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At the start of 2011 I came out of a school context and moved into a role 
with a brief of providing PL and strategic planning around leading, 
Teaching and Learning with Technology to schools across the north of 
Tasmania,  and that’s where the So What project had its genesis. My role 
has since extended and I’m now a Professional Learning Leader with the 
Tasmanian Professional Learning institute; and our brief is to provide PL, 
specifically with a leadership focus, across the DoE.
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In conversation, in analysis So What? is a powerful question - Often an 
aggressive one. One thing I will explore today is what the enabling 
conditions  might be around allowing us to ask So What? with effect, as 
a measure and as a precursor to actions that strengthen teaching and 
leadership practices.

40 minutes is such a short opportunity to share, so I’d like to use this 
time to frame an invitation for conversation. I’m going to take you thru 
the model behind the professional learning, the significant enablers for 
success, and some evidences of impact drawn from the So What project, 
but really would invite you to get in touch to explore these ideas further. 
We will have some time toward the end of the session to begin to 
investigate any areas that might interest you.
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The So What? Project is a unique, long term professional learning program.
It was designed to enable and to support the embedding of ICT in both the learning 
process and school culture in a way that adds value to every student’s education.
The graphic you can see sums up the foundations of the project. We have the 
technology, we use the technology - does it make a difference – or, so what?
In terms of identifying the need for this program, 
There is little doubt that Technology can powerfully transform and facilitate
knowledge-building,
problem-solving, and
collaboration ( some of the 21st century skills common across most of the literature),

however our experience in, our conversations about, and our observations of local 
school contexts indicated that while technology has been, and indeed is being used 
broadly, it is almost never used, consistently,  in combination with the kind of 
changes in pedagogy and learning design needed to transform educational 
outcomes.

The graphic frames up the statement “We have the technology, We use the 
technology – So What?”
Schools and education systems are littered with random acts of technology – things 
that seemed good ideas at the time, but failed to make an ongoing impact on 
student outcomes. I am sure we can all name up a few of our own….for me I’d name
costly video conferencing cameras and IWB’s as white elephants……

One of our aims in the So What Project was to reduce random acts of technology by 
aligning core school priorities, processes, capabilities, goals and aspirations.
What I will aim to do today is to deconstruct the modelling behind the project, have 
a look at what it is, how it works and why it works.
The Project sits really well under the conference theme of Seeding Ideas and 
Nurturing Innovation, because our aims in running this program were just that: to 
seed, support and nurture innovative leadership and teaching capacities, with a core 
focus on embedding technology in leading, teaching and learning.
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I hope to also provoke your thinking today, so I sit the quote to the right 
there as a picture of the changing landscape we work in.
For me, In those words are a rationale and impetus for change – not 
shift, but change,  in how we lead, teach and learn, particularly with 
reference to technology.
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So to set the structure for the So What Project I need to acknowledge 
the profound influence an article by Margaret Wheatly and Deborah 
Freize, had on our planning and project delivery. 
The article suggests 4 phases of scaling innovative practice through 
building learning communities.
Name – Connect - Nourish and Illuminate

I have some copies for anyone interested.
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The article provided us a framework and prompted us to build  a set of 
process arrows that defined and directed our planning, project delivery 
and evaluation.
The idea behind the last arrow “emergence” is that when we connect, 
resource and nurture like minded people, then new communities and 
practices will flourish. Again, this really fits this conference’s theme!
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So I’d like to work you through each phase: - name connect nourish and 
illuminate, and look at what we did at each phase to make the project a 
success

Naming, for us was around intent and strategy It was about not only 
being absolutely clear and intentional in setting out the outcomes we 
wanted, but also about how we delivered the project, our target 
audience and who we engaged to deliver it. This phase has been that 
most critical in setting up the project for success.

In terms of building a knowledge base around current research and 
practice, we focussed on the Assessment and Teaching of 21st century 
skills and Innovative Teaching and Learning research. Both these bodies 
of research have been building globally over the past 2 or 3 years, and 
have foundations also in our Australian context.

