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Abstract
Over a decade of research into the Barker Journey has yielded perceptive insight into
aspects of the Barker experience that defy traditional metrics. In summary, the students
reported that Barker had enabled them to become the best possible version of themselves.
The second iteration of the study began in 2019 with the Year 3 cohort including girls for
the first time. This iteration not only illuminates the students’ personal growth on an
individual level, but tracks important turning points in the School at an institutional level,
such as the transition to coeducation. This report examines the 2020 interview responses. It
investigates the dominant recurring themes of the study (relationships, values, coeducation,
aspirations and resilience), but also explores the unique challenges of 2020 that have arisen
out of the COVID-19 pandemic.

M ethodology
Data collection
29 individual interviews were conducted with 14 boys and 15 girls from Year 4 at Barker College.
These were 29 of the 30 students who were selected for individual interviews in 2019 (Eastman &
Hill 2019). In 2020, the interviews took place in mid-August, three months after the students
commenced a modified calendar to minimise COVID-19 disruption including a two-week period
of online learning, followed by a five-week holiday where they had the opportunity to participate
in a school-wide Personal Interest Project.

The interviews followed a mosaic approach, which Clark and Statham (2005) define as gathering
data using multiple data collection methods. In this instance, the students used both drawing and
speaking to communicate their ideas. This approach was designed to contribute to the variety
and veracity of ideas elicited in the interviews (Kocyigt 2014). Initially the students were given
time to draw their ideal school. The participants were then asked to explain their drawing and
reflect on how Barker compared to this ideal school. This activity allowed for identification of
areas of strength and weakness in the Barker education model, without directly asking the
students these things.
Some of the individual questions were designed to mirror questions from version one of the study
to allow for analysis of long term change and continuity. Other questions were designed to speak
specifically into the contemporary context. As in 2019, no questions were asked directly about
coeducation, with the view that the opinions would be more valid if they arose naturally in
Barker Institute Learning in Practice • 3

questions about highlights or challenges throughout the year. Questions about the impact of
COVID-19 were included at the end of the interview, as this could turn out to be a formative
experience in the children’s lives and the data could prove valuable in years to come. Leaving
these questions to the end allowed the students an opportunity to raise it themselves if they felt
it had been a particularly distinctive or impactful feature of their 2020 schooling experience. The
School’s Year 4 coordinator provided advice on the language of the questions ensuring they were
appropriate and accessible for the intended participants. Once completed, drawings and
interview notes were scanned and stored electronically.
Data analysis
The interview responses were transcribed into NVivo to ensure a rigorous level of qualitative
analysis. The responses were coded according to the 5 main recurring themes of the study:
relationships, values, coeducation, aspirations and resilience. For this year, an additional code was
added for responses relating to Covid-19. Node trees were used to create categories within each
code to allow for constant comparison analysis. Componential analysis was used to count and
code word frequencies (such as words used to describe Barker). The reliability of the coding was
determined to be a very high 97.5%, likely due to the relative simplicity of the categories (Miles
& Huberman 1994). The findings were compiled into a written report and also condensed into
infographics to disseminate key findings to relevant stakeholders. These processes ensure that
the results and recommendations of the investigation can be enacted accordingly.

Discussion
Overall impressions

In a COVID-19 effected year, the researchers were struck by the positivity and resilience
demonstrated by the cohort. The word frequency cloud in Figure 1 captures the dominant
language of the interviews. Whilst many students identified challenges, the majority reported
that this year had still in many ways been better than the previous year, as evidenced by the
prominence of this word in the frequency cloud. With the forced suspension of the cocurricular
program came a greater appreciation for learning and interpersonal connections.

Figure 1: A word frequency cloud generated from all the interviews

The drawing component of the interviews engendered excitement amongst the participants and
yielded some fruitful discussion about what they value in a school. There was a strong correlation
4 • Barker Institute Learning in Practice 2020

between their ideal school designs and Barker itself, particularly in the design of spaces and
facilities. Where their designs diverged, the ideas were often fanciful, such as free ponies, fast
food outlets and rollercoasters. Interestingly, very few students included technology in their
diagrams, suggesting that it was not high on their agenda for an ideal school. A sample of the
drawings are displayed in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Sample drawings of the students’ ideal schools
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Overall, the students spoke very positively about their journey at the School. When asked to
identify three words that described their experience at Barker this year, 55% of participants said
‘fun’. The other top responses were amazing, great, awesome, exciting, fantastic and friendly.
Additionally, when asked to rate Barker on a thumbs up/down scale, all the responses fell on the
positive side of the scale, with some students even giving a double thumbs up. The students were
then asked to explain their rating and the answers were coded into categories in order to
generate a list of what students value about Barker. The top responses fell into the categories of
relationships, activities and facilities. These are summarised in Table 1 and will be analysed
throughout this report.
Table 1: Numerical summary of what students like most about Barker

Category

Relationships
(42% of responses)

Activities
(31% of responses)

Facilities
(27% of responses)

Elaboration

•

Two thirds of these responses were about peers,
with the remaining third about teachers.

