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Abstract
Despite global changes and challenges, research, innovation and professional learning
continued in 2020 through the Barker Institute. Research was published, conferences
became virtual, and events were run through both face-to-face and online mediums to
support public health requirements. A new element of research and event topics emerged
through the transition to the COVID-19 affected world as new opportunities and risks were
considered for the young people at Barker and beyond. This article serves as an overview
of the various presentations and areas of coverage included in the internal and external
events throughout the year, concluding with a vision for 2021.

The Barker Institute as a Research Centre: Research supporting decision m aking
around online learning
While there were many short, and long-term initiatives in the School that benefitted from the
advice and guidance of The Barker Institute as a research centre, unsurprisingly a key focus for
2020 research was associated with the efficacy of various online learning strategies.
In early March, the School's leadership recognised that a period of online learning would be
required as the public health crisis deepened in Australia. To prepare for this best, students from
Year 3 to Year 11 participated in an at-home, online learning trial on March 18. While this placed
an additional burden on some families, it was invaluable in preparing both teachers and students
(and possibly even some parents) for what was to come.
Results from around 2000 parent, teacher and student surveys were analysed by The Barker
Institute and feedback was delivered to both academic and pastoral leaders throughout all levels
of the School as they made decisions about online learning which formally began on March 23.
Evidence from the surveys demonstrated the high capacity of the outstanding students and staff
at Barker, along with the IT systems, to continue to learn under trying circumstances.
Student attendance and participation was high across all year levels. With the students returning
to class for over a week after the trial, teachers could debrief with all students and offer guidance
to students who completed less than their usual amount of work. Engagement did slightly
decrease later in the day which was one of the influences in the decision to reduce the number
and length of classes that students would attend during ongoing online learning.
The trial was an opportunity for teachers to test various types of online learning tasks. Students,
parents and teachers identified the need for increased differentiation (assigning flexible work
which could be completed in a way that is most appropriate for the academic abilities of every
student). This was a goal for teachers as they prepared for further online learning. In addition,
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both parents and teachers noted the difficulty in supporting sustained learning through the day
for students in the Junior School.
Secondary School students identified examples of excellent online teaching from every one of
our teaching departments. Analysis of positive and negative stories from students reinforced the
importance of:
•

clear instructions

•

easy to locate resources

•

real-time assistance from teachers (73% of students believed that this was done effectively
during the trial)

•

opportunities for interaction with teachers and peers

•

providing variety in learning activities throughout the day

This rich data set meant department and grade specific feedback was being given to teachers
and course coordinators to encourage and challenge them to consistently meet the needs of
students in these ways consistently.
It was also encouraging that even after one day students described how they missed, and now
more greatly value, their face-to-face, personal relationships with their teachers. This new-found
self-actualisation and appreciation of the classroom and School community will bear fruit in every
lesson going forward throughout their time at Barker.
The School is deeply thankful for the 437 suggestions that the parents made to improve the online
learning experience. The responses were coded by using a systematic process using qualitative
analysis software NVivo.
It was found that:
•

Parents highly valued direct connections between Barker teachers and students. While online
videos from external presenters were helpful, live classes and video recordings of Barker
teachers were most highly valued.

•

Parents (and teachers) wanted to ensure that online learning was not the same as what in
the past has been given as homework (e.g. only revision and note making). At Barker, online
learning was to be something different, an adaption of regular learning through alternative
mediums and methods. Already, the experiences of online learning are shaping how teachers
and students view homework even during full face-to-face teaching times.

•

Parents were concerned about social isolation and wellbeing of their children with fewer
interactions than on a normal day. Teachers sought to engage students in collaborative tasks,
even while learning from home, as well as tasks that take students away from the screen.