On the back of some work several Tasmanian schools had done as 
Microsoft Partners in Learning schools, we connected with our project 
facilitator, Travis Smith, of Expanding  Learning Horizons. ELH are  
independent advisors for schools looking to create or implement 
technology programs. 
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Probably the most significant impetus for our project design was this drawing. Were
big subscribers to Dan Roams’ On The Back or a Napkin thinking………
Travis tabled this early in the piece as we were throwing ideas around building high 
leverage PL, and the idea behind asking So What? took hold for us.
In essence, what it outlines is that what we have done for so long in terms of School-
Based Professional Development has so often not made a significant impact on 
teaching or learning.

at the left are a couple of outlines of traditional skills based professional 
development, lock step do-this-then-that, or have a play in the space (getting 
familiar) 
Or perhaps    Lets “do” PD for (or perhaps to) our whole staff for 60 minutes on a 
Thursday afternoon, one in all in………” 

The red line is the Line of So What?

PL that crosses that line by becoming embedded in practice was where we wanted 
to be.
We committed to being coaches, working in and building teams and communities of 
practice based on action in classrooms and changing whole school cultures.

So the driving initial evaluation for all our work was the question – So What? Does 
this action/process/line of thinking get us across the line of So What? And so have a 
meaningful impact on learning outcomes.

With this  at the forefront of our thinking, we planned to run the project over 2 
years, and to set in place a number of non negotiables around engagement, delivery 
and support that were clearly designed to seed, support, nurture and embed 
changes in practice around how technology was used on schools.
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In terms of our delivery model, this quote was a great prompt, as was
Michael Fullan's thinking around “Learning IS the Work”
Three critical pillars supporting our theory of change were that:

• Change is effected when PL targets an authentic need and is
connected to both the daily relational work of employees and to the
future-focussed aspects of school improvement

• Supported spaced learning modules that build collaborative and
collective capacity provide a sustainable model for change
management

• Leadership engagement and support is critical to the ongoing
achievement of program goals.
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In building the PL, we committed to developing a program  that was:
Focussed - on the needs of the learner 
Connected - to both the daily relational work of those in schools, and to 
future school improvement
Evidence driven – so it was based upon data and grounded in current 
and best-available theory and research 
Collaborative - involving individual reflection, collective inquiry and the  
sharing of knowledge and skills
Sustained - consistently supported through follow-up processes that 
scaffold new learning opportunities, developing personal and collective 
capabilities . you don’t get depth by visitation says Michael Fullan 
(again) in motion leadership
Evaluated - uses multiple sources of information to measure the 
effectiveness of learning as part of cycle of continual improvement
Valued - at the individual and collective levels through recognition, 
sharing and celebration.

Indeed, these principals drive all our work at the Tasmanian Professional 
Learning Institute
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We built our PL delivery model focussed on three clear and
differentiated targets. We asked participating schools to nominate
delegates in 3 categories.:
Classroom Teachers: Teachers wishing to increase their effectiveness in
using ICT in Teaching and Learning. The expectation is that the teachers
selected should be highly effective practitioners regardless of their
current ICT proficiency.
IT Innovators: Classroom practitioners with experience and a high level
of competence in using ICT in innovative, original, and effective ways to
deliver curriculum.
And principals and school leaders, knowing that without their support,
significant change was unlikely to happen in a sustainable and scalable
way.

From the Instructional Rounds work we had been doing across Tasmania
we were really aware of the influence and impact of changing the
instructional core. The Instructional Core presents 3 critical
opportunities to improve student learning, and they are interconnected
the way teachers teach,
the way learners learn
and the instructional content.
So we focussed the project on influencing student outcomes by
leveraging this instructional core, understanding that making changes in
one element of the Core will essentially change the others.
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So our delivery  model looked like this:

• Face to Face workshops - 18 over 2 years, in blocks of 3. Travis and I shared 

presentation, and worked the room in support through each session

• We used OneNote and Sharepoint to build a repository of work which was 

available to participants online 24/7

• We made Video recordings of the workshop content and these were made 

available online in webinar format

• Action research practices and thinking were at the core of each day – everyone 

went home with a task to complete or action to implement

• This in fact led to Accountability through community – the sharing back of 

actions/results, successes and failures became a rich session at the start of each 

workshop day

• The final part of the model was provision of Ongoing support at the elbow. I was 

in schools, working with teachers and leaders each week.
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We set some really clear 2 year goals
• Increasing student use of technology for learning – as opposed to just teachers

teaching with technology
• Developing the capacity of participants to lead with and through technology by 

building skills but also by building understandings of best and next practice as it 
could apply in their local context.

