible aspects of
the School. Their answers became more abstract and sophisticated. By Year 12, the students
were still grateful for the facilities and the opportunities, but the thing they had come to
appreciate the most was the culture. They were able to articulate how unique the community
was and how much it had shaped and supported them. Over time, they also honed their
career aspirations and felt that Barker helped them to pursue and achieve their goals. They
learnt to deal with busy schedules, increasing workload and the inevitable hardships of
the teenage years. In the end, the researchers were impressed by the maturity, work ethic,
resilience and gratitude of the young men who had participated in the study.
The key themes that recurred throughout the
interviews were quality teachers, personal
growth and opportunities. Each of these
themes will be expounded on below.

What makes a Barker student?
...to treat other people the
way you want to be treated”

Quality teachers
The appreciation of teacher quality was evident from the start. Initially, comments focused
primarily on the personal characteristics of the staff. Over the years, the comments diversified
to also include reflections on teachers as instructors and influencers. This shows how the
aspects of quality teaching that were valued changed over time in conjunction with the
students’ maturity levels and attitudes to learning. It also captures how teachers at Barker
embody multiple facets of quality teaching, as they demonstrated an ability to develop both
academic aptitude and personal character.
The thing that the students appreciated most in the early years was having a “nice teacher.”
Many commented on the importance of things like “he’s very funny” and “she doesn’t get
angry or yell”. Interestingly, when the students were in the Senior School and reflected on
their Primary School teachers, they were able to elaborate more fully on their lasting impact.

One student appeared to have a particularly close rapport with his Year 3 teacher as she had
helped his family immensely through his brother’s cancer treatment. He still remembered and
reflected positively on her impact years later. Another student, who was clearly impacted by
his Year 3 teacher, said: “One thing Mr Taylor told me in Year 3 … I asked him, ‘What makes
a Barker student?’ and he said ‘to treat other people the way you want to be treated’ and
that’s kind of stuck with me as my nine years have passed.” Another student looked back on
his Year 5 teacher and said he “shaped me as a person” and is still “someone I look up to”.
Over time, the participants came to appreciate many other aspects of teaching, above
and beyond just hoping for a “nice” teacher. They praised teachers for qualities such as
extensive subject knowledge, pertinent feedback and the ability to motivate and foster
learning. Additionally, an ever increasing number of the students realised how their own
character, not just their understanding, had been shaped by their teachers. When asked
about how Senior School differed from Middle School, almost every student spoke about
how the relationship with their teachers had changed and deepened. It was evident to the
participants how much the staff cared, not just about their results, but about their lives as
well. For many, they had become “someone to reach out to.” In their final interviews, the
students were able to recognise that their teachers really cared and had put in immense
effort to help them reach their full potential. In turn, they wanted to work hard and do well
to make their teachers proud. Clearly, the work ethic of the staff had provided an inspiring
and motivational environment.
It was also noteworthy that a number of students
from the study were HSC All-round Achievers
(meaning they attained above 90 in 10 units
or more). Across the whole year group, 6% of
students received this accolade. Comparatively,
16% of the participants in this study were
awarded the same honour. This suggests that
(at least in this particular cohort) having spent 10
years at the School had impacted positively on
the students’ academic performance, compared
to the students who commenced at later entry
points.

All the values that the
School goes by get instilled
into each Barker kid… it
becomes a part of you”

Overall, the findings of the study dovetailed closely with contemporary research on quality
teaching. There have been many lists compiled to summarise the dimensions of quality
teaching (Darling-Hammond 1997; Hattie 2003). Most notably in this context, NESA (2014)
has synthesised this research into a set of Government endorsed ‘Australian Professional
Standards for Teaching.’ The standards describe the many varied facets of quality teaching,
placing emphasis on attributes such as knowing the students, creating a positive learning
environment and providing quality feedback. The interview responses provide evidence that
Barker students recognise and value these traits in their teachers.
Personal Growth
By Year 6, the students appeared to have learnt many significant life lessons from their time
at Barker. Some explicitly mentioned the “Barker Values” – a set of characteristics which at
the time included show respect, be helpful, be humble, be honest and get involved. These
had been overtly taught and also displayed around the School as a visual reminder. However,
most students did not merely list the values verbatim. They were able to paraphrase or
elaborate on the values and explain what they meant to them. This included examples such
as trying new things even if they were difficult and speaking to students who didn’t know
many people.

