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Abstract
Rapid educational change has become the norm in the 21st century. However, few could
anticipate the dramatic shift to online learning that became necessary as a response to
COVID-19. Barker College began 2020 in an advantageous position, having implemented a
Blending Learning approach in the latter half of 2017 and having a clearly developed
Teaching and Learning Framework (Barker College 2019). While the burden of guiding the
community through this period has fallen on senior leadership, the implementation of their
vision is carried primarily by classroom teachers and middle management. This paper will
examine, from a secondary school teacher’s perspective, how a culture that embraces
change has been facilitated by leadership and will explore research on change management
approaches.

Twenty-first century educational leaders face the challenge of leading in a time of continuous
change (William Bridges Associates 2009) where staff can feel overwhelmed by ‘a sea of
excessive, inconsistent, relentless demands’ (Fullan 2000, p. 583). Research on change
management reveals that leaders must create a clear moral purpose as well as building teachers’
capacity to embrace change (Fullan 2000). Barker’s Teaching and Learning Framework and
related professional learning, has been crucial in preparing staff for the unprecedented pressure
that the pandemic placed on educators.
Research into change management suggests that articulating a clear moral purpose is key (Doe
et al 2017, Fullan 2000) and Barker has done this through their Teaching and Learning Framework,
which articulates many common elements of other teaching and learning frameworks. This could
lead some to question why a broadly used framework was not chosen instead. While similar
pedagogical trends are likely to occur, a framework tailored to the specific needs and values of
an organization is more likely to have an impact. As one of the largest schools in the state, Barker
has unique opportunities and challenges that require leadership to create a culture throughout
each level of the School. Barker’s Thrive framework has a focus on creating a learning environment
that emphasizes positive relationships and the use of learning technology. Information technology
is rapidly evolving and is a key driver of change in education. Having a clearly articulated
framework has had a positive impact on staff as they navigated the move to online learning
during 2020. Research suggests that change is more likely to be embraced when a clear moral
purpose is defined, which is a key in creating conditions to enable transitions to be smooth (Doe
et al. 2017).
With numerous departments and a large teaching staff, ensuring consistency during the move to
online learning across the secondary school was essential. Middle leaders such as Heads of
Departments and Heads of House played a crucial role in disseminating information and ensuring
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that feedback from staff and the community was communicated to the executive. Some of our
younger Middle School students found adjusting to new platforms challenging to navigate at
home. Heads of House and Deans contacted home to support students and their parents when
challenges were identified. This not only contributed to creating positive relationships, but also
meant that technical challenges faced by students were presented to key decision makers so
strategies could be amended or recommunicated. The Head of the Middle School and the Middle
School Deans provided support for the Heads of House. This involved communicating any
changes with them, presenting their suggestions and advocating for them when student and
parent online requests increased suddenly. The Environment focus in the Thrive framework
created moral purpose when navigating the challenges of moving suddenly to online learning.
While the changes that occurred were indeed challenging, having a focus on maintaining positive
relationships throughout the process helped the change that occurred to be consistent with
Barker’s values and created a strong moral purpose.
For change to occur smoothly it is imperative that leadership consider building capacity amongst
staff. Powell and Powell (2015) note that a key factor in resistance to change is often related to
technical challenges. Once staff have agreed that change is needed, informational learning must
be provided to facilitate the development of new skills. Barker provided professional learning to
staff to equip them for the challenges of a rapid move to online learning. By providing a staff day
prior to lockdown, informational learning was undertaken. Courses were created by the Digital
Learning Team so staff could upskill in preparation for moving more content online. These were
provided online and were self-paced, allowing for staff to identify areas that they needed extra
training in. Andragogical research suggests that adults are more likely to engage when there is a
sense of volition (Knowles et al 2005). While this day was beneficial, the initial demand on
teachers’ time in creating content was considerable. Teachers in each department who
identified as being particularly proficient in ICT volunteered to be content creators for the online
learning. They uploaded content to the Learning Management System for courses which helped
to create consistency for students. This initially resulted in these teachers carrying a heavier
workload which may not have been sustainable. More equitable distribution of work was
delegated by Heads of Department and this resulted in more collaboration.
A great benefit of the online learning period was the sense of comradery among staff and
excellent collaboration. This culture of embracing informational learning and enhanced
collaboration enabled the change transition to be successful. Leaders were responsive to
feedback and proactive in identifying areas that needed modification. In the early stages of online
learning, some students struggled with knowing exactly where to access information for each
lesson. The Director of Professional Learning created a proforma for staff to ensure that work was
disseminated consistently across the Secondary School. This responsiveness to student needs was
beneficial and ensured that the online learning environment was easier to navigate. The guidance
from the Digital Learning and Curriculum teams was crucial in building capacity among staff and
creating a culture that embraced learning.
Change management is a skill that school leaderships needs now more than ever. While the
pandemic placed enormous pressure on the education sector, Barker has thrived. This is due to
leadership having a clearly articulated moral purpose, coupled with professional learning and
support for staff. Baker (2020) noted that ‘this pandemic could profoundly change education for
the better.’ The lessons from online learning are currently being examined by leadership. This is
another key step in ensuring that change is sustainable and will continue to be embraced by the
school community.
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