• Part of that was constructing a clear picture of what powerful learning with 
technology looks like. 

• Supporting collaborative practice, sharing and reflection and building a self 
sustaining network; a  Professional Learning Community, were of critical 
importance in terms of scaling both the learning and the project model. 

• Using Action Research practices, an emphasis on learning the work by doing the 
work, again in Michael Fullan’s words– Learning is the work.

That last statement Seamlessly embedding  ICT within school improvement planning 
and goals with ICT as a Bolt In, NOT Bolt On. also drove us to have really focussed 
conversations with schools who applied to work in the program.

I spent  2-3 hours in conversation with Principals prior to the start of the program 
talking through how technology sat within their overall school Improvement Plans, 
their school Goals and culture. After these conversations, several schools elected to 
walk away from the project because if  became really clear that they were not at the 
level of readiness to embrace and work through the change we were advocating.
We believe that this process set the project up for success.

In fact one of the emerging evidences is that significant shift in practice and culture
within a school is directly related to the engagement and support of school
leadership. Without fail, where school leaders have engaged strongly with the
project, there has been significant shift in practice, and culture and scaling these has
been also of significance. I will speak a little more about this a but later as we look at
emerging evidences of success.
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So after all that planning, naming and connecting, did it all work?
Did we make a difference to teacher practice and in wider school 
culture?

Firstly, at an individual teacher level, I'm going to put some participant 
thoughts on screen as examples of the shift in focus we achieved thru 
the project.

Each of these teachers worked in vastly different schools and student 
levels, but the shift in mindset produced absolutely tangible results at 
classroom level for all of them, in terms of ICT use that crossed the line 
of So What.
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In evaluating our effect we also used two of the National Professional 
Standards for Teachers and asked teachers to rate themselves prior to 
participating in the So What Project, and where they felt they were at in 
June 2012
dimension 3.4 looks at teacher capacity to Plan for and implement 
effective teaching and learning by Selecting and using resources

The Average shift in practice was from  1.95 - 3.19 (Proficient to HA)
21 participants
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dimension 2.6 looks at Know the content and how to teach it in terms of 
(ICT)

Again, the Average shift across 21 participants was from 1.79 – 3.14 
(proficient to HA)
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As well as reflecting on  the impact of the project on professional 
capabilities, we asked participants about the effect on their teaching 
practice.

ability to effectively embed the use of technology in teaching and 
learning  

1 = insignificantly
2 = somewhat
3 = significantly
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strategies and abilities impact on student achievement?

1 = insignificantly
2 = somewhat
3 = significantly
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desire to test new ideas – to innovate!

1 = insignificantly
2 = somewhat
3 = significantly
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So we've seen some indicators of success – the question – why did the so what 
project work?
I’m going to work thru the remaining 3 phases – connect nourish and illuminate, but 
I will do that under a lens of some emerging evidences of broader school impact.
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The intent and strategy around planning the project led to success 
because we connected – the second phase of our framework.

There were Three areas of importance for us here:
Connecting with Context –the Preselection conversations I spoke about 
with school leaders helped develop a real understanding of the school 
and its goals
The 2nd connector was Connecting with People and to their work. this 
was about forging links to the daily relational work of all program 
participants and also building in the action research aspect– it was 
about Doing Something!
3rdly is was about Connecting to Expertise with credibility and flexibility 
– engaging an expert 

And finally we come to the concept of vehicles for change – our most 
significant lever in terms of embedding new practices.
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We believe one key contributor to the success of the project at whole school level is 
the integration of what we have termed a “vehicle for change” within each school 
context.