•

Students valued friendliness, helpfulness and the
coeducational environment.

•

Students liked that teachers are nice, funny,
helpful and make learning interesting.

•

One third of the responses related to learning
activities like ‘hands-on’ experiences and
interesting work.

•

One third of the responses related to sport such
as rugby, cricket, swimming and basketball.

•

The remaining third were other cocurricular
activities like STEAM, band, coding, chess and
cartooning.

•

These responses included buildings (such as the
newly opened Rosewood Centre), spaces (such
as the ovals and play areas) and occasionally
resources.

Recurring themes: Relationships
Table 1 (above) shows that relationships were frequently cited as the best thing about Barker.
Interestingly amongst the same students, the order of the three factors was reversed the previous
year, with students most commonly referring to facilities, followed by activities and then
relationships. There could be multiple reasons for this shift. Facilities may have been a tangible
factor that struck those who were new students, whereas the relationships would take time to
flourish. In the previous iteration of the study, conducted from 2008 – 2017 and reported in
Eastman & Merrick (2019), activities remained the preferred aspect of the school experience for
much longer, and it was not until the Senior School that the students really came to value the
depth and uniqueness of the supportive School culture. In order to determine why this shift has
been accelerated amongst the current cohort, the researchers considered their other responses
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and propose that COVID-19 played a significant role. With many activities being periodically
cancelled, the students gained a greater appreciation for other aspects of School life.
Whilst relationships at School were strongly valued, when students were asked ‘Who do you turn
to for help when things get hard?’ most students still reported that they turn to their parents. This
result is promising, given that research emphasizes the importance of family cohesion in
navigating the current pandemic. Masten and Motti-Stefanidi (2020, p.7) report that ‘When
individual children are the focus of the study, the quality of the parent-child relationships, parent
management skills, or family cohesion are frequently identified as protective factors (e.g., Masten
& Palmer 2019; Meng et al. 2018)’. Indeed, strong family relationships may have been a protective
factor against the potential challenges of a difficult year.
In addition to this parental support, a growing number of students reported that the teacher was
their preferred confidant. Commonly, as children mature they look beyond parents to staff for
support, and then eventually prefer to reach out to peers rather than adults. Anticipating these
shifts allows the researchers to equip the right groups for supporting students at appropriate
times. To ascertain more about the student – teacher rapport, participants were asked to tell us
something they liked about their teacher. A word frequency analysis showed the top five
adjectives (in order) used to describe teachers were fun, nice, kind, funny and good. This mirrors
the results of the first iteration of the Barker Journey study where in the early years students
valued personal characteristics of their teachers. In the middle years they offered deeper
reflections about how teachers had shaped and inspired them (Eastman & Merrick 2019). Then,
in the latter years there was a much stronger focus on the teachers’ knowledge, passion and
ability to prepare them for life beyond the Mint Gates. This trajectory will be tracked throughout
this version.
Interestingly, 14% of participants also demonstrated more introspective methods of responding
to hardship, categorised as ‘self’ in Table 2 below. These included comments such as ‘sometimes
I just go and read a book or maybe play or fidget around with something’. These comments did
not appear to be necessitated by an absence of external support structures, but rather
represented a sense of empowerment and self-efficacy, a promising predictor of future resilience.
Table 2: Students’ preferred source of support when things get hard

‘Who do you go to for help
when things get hard?
Source of Support:

No. of participants:

