
Small schools 
making a big difference 
together

Mount Egerton 
Primary School



We would like to acknowledge the 
traditional owners of the lands on which 
we all live and learn, and recognise their 
continuing connection to land, water and 
community. 

We acknowledge the Wadawurrung 
people of the Kulin Nation, where our 
schools share a place of belonging; and 
of the Wurundjeri people, where we 
gather today. 

We pay our respects to Elders past, 
present and emerging and thank them 
for taking care of this country over 
countless generations. 

Koling wada-ngal (Let us walk together)

Cultural Trees of Knowledge (Deanne Gilson)



You’ve got 90 seconds. Go!
Turn and talk



Learning intentions

To share how very small schools (enrolment <50) can work collaboratively to improve 
teacher capacity and student achievement outcomes.

To consider how a small cluster or partnership of schools may work in your local area.





Bungaree Primary School

• Enrolment (2024): 21
• Staffing: 1.0 Teaching Principal, 1.7 

Classroom Teachers, 0.48 Education 
Support, 0.26 Business Manager, 0.3 
Wellbeing (most staff part-time)

• SFOE: 0.2825
• Rural, farming community (spuds, dairy) 

and cockies
• Personalised learning focus
• Two classes (F-2; 3-6) for English and 

Mathematics)
• One class (F-6) for Specialist Learning 

(Art, Auslan, Kitchen Garden, Music, 
PE, STEAM,  Wellbeing