Each school leadership team worked through a process of constructing a course of 
action to embed ICT into school leadership, teaching and learning .This “vehicle for 
change” drives and supports the move from current to preferred practice, and 
scaffolds common understandings and a platform for dialogue.

So often we have not linked our PL back to the school context – the core school 
improvement goals.
Having a “vehicle for change” allows us to model, build, embed, scale and sustain the 
practices that meet these goals.
The vehicle for change provides a  set of actions and common language across an 
organisation. Having a teaching and learning lens through which to look at ICT usage 
ensures that ICT usage is NOT and Add on, but intrinsically linked to classroom 
practice and teaching and learning goals

So an example of a vehicle for change might be using Blooms Digital taxonomy as a 
school wide lens for curriculum construction, 
As a lens over curriculum it has the advantages of being:
A known/familiar reference and access point
A concrete framework for building learning activities. One school choosing this 
vehicle worked extensively, over several months, to build understandings of the 
framework through targeted PL sessions.
I then worked with their staff of around 60, for a day, first investigating and 
showcasing ICT tools that they might use, and then working with small groups to 
build curriculum.
Having a shared understanding and lens allowed teachers form across all disciplines 
to work together in building ICT- rich, rigorous tasks referenced back to appropriate 
levels of cognitive challenge based on blooms Taxonomy..
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Another vehicle for change adopted was Peer Coaching, which is an ICT 
specific coaching model. It is designed to use coaching language and 
practice to assist others to refine and strengthen how ICT is used in 
teaching and learning.
In my experience, it has provided the structure for the growth of quality 
teaching practice
As an rationale for coaching, The relationship between three types of 
professional learning or training and their impact on teachers is shown 
in the table, which was adapted from the research of Showers and 
Joyce.
According to this data, peer coaching is among the types of training 
activity that have by far the greatest impact on what happens in 
classrooms.
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Another vehicle for change was the concept of IR and classroom 
observation, I mentioned earlier the notion of the instructional core, 
with IR providing the process for change in pedagogy. Its linked strongly 
to a final example, that of feedback for learning, 
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based on John Hattie’s Visible Learning work, several schools have 
prioritised and embedded the notion of feedback, not only in teaching 
and learning, but through the culture as a mechanism for improving 
teaching  practice.
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As we look at evidences and outcomes, Id like to give you a short break 
from my voice by showing you an artefact to come out of one schools 
work in the project.
This is important on a number of levels because it really illustrates the 
depth and impact of the So What project  around the integration of 
technology into the whole school culture and planning, not just at 
individual level.

It includes a number of focus areas drawn from the project:
• Working with data – by using the PilSR tool - to measure and develop 

21st Century teaching and learning capabilities
• It has a clear focus on student outcomes
• It incorporates  Vehicles for change – or explicit ways of working to 

effect change 
• It factors in Support thru peer coaching
• And it seeks to build capacity thru Collaboration within and outside 

the school

As a means of communicating to staff and parent communities, it’s 
contemporary and explicit.
And also importantly, the individual skillset and modelling in 
construction of this artefact, I’m confident in saying, didn’t exist prior to 
project participation, so its also evidence of the willingness to 
experiment in the margins, to innovate, at a personal level.
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Again - why did the so what project work?
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It worked because we nourished those involved – the third aspect of our framework
We employed Spaced PL but took on Fullan’s notion that you don’t get depth by 
visitation so there was quite intense in-school support provided, especially in year 
one.
As time moved on, schools and individuals became more confident and 
independent, and linked themselves to each other, establishing strong communities 
of practice.

In Building community we consciously worked on vertical and horizontal reach.
Vertical reach references the concept of aligning leadership and classroom practice. 
It is about connecting the thinking of leaders and teachers. The vehicle for change is 
the connecting mechanism.
Horizontal reach links thinking across organizations/schools. Again, a meta language 
about purpose connects those in the project, with technology such as Skype and 
Lync enabling dialogue and collaboration across distance. Peer support, in both 
virtual and real environments has allowed the refinement and improvement of 
current practice, and the emergence of new ideas and strategies for implementation.