Parents

18

Teachers

16

Peers

8

Self

7

As evidenced by the numerical totals in Table 2, many participants cited more than one source
of support, suggesting a well-developed sense of belonging, security and support.
When asked ‘What do you do when things get hard? Who do you turn to?’ one of the students
cited her Christian faith, saying ‘My parents or my friends or God … Because God is the one who
controls the world and that's why I normally turn to him and pray.’ One of Barker’s aims is to
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nurture students in their faith and there is scope to ask students more about how their world
views have been shaped by their schooling experience in the future.
Recurring themes: Values
The questions were designed to avoid leading questions by deliberately not using the word
‘values’. The researchers wanted to see how entrenched the Barker values (commitment,
compassion, courage, integrity and respect) were without merely seeing if they could be recited.
Whilst there was a correlation between the students’ sentiments and Barker’s values, the specific
language of the Barker values did not feature in their vocabulary. It is to be expected that the
articulation and embodiment of Barker values will begin slowly and develop over time, but it is
worth considering whether there is scope to improve in this area. Halstead and Taylor (2005, p.
9) argue that for values education to be effective over time, it needs to permeate all aspects of
school life, including:

in curriculum subjects and cross-curricular themes, and in sport, community links, fundraising
for charity, extra-curricular activities generally, teacher-pupil relationships, the structures and
management of the school, school discipline, the pastoral system, the processes of teaching
and learning, the hidden curriculum and the ethos of the school.
These categories could be examined more closely to identify specific areas for future focus. Next
year’s interview questions will be crafted to examine whether the Barker values have become
more entrenched. This could mean that students are not only given the opportunity to raise the
values organically, but also explicitly prompted to give a more in-depth account.
When reflecting on how they have grown as a person, some students were only able to identify
concrete physical changes, like ‘I’m taller’. The majority focused on their improvement in
performance in particular subjects or skills, whilst a small minority dug deeper to reflect on
character growth. Figure 3 shows the responses when mapped along a spectrum of growth. This
spectrum could be used in subsequent years, with the hope that the mean would shift to the
right as the students become more exposed to the Barker values and more self-reflexive about
their own personal growth.

Students' reflection on personal growth
Explanation of
scale:

Number of participants

9
8
7
6

0 = No growth /
not sure

5
4

1 = Only concrete
growth until
prompted

3
2
1
0

0

1

Figure 3: Level of personal growth.
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2

3

Level of growth

4

Recurring themes: Coeducation
The interview responses strongly suggested that the coeducational environment in the Junior
School is both natural and valued. Only one fifth of the participants mentioned coeducation,
suggesting that for the majority it has become normalised. For those who did mention
coeducation, it was seen to be one of the highlights of their Barker experience. They liked that
‘there’s boys and girls so we can play with different people’. For some, their ability to relate to
both sexes was identified as an area of personal growth. When asked ‘how have you grown as a
person this year?’ one student said, ‘sometimes I'm playing with boys instead of just girls, 'cause
I used to be from an only girls school’ and another said ‘but now I can play with the boys and
also the girls.’

For others who discussed coeducation, it was raised when discussing what their ideal school
would be like:
So can you think of any ways that Barker is like the ideal school that you designed?
It's a co-ed school.
And why is it important to you that it's coed?
I think that in an only girls’ school you wouldn't have that much interaction with others.
Of the 29 participants, only one provided a negative element of coeducation, reporting that she
found it difficult being the only girl in her chess club and felt like this was the reason she
sometimes found herself sitting alone. Barker College has taken many steps to ensure that the
girls do not feel marginalised and this has largely been successful, but it is important for staff
across the School to identify and respond to these anomalies.
Recurring themes: Aspirations
In relation to the theme of aspirations, this year appears to have brought notable change. Each
year the questions include asking the students what they want to be when they grow up. Overall,
2020 saw a significant increase in students saying ‘I don’t know’, particularly amongst the female
students. The number of girls in this category increased from 13% in 2019 to 47% in 2020. Is this
shift a symptom of uncertainty amidst the pandemic or an age appropriate development? To
address this question the researchers considered the trends from the previous iteration of the
study and found a similar trend. When the previous cohort were in Year 3 in 2008, their aspirations
were fairly insular; often being inspired by the careers of family members (Eastman and Merrick
2019). It appears that as they were exposed to a greater variety of possibilities, many students
questioned their preconceived notions and reconsidered their options. In the first cycle of the
study, their aspirations were first challenged in early Primary School, then reshaped as they
approached Secondary School and then consolidated as they neared the HSC. And for many of
the original cohort, these aspirations are now in the process of being realised. Similarly amongst
the current cohort, the Year 3 students often cited family, with responses such as ‘I want to be a
chef like my mum’. They have now entered a phase of increased uncertainty and the researchers
will continue to track the development of their ideas.