By Year 12, most were able to articulate that their values had been shaped by the people
around them rather than simply through lessons and instruction. They spoke about how the
culture had impacted them, saying things such as “Barker builds good people. When you’re
around good people you become one yourself” and “all the values that the School goes by
get instilled into each Barker kid but especially once you’re here for this long it becomes
a part of you.” Overall, there was a sense that Barker allows you to be “the best possible
version of yourself.” Some commonly cited values included compassion, respect, manners,
confidence, character, work ethic and responsibility.
One student also gave a moving account of how the School had played a pivotal role in
shaping his Christian faith:
Probably the biggest thing it has done for me is allowed me to make a decision to
pursue a relationship with God. As well as that, most of the core values that Barker
has are Christian values … all the Christian Studies’ staff are really supportive and allow
you to make that decision for yourself. It’s massive for me – it’s the most important
thing in my life.
These reflections capture one of the amazing legacies that Barker offers its students –
creating wholesome, selfless, hard-working individuals.
Another significant aspect of personal growth that emerged throughout the study was
resilience. This is particularly relevant because teenagers today are typically less resilient
than previous generations (Haidt and Paresky 2019). However, research into the psychology
of success has revealed that grit, rather than just academic prowess, is crucial for success
(Duckworth 2016). This has profound implications for education, suggesting that schools
need to work on developing passion and perseverance, not just content knowledge. A
review of the literature on resilience (Wu, Feder, Cohen, Kim, Calderon, Charney and Mathe
2013) defined resilience as “effective responses to environmental challenges and ultimate
resistance to the deleterious effects of stress.” As the Barker Journey study unfolded, it
became clear that many of the students were facing stressful situations and significant
setbacks. For example, one student with aspirations of becoming a professional sportsman,
was devastated when he broke his leg. However, in hindsight, he described this experience
as a “blessing in disguise” as for the first time, he could focus more on school work and
enjoyed seeing his marks improve. Another student said even though he had surgery that
went “horribly wrong”, he was able to take a step back and evaluate his priorities. As a result,
he learnt to focus more on his studies. Additionally, most students had phases of being
stressed by the ever-increasing workload. It was pleasing how over time they were able to
report vast improvement in their ability to manage their time, study more effectively and
overcome the associated stresses.
The researchers were impressed by the
resilience that was often evident in the face
of adversity, especially since this characteristic
can often be lacking in students of this age.
Consequently, the role that Barker had played
in shaping this valuable trait was examined.
Throughout their journey, the students
participated in multiple programs specifically
aimed at developing resilience, mostly through
their weekly period of Pastoral Care and Social
Education. These included the RAP program in
Year 7 and sessions by guest speakers such as
Glen Gerreyn in Year 12.

There has been really good
support and we’re building a
team to go through Year 12”

Interestingly, while these programs have a place, it was the relationships that had a bigger
impact on the development of resilience. For example, the aforementioned students
reported that it was the support from their year group and the dedication of their teachers
that allowed them to emerge from their setbacks feeling stronger and more focused. This
attitude resonated through the participants, with comments such as “We’re a whole year, not
individuals within a year … There has been really good support and we’re building a team
to go through Year 12”. Therefore, community appeared to be a major factor contributing to
the development of resilience amongst the group. This finding dovetailed with the results
of another Barker Institute study on the characteristics of successful learners (Eastman 2018).
In this study, one of the factors that strongly influenced both academic success and general
wellbeing was a feeling of belonging and connectedness, which was demonstrated in
corporate activities such as utilising shared resource repositories.
Other characteristics that were developed over time and appeared to contribute to the
strong sense of resilience, were gratitude and a sense of perspective. As the students
realised how lucky they were, they became less introspective and developed hearts for
social justice. Indeed in the primary years when they were asked about how the School had
shaped them their answers were often inward looking, such as “try your best” and “have a
go”. Increasingly, the answers become more outward looking, such as, “look out for others
more than myself”. Pivotal experiences in this vein included visiting the Darkinjung Barker
campus and participating in overseas tours such as the trip to Crossroads in Hong Kong.
After such experiences, one student reported, “that was the big thing for me, to realise
how privileged we are in Australia and how much we can do to help”. Another said, “I
realised how lucky I am … there are a lot of people doing it tough … it’s definitely given me
a world view and the inclination to help out where I can”. These quotes capture the holistic
nature of a Barker education and account for a level of grit that is rare amongst most
teenagers. The development of resilience will be examined closely in the next iteration of
this longitudinal study, in order that the School might continue to hone how it promotes this
crucial characteristic.
Opportunities
Another key theme that played out repeatedly for the duration of the study was that of
opportunities. Most of the interviews commenced by asking the students about the highlight
of their year and most of the time their responses related back to opportunities they had had.
These included excursions, cadets, work experience, productions, camps and representing
the School in international events such Mock Trial and Robotics. The participants took part in
an incredibly diverse range of activities and spoke of trying new things all the way through
to their graduation. Initially, the students were impressed by the number of options on
offer and the facilities at their disposal. Through their involvement in the vast cocurricular
program, they also identified many additional benefits. One Year 3 student spoke of the
camaraderie, saying that he was proud to make a relay team for JSHAA and even though
they lost, it was still a great experience because “it made me feel part of the School even
though I’ve just started.” This sentiment continued through High School, with many of the
students talking about how events such as cheering the School at CAS and watching their
peers perform at Coffee House (a student run popular music concert) all built a sense of
belonging and pride. In a particularly profound insight, a Year 11 student was able to identify
that one of the amazing by-products of a “phenomenal” cocurricular program is a close
community.
The range of opportunities at Barker College also
shaped the students’ career aspirations. In Year 3,
the students were asked what they wanted to be.
Interestingly, a common thread was that their ideas
were often shaped by their realm of experience. For
example, “I want to join the army to take after