In workshops we co-constructed Lots of flexible skinny plans – 1 pagers to move 
practice forward
We shared and co-refined these, and the sense of practical community that 
developed, or emerged,  was quite remarkable.
We have seen groups of teachers connected across schools and regions, engaging in 
collaborative development of curriculum and sharing and enhancement of 
innovative practice. 
This notion of  nourishment and support, whilst important in any program,  is even 
more critical when we are working in the ICT domain because the destination or 
picture remains such an unknown to so many, who are building the bridge as they 
walk on it.
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In evaluating effect – one question we ask is “what exists now, that did 
not before”
So arising from the project we’ve seen “the Turtles” a learning network 
spread across some 150km and 5 schools, led by one of our innovators, 
and replicating much of the project’s modelling and support 
We’ve seen Australian Business Week held as an event mixing students 
from 2 schools 40 minutes apart in an online environment
We've seen a massive uptake in the use of Microsoft OneNote and 
sharepoint as a collaborative platform for teaching, learning and 
administration
We've seen the integration of 1:1 programs and tablet PC use
We’ve accredited some 22 Peer Coaches in 8 schools
And as I will elaborate on shortly, we’ve seen significant changes to how 
schools embed technology in their cultures in over half the participating 
schools.
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My third why did it work centres on the 4th phase in our model - Illuminate
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It worked because we shared, celebrated, analysed and built 
accountability thorough high community expectations. By connecting 
educators through common work,  we built social capital and collective 
capacity. We quickly moved to a place where participating in learning 
with, from and for others was the norm.

This phase – illuminate - is often something we shy away from, but 
taking the opportunity to bring others into the domain and the 
conversation; broadening the reach, is critical to scale effect.
As an example, the website – www.thesowhatproject.com, has been a 
critical access portal for providing information to others, and spreading 
the understanding and opportunities to engage with those interested in 
knowing more, or coming on board.
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I mentioned earlier the impact of the project at school level, and the 
importance of engaging strongly with leaders or principals.
Of the 16 organisations invested in the So What project, we have seen a 
significant change in the landscape of learning in 7.
2 others are thereabouts. There is a direct parallel between leadership 
advocacy, involvement and support, and the scale of change. 
Where school leaders have attended, engaged, taken away and 
ENACTED  the thinking stimulated by time in workshops, we have 
observed significant shift in practice – personally and within the 
organisation they lead.

This is not surprising as we think of the work of Viviane Robinson 
regarding the impact of leadership on student outcomes, or again, 
Fullans ongoing work in a similar domain.
Its about leaders creating the conditions for innovation to flourish, 

As we look at leadership and whole school impact, I’d like to share an 
excerpt from conversation that I had with a principal –( KD from QHS 
who may be here and happy to talk to you if you are interested) early in 
2012 as we were looking at where to next for the school. It wasn’t 
scripted and this is just a short grab about the effects of the So What 
Project
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It would be fair to say that in Kathy's school, technology has moved from 
being a separate entity, a bolt on, in many areas, to an embedded 
enabler across all areas of teaching and learning. It is bolted into all 
aspects of teaching and learning.
It’s a powerful example of the action research process impacting at 
whole school level.
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So as I reach the end of this presentation, I’d just like to touch on the key 
facets of the project.
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To come full circle, 
I began today by asking (maybe rhetorically) Why asking So What can be 
so right.
By Naming, Connecting, Nourishing and Illuminating, I believe we have 
legitimised the question So What?
We’ve created the understandings and conditions for that question to 
be used as perhaps  the first step of Quality Assurance around ideas, 
processes, thoughts and actions.
The actions underpinning  Name-Connect-Nourish-Illuminate  allow us 
to seed nurture and grow the climate that turns the aggressive So 
What? into an unloaded impartial diagnostic question. These conditions 
allow us to ask So What as a measure and a touchstone for growing 
and changing practice.
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There are many untapped nuances I haven't had time to elaborate on so 
I ‘d like to take some time now for questions/thoughts and comments 
but also encourage you to get in touch and continue the conversation 
should you want to know more.

finally a last driver for the so what project – the notion of experimenting 
in the margins, doing things differently, and in John Kennedy’s words –
Doing Something…but doing it differently…..
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