Amongst those who did name a career aspiration this year, the responses exhibited a level of
traditional gender bias, as shown in Figure 4 below. The examination of gendered career goals
was driven by research that girls’ career aspirations are shaped by societal expectations (Archer,
DeWitt, Osborne, Dillon, Willis & Wong 2013). The hope is that a coeducational learning
environment will, over time, counteract perceived limitations arising from socially imposed gender
conventions and allow girls to envision audacious and limitless aspirations.
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Number of students

2020 Career Aspirations by Gender
8
6
4
2
0

Education
and the Arts

STEM

Sport
Girls

Other

Don't know

Boys

Figure 4: Gender distribution of career aspirations in 2020

Recurring themes: Resilience
Research points to resilience as one of the most essential characteristics to develop amongst
today’s youth (Duckworth 2016). However, Brown and Dixon (2019) determine that explicit school
interventions to target resilience have experienced mixed success and can lead to negative
associations with the term ‘resilience’. They claim that wellbeing education is more effective when
it is student driven and involves discussion, debate, personal experience and practical tips. The
researchers have set out to track resilience amongst the cohort in order to reflect on and enhance
Barker’s social and emotional learning programs.

Last year resilience was identified as one of the growth areas as students struggled to articulate
what they would do when things got hard (Eastman & Hill 2019). In the 2020 interviews it was
evident that students could better identify positives amidst difficult times and were more
empowered in self-determination. Students have experienced many opportunities to grow,
particularly through the role of their teachers, and the unanticipated hardships bought by COVID19 appear to have accelerated personal growth in unprecedented ways. Whilst the preliminary
research on the impact of the pandemic suggested many potential worries, (Golberstein, Wen &
Miller 2020; Prime, Wade & Brown 2020), there is also potential that one of the silver linings will
be a generation with more resilience and adaptability than their predecessors.
Children… have lost the normal routines of school, play, social life, vacations, and
celebrations marking developmental milestones, such as graduation. There are many signs
of frustration and distress, but also observable signs of resilience emerging. Families,
schools, communities and young people are responding with creative efforts to learn, teach,
play, work, and connect in meaningful ways at a distance. (Masten & Motti-Stefanidi 2020,
p. 8)
In many ways, the students’ responses to interview questions illustrated that these characteristics
of resilience had been modelled by parents, teachers and School management; thus having a
flow-on effect in the attitude of the participants. For example one student, when asked ‘what do
you do when things get tough?’ responded with ‘Most of the time I just look on the bright side
and look at the positive things. Like there’s always gonna be next year!’
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Although 2020 has been challenging, it does provide a unique opportunity to foster resilience.
The following section delves deeper into the impact of COVID-19 amongst the cohort and makes
recommendations for ongoing action.

The im pact of CO VID -19: O verview
The initial global research into COVID-19’s impact on children yielded some concerns, drawing
on prior examples of school closures and economic uncertainty to predict possible outcomes.
Even short-term school closure can have an ongoing impact on academic performance (Robson
2020). Additionally, general wellbeing can be adversely impacted particularly due to social
disruption (Prime, Wade & Brown 2020). Specifically, there is a need for schools to keep a close
watch on the mental health of the students and their families ‘because of the unique combination
of the public health crisis, social isolation, and economic recession’ (Golberstein, Wen & Miller
2020). Reassuringly, as the pandemic has progressed, more research has emerged about the
opportunities to develop resilience amongst today’s youth. At Barker College, the difficult
situation is being used as an opportunity for effective and positive student development.
The impact of COVID-19: Hardships
Interestingly, only 52% of participants raised the impact of the pandemic before being directly
asked about it, so for many, it was not the dominant experience of Barker College in 2020.

Of those who did raise COVID-19, the things they found difficult included:
•
•
•
•

Adapting to online learning,
Missing out on activities they were looking forward to (such as camp, excursions, sport and
travel),
Not seeing their extended family, friends and teachers, and
for one student, the main difficulty was that her ‘dad was a terrible teacher!’

