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Principal builds pedagogy 
through the strength of 
collaborative responsibility.
By Madeleine Regan

School leadership for Chris Bartlett is about connection , 
collaboration and bringing people together to benefit 
students and their learning.

At Mater Dei Primary School, Toowoomba, Bartlett is i n his 
fourth year as principal. Previously, he worked in C atholic and 
government schools in Queensland, including as prin cipal for 
11!years at another Catholic school. He also worked for five years 
as an itinerant specialist physical education teach er in state primary 
schools, and gained an insight into the issues and interests of smaller 
country schools.

At Mater Dei, there are 395 students and 258 families. B artlett 
believes the role of the school is to form and susta in partnerships 
between teachers and students, and teachers and parent s.

Toowoomba, 125 km west of Brisbane, has a populatio n of about 
114,000. Mater Dei Primary is one of 31 schools in the Catholic 
Diocese of Toowoomba. Bartlett, the first Indigenou s Australian 
principal in a Catholic school in Queensland, is a member of the 
Diocesan Indigenous Education Committee and Staffin g Advisory 
Committee, and on other committees including curric ulum. 
He has a long-standing commitment to school sportin g events 
and associations in the wider community. Bartlett e xplains his 
participation, "It#s about being connected and also contributing to 
our local network through curriculum, staffing and sport.$

Bartlett established a local Townies Principals gro up comprising 
the eight Catholic Primary Schools in Toowoomba. Th e principals 
meet each term to share their experience of, and st rategies for, 
teaching and learning theory and practice, and curr iculum. He 

‘I believe 
everyone is 
a learner’

has been president of the Toowoomba Diocese Catholi c Primary 
Principal Association for two terms. In 2015, he re ceived a John 
Laing Professional Development Award, his peers rec ognising him as 
a strong instructional leader.

SCHOOL-WIDE PEDAGOGY
Implementing school-wide pedagogy for Bartlett has e volved 
as a process over 14 years in leadership. The implementation 
process used by Dr Joan Conway from University of Sout hern 
Queensland, who worked with school staff, involves fo ur aspects: 
school context, vision and values; collaborative const ruction 
of meaning, which leads to collective responsibility  for change; 
parallel leadership, which should be experienced by a ll teachers; 
and the ability for teachers to articulate authoritat ive explanations 
of pedagogy based on research.

In 2014, using the next five-year review process to  meet 
accountability requirements of the Catholic Educati on Office, 
Bartlett developed new goals with staff.

"It was time to reinvest in teaching and learning pri nciples,$ 
Bartlett says. "It was important for teachers to gain  greater 
familiarity, understanding and ability to talk about the  theory 
and practice of teaching and learning. I wanted a schoo l-wide 
pedagogy.$ In the previous five-year cycle, the staff  had worked 
with Conway through the ideas process for building va lues and 
beliefs, developing a new vision and mission, and inn ovative 
teaching and learning practices and structures.

At the start of his tenure in 2012, Queensland school s were 
implementing the Australian Curriculum, and it was an o pportunity 
to work on it with staff, and also explore the scho ol values. 
"I!initiated conversations about pedagogical change. It was about 
re-culturing and asking questions like, %What is our focus on 
teaching and learning?#, %How do we build our capacity to assist 
students to learn?# "

The ideas process brought a different approach to te aching and 
learning. One of the first steps was to explore %personal pedagogy# 
and teachers investigated how their beliefs were refl ected in their 
teaching practice. They followed up by looking at %a uthoritative 
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pedagogy#, through researching and analysing documents such as 
the Australian Curriculum. Bartlett#s next step was to  lead staff in 
defining a new shared framework about teaching and lea rning and 
identifying outcomes with guidelines for each year l evel. Bartlett 
reflects, "The ideas process meant that pedagogical change was 
non-negotiable at Mater Dei. We were redefining our  teaching 
and!learning.$

IMPLEMENTING PROFESSIONAL LEARNING
The new review cycle provided impetus to concentrate 
on selecting a school-wide learning and teaching area for 
improvement. The focus on developing school guidelin es for 
reading was linked to the school NAPLAN trends. "We worked 
on the questions, %What are our shared core commitment s to 
reading?# and %How does the new approach influence my personal 
pedagogy?# In this way, we developed our Mater Dei Reading 
Guidelines. I was keen to look at sustainability and we began wi th 
modelling new approaches in 2014.$

SUCCESS IN GROUPS
The process to develop the school-wide pedagogy con tinued, and 
by second semester 2015, all teachers were expected  to apply the 
Mater Dei Reading Guidelines in classrooms. Bartlett implemented 
a new structure that included four professional lea rning groups. All 
teachers were involved in at least one group and in peer coaching 
partnerships.

The Mater Dei leadership team comprises Bartlett an d the two 
assistant principals. They meet weekly and their ag enda includes the 
school vision and mission, curriculum, pedagogy, Ca tholic culture 
and planning professional learning. The second prof essional learning 
group, with voluntary membership, is the Teaching a nd Learning 
Team. It meets twice a term with an allocation of r elease time twice 
yearly to develop school-wide projects and document s such as the 
Mater Dei Reading Guidelines. Membership of the third group, the 
ICT professional learning team, is also voluntary. Initially, members 
researched hardware purchases but now they focus on  pedagogy 
and eLearning possibilities. The fourth group compr ises Cohort 
Structures groups that reflect year levels: Prep, E arly Years, Junior 
Years, and Middle Years cohorts. These groups meet at weekly staff 
meetings with release time allocated twice a year f or reviewing 
teaching and learning principles and developing %Cohort statements#.

The cohort structures are critical Bartlett says, "Ea ch one needs 
different teaching and learning principles and pedagog ies, as well 
as specific practices relating to stages of social an d emotional 
wellbeing. Students in years 5&6 are pre-pubescent and  require 
different attention for their stage of development. $

LEARNING AND CREATIVITY
Bartlett says, "Learning should involve creativity an d insight and 
not always be summative.$ He has strongly supported  the Kids 
Connect program, which provides technology-based activi ties 
for students from schools in the Toowoomba Diocese. Together, 
students and teachers organise Digital Literacy activit ies held once 
a year at the city museum. This year, Mater Dei teac hers have 
developed the same process at school level, creating  investigative 
projects for students in years 5 and 6. Activities su ch as these, 
Bartlett says, "sell learning$, and he is interested to engage parents 
with classroom processes of acquiring skills and know ledge.

THE CHALLENGE OF CHANGE
A challenge faced by all leaders is about ways to br ing about 
change. Bartlett agrees and reflects, "It needs to b e slow and 
avoid fads, and it#s important to embed sustained chan ge so that 
everyone is included and able to take on new ideas and  practices.$ 
He is aware of the need to consider the personal ped agogies of 
teachers as well as their professional goals in the  processes of 
developing the new pedagogical framework. "Leadership  is not 
just about talking and showing. It#s about being side by side and 
collaborating. I believe everyone is a learner, and eve ry day there is 
value in learning and making changes.$

He has organised internal and external opportunitie s for coaching 
sessions for all teachers, and sees that the goal-s etting practices have 
contributed to pedagogical change across the school . For example, 
teachers discuss individual goals by looking at the ir actions in relation 
to the Guidelines for Reading  in the school-wide pedagogy. Other 
questions enable teachers to look at next semester or next year. 
Bartlett explains his approach to managing change. "I persist,$ he says. 
"I concentrate on the collaborative construction of  meaning and ask 
teachers to share responsibility for the non-negoti able aspects of our 
framework. We always return to the students and wha t keeps them 
engaged, and how we can be at the best edge to impr ove learning 
in!our school.$ n