It has given me the tools
to be who I want to be”

my grandfather’ and “I want to work at Microsoft, like my dad.” Whilst some students
never wavered from their initial aspirations, others had their eyes opened to experiences
that they never would have imagined when their journey began. In terms of fulfilling these
objectives, many students appreciated the way the Senior School allowed them to focus on
and extend subject areas of interest. They were appreciative of the fact that Barker students
can choose from a limitless combination of subjects and have state-of-the-art facilities to
develop their skills and interests. One student who wanted to be an engineer reflected on
how the tech facilities and dedicated teachers have “given me the tools to become who I
want to be.” Another student with aspirations of being a professional sportsperson spoke
of how the coaching, support and facilities at the School had allowed him to far exceed his
own expectations and to help this dream to become a reality.
Another aspect of the Barker education that was seen as an opportunity was the
coeducational nature of the Senior School. At the time of the study, female students joined
the cohort in Year 10. The study also coincided with the announcement that the School
would be transitioning to full coeducation. Consequently, this theme featured prominently in
the remaining interviews. The participants identified a range of academic and social benefits,
resulting in unanimous endorsement. The perceived benefits included: increased academic
rigour, accelerated maturity, preparation for the workforce, improved social skills and a
better learning environment. In terms of negative feedback, a few students did comment
that the introduction was temporarily disruptive, particularly to their established friendships.
The transition to full education will enable the positive aspects to be retained and amplified,
whilst eliminating this potential drawback. The coeducational nature of the School is currently
distinctive amongst proximate Independent Schools, and this was thus considered one of
the unique opportunities of a Barker education. The second iteration of the study will also
provide an opportunity to reflect on the coeducation transition.
What do we do next time?
The Barker Institute is proud to be continuing this study in two main ways. Firstly, all of
the original participants have expressed interest in continuing the study beyond their
graduation. The Barker Journey: Continued will continue to track the 2017 School leavers as
they venture around the world to pursue a very diverse range of interests and aspirations.
The original researcher, Dr Brad Merrick, will continue to investigate how Barker has shaped
and prepared its alumnae to be successful and selfless global citizens.
Secondly, the decision has been made to commence a second edition in 2019. The Barker
Journey 2.0 will largely follow the same format as the original study, with the following
modifications made to suit the changing context of School life.
Much has changed since the original study began. The earliest entry point for students is
now Preparatory School, rather than Year 3. The School is also currently undergoing the
phased introduction of female students, with the aim to be fully coeducational by 2022.
The decision has been made to recommence the study at the same entry point, rather
than include the Preparatory students. Therefore, not all students will be entirely new to
the School. Those who have attended the Preparatory School will be able to reflect on their
experience there, whilst there will be an additional intake of students able to offer their initial
impressions of Barker.
Another change in the School context that required consideration was the size of the cohort.
Given the increase in numbers, it would not be sustainable to interview the entire year group
individually. However, the researchers did not want any students to feel excluded from the
study and were also concerned about how the validity of the data would be impacted by
limiting the participants. Hence, the decision was made to invite all students to participate,

but utilise group interviews as a means of keeping the quantity of data manageable. In the
first year of the study, every student will participate in a small group interview, with some
students also being selected for individual interviews. The individual interviews will aim to
be representative of the year group, including a range of academic abilities, co-curricular
interests and genders. The individual interviews will continue annually whilst the group
interviews will be conducted again in Years 6 and 12.
The questions will also be amended to suit the changing context. For example, it will no
longer be pertinent to ask Year 10 students about the impact of introducing girls into the
cohort. Rather, a question could be asked each year about the students’ perception of
the coeducational environment. Another amendment to the methodology would involve
more ongoing analysis of the results. Rather than leaving the bulk of the analysis until the
completion of the study, there is benefit in analysing and publishing the results progressively.
This would allow more in-depth analysis of each set of interviews, generate ongoing interest
in the study and also make it easier for new researchers to pick up the study mid-way if
required. In addition to the style of analysis conducted previously, there will also be some
comparative analysis to examine changes in school culture between 2008 and the present.
For example, towards the conclusion of the first study, there appeared to be an increasing
concern for Aboriginal welfare and it will be interesting to track the development of this
trend.
Conclusion
Examination of educational literature and consultation with Barker parents both reveal that
quality education is about so much more than just grasping curriculum content. This Barker
Journey study has illustrated that whilst Barker does inspire academic achievement, it is also
able to deliver so much more. The participants all spoke of a unique and transformative
School culture that has shaped them as people and helped them to flourish into the
best possible version of themselves. They capitalised on the quality teaching and diverse
opportunities at their fingertips, setting audacious goals and being supported and inspired
as they pursued them. In so doing they also developed grateful and generous spirits, with
hearts for social justice. Whilst their journeys were not always easy, they found role models
and comrades to help them through the tough times, emerging as resilient, compassionate
and impressive young people. Their journeys have each been unique, but are all a testament
to the quality of the education they have received.
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