The impact of COVID-19: Silver linings
Amidst the difficulties of living through a pandemic, some positive trends also emerged. The
students demonstrated resilience in their ability to adapt to the situation and look for positive
outcomes. Some of these reflections included:

What has the best thing been about this year?
That even though there's COVID, we still can have fun and the teachers supporting us.
Why do you say this year is better than last year?
Because I've learned that… because of COVID-19 I think spending more time with friends
is more important in this this difficult time.
How has your time spent doing the online learning changed the way you think about
coming back to school?
I've been nicer to everyone because I know that this might happen again. I've been trying
to help out a bit more… because if we go into another lockdown, we’re not going to be
able to do all of these things anymore.
Another interesting adaptation amongst the students was a change in the types of activities they
valued (activities were the second most commonly given highlight of the School year, see Table
1). Specifically, those highlighting classroom learning (rather than cocurricular) activities had
dramatically increased. This suggests that during the temporary cessation or modification of
cocurricular activities due to COVID-19 the students developed greater appreciation for other
aspects of School life. Some of the initiatives that came about as a result of the pandemic ended
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up being a highlight. One student stated that getting a certificate for his Personal Interest Project
was the best part of his year, and another’s favourite activity was ‘when we got to do that facetime
call with the person that works at the place where they got to keep convicts’. Others spoke more
generally of the ‘hands on learning’ and how ‘work is fun’. These reflections are a testament to
the way Junior School teachers have found creative and enlightening ways to transform an
unexpected predicament into a valuable learning experience.
The impact of COVID-19: Implications for further study
Robson (2020) claims that ‘From their academic success to their social skills and mental health,
the pandemic is a crisis for today’s children – and the fallout may follow them for the rest of
their lives’. In the case of Barker College, the immediate impact for students appears to have
been contained in the two-week online learning phase. However, it will be important to keep a
close eye on the wellbeing of individual students as the longer term impacts of the pandemic
emerge. Masten and Motti-Stefanidi (2020) suggest that an individual child’s coping mechanisms
can be significantly shaped by their school environment.

Barker College has applied many of the recommendations from this research, including building
a sense of belonging in the online learning environment, offering learning support services,
cultivating optimism and rethinking routines and celebrations. Another recommendation from
Masten and Motti-Stefanidi (2020, p.9), is that:
Engaging youth in recovery planning and actions to prepare for future disasters can build
that sense of hope for the future as well as immediate feelings of self-efficacy and agency
with the potential to counter feelings of helplessness that can accompany the experience
of disaster.
Barker College should consider how they can include students in future planning and thus
develop their capacity, cohesion, agency and purpose.
Figure 6 shows a summary of findings in relation to COVID-19 which the researchers developed
to enlighten key stakeholders and inform School policy and interventions.
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Growing from COVID-19:

Findings from the ‘Barker Journey’ research report
Context:
These findings are drawn from interviews with a random selection of
Year 4 students in August, as part of the ‘Barker Journey’ study.

What does the research say?
•

Potential mental health
impacts are concerning

•

School closure can result in academic
regression

•

Hardship can be a pathway to resilience

•

The response of families and schools is critical
in minimising negative outcomes for children

What have the students found difficult?
•

Adapting to online learning

•

Missing out on activities they were
looking forward to (such as camp,
excursions, sport and travel)

•

Not seeing their extended family,
friends and teachers

Key quotes:
What positives have emerged?
•

Greater appreciation for
school community

•

Increased gratitude for on campus learning

•

Growing sense of resilience

•

Most of the students still had overtly positive
views of Barker in general and 2020 specifically

“I've been nicer to everyone because I
know that this might happen again.”
“Because of COVID-19 I think spending more time with
friends is more important in this this difficult time”
“Even though there's COVID, we still can
have fun and the teachers supporting us”

Recommendations:
•

Continued monitoring of students’ emotional and academic wellbeing

•

Increased student involvement in recovery planning

•

Creative redesign of traditional routines and celebrations

•

Partnering with families to actively build optimism, purpose and coherence

•

Modelling of ways to build a sense of community and belonging while maintaining social distance
For a full report see: Eastman, A & Hill, M 2020, ‘The Barker Journey study amidst COVID-19:
Summary of Year 4 interviews’, Barker Institute: Learning in Practice, vol. 4, no.1.

Figure 6: Summary of findings on the impact of COVID
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Conclusions
Overall, the 2020 interviews captured the positivity and personal growth of the participants and
highlighted many areas of the Barker experience to showcase and celebrate. They also provided
the researchers with insight into areas which could benefit from further investigation and
development. These key areas are highlighted in the infographic below (Figure 7).

Figure 7: Conclusion of findings in 2020.

The areas to celebrate all reflect a positive School culture, whereby students feel connected,
empowered and nurtured. The areas for growth are not cause for concern. Rather, they are areas
where change and development is to be expected and recommendations will be developed by
the researchers as necessary.
Overall, the participants represented an impressive group of young people who are a credit to
their parents, their teachers and themselves.
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