While government mandated online learning was only a small part of the Barker calendar in 2020
(thankfully), additional data was collected about the teacher and student experience which will
continue to inform decision making in the academic and wellbeing space. Excitingly, the best of
online learning has already begun positively to disrupt the typical face-to-face experience. Further
research and developments will be shared with the Barker community as they become embedded
in practice.
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The Barker Institute as Learning Hub: 2020 events featuring experts and best-practice
research.
In 2020 the Barker Institute continued in its strong legacy of providing access to rich and diverse
presentations, research and thinking across a range of settings to approximately 2000 people.
After hosting four face-to-face learning events in Term 1, in-person events were transitioned to
eight additional online events to meet the needs of the community during a complex year.
Four events had the widest reach into the broader community. Each of these was related to areas
of the Stage 6 curriculum and were designed to support our students while resourcing students
and teachers throughout the state. The topics were designed to be of public interest and over
500 people attended talks by Richard Whittaker on The Science of Climate, Simon Holloway of
Vegepod Global on Vegepod’s journey through agricultural entrepreneurship, and two Barker
teachers as part of our second year of Science Extension Public Lectures.
Students and teachers from across the state (from Albury to Armidale) joined our own students
when Barker’s Year 12 Science Extension classroom went public for the second year. Dr Alison
Gates spoke on Storytelling & Science Education: Great Moments in Science and Dr Matthew Hill
presented an Introduction to the Philosophy of Science. Participants were very grateful for the
opportunity to learn and gain access to Barker’s two student research journals, Scientific Research
in Schools (2019 and 2020).
Two events accompanied the return to school for Term 2 after the extended Easter break. Andrew
Fuller, renowned child psychologist and author, spoke to the Barker community on the theme of
Surging ahead academically in trying times and was interviewed about applications to the Barker
experience by Institute Director, Dr Matthew Hill. Soon after, Yasmin London of YSafe shared with
eager parents the particular issues and trends to be aware of while students were increasing their
social media use while needing to socially distance.
Appropriate use of technology was also the theme of a Term 1 in-person event where the school
launched its partnership with FamilyZone, a software-based solution for parents to support their
children when they go online on any of their devices.
Events to promote effective learning were held for Year 7 students and their families (Year 7 Study
Skills Webinar with Dr Matthew Hill), Middle School Families (Middle School Study Skills – Parent
Information Session with Mr Greg Longney, Director of Teaching & Learning) and new Year 12
students and families (Barker Big Start, 2021 with Dr Kester Lee, Director of Studies, Mr John
Hensley, Senior Counsellor, and Mrs Melinda Bower, Dean of Careers & External Programs).
To end the year on a high note, school leaders from around Australia were invited to join Junior
School parents for an online webinar Introducing Peachy: The Junior School Therapy Dog. Yvonne
Howard, Deputy Head of Junior School, and Kate Davis, Junior School Counsellor/Psychologist,
spoke about the program and the research that they were conducting to ensure its efficacy.
Special guests on the evening included Brad Rundle of Therapy Dogs Australia who spoke about
the training process, and Barker Year 4 teacher, Taylor Graham, shared the student experience
in the classroom, and of course Peachy herself made an appearance. In partnership with the
Baker Institute and Therapy Dogs Australia, Junior School staff will be researching the impact of
introducing Peachy to the school with results to be shared at an event in 2021.

The Barker Institute as Publication House: Research and publications
At the start of the year the third volume of the Barker Institute Journal, Learning in Practice (2019),
was published. This included 18 articles from 19 Barker staff members involved in teaching,
research and leadership.
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Coinciding with the first year of girls in the Middle School, the theme for the journal was quality
teaching and learning in a coeducational context. It was fitting to begin the journal with a feature
article from Melissa Brady, Director of Coeducation Transition on ‘Teaching in a coeducational
classroom’ (2019) written as a follow up to her previous article, ‘A coeducational future’ (2017).
The second year of the next iteration of The Barker Journey Study was not immune to the COVID19 effected year. In 2020, Year 4 students were interviewed about their personal development
and Barker experience with responses compared to their own last year, and their counterparts a
decade ago. While the focus was not COVID-19 it will certainly be an impactful feature of their
Barker Journey and is documented in this Year’s journal article (2020) as part of the decade-long
research project.
Twelve Year 12 Barker students (studying Science Extension in its second year) were published in
our second Volume of Scientific Research in Schools (2020) academic journal disseminating firsthand research more typically seen at a university level. Copies of this journal are available to the
public on the Barker Institute website and are read and used by teachers and students at schools
around Sydney as they construct their own research projects. Excitingly, multiple students have
contacted the Barker Institute as they have decided to continue a Barker students research project
for their Science Extension work. This journal has motivated another 30 students to begin the
research process in 2020 at Barker which again makes us the largest cohort in the state.
Outside of the Journal, three main avenues of dissemination were particularly related to Barker’s
success in the Science Extension course.
1.

One of the students, Arabella Crowley, had a poster presentation accepted for the
Australasian Science Education Research Association (ASERA) conference, held virtually in
Wollongong in June (Crowley & Hill 2020). Arabella's research into emotions of students in
the high-school Physics laboratory received positive feedback from various members of the
science education academic community. Alex Gray won First Prize for Physics research as
part of the STANSW Young Scientists’ Awards and has had his project submitted to next
year’s International Science Education Fair. Tom Harper was also placed first in the
Measurement Prize – Technology at the awards.

2.

At the same conference, the three Barker Science Extension teachers gave a paper
presentation on the new course and how it is challenging the role of teachers in the classroom
(Hill, Gates & Terrett 2020). Inspired by experiences at Barker and drawing from the teachers’
backgrounds in research supervision as well as a reading of existing literature, it was
proposed that Science Extension requires a unique approach to student supervision.

3.

In October, this was applied more broadly in a presentation at the inaugural Research
Conversations Conference organised by Research@SACS at St Andrews Cathedral School
(Hill 2020). The presentation applied this new conceptualisation of students as research
apprentices to Barker’s whole-school Personal Interest Project in early 2020 as well as to the
two years of the new Science Extension course.

The Barker Institute in 2021
The Barker Institute will continue to grow as a research centre, learning hub and publication house
in 2021 with a particular focus on Professional Learning. For the first time, staff will be able to be
recognised as doing professional development through conducting action research at the school.
Another initiative will involve a complement to the evening public events, afternoon learning
opportunities targeting staff will be run throughout the year.
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Research and dissemination will continue in the areas of online learning opportunities, the Barker
Journey research project, student feedback on learning and learning as apprenticeship amongst
many others. We look forward to sharing these with you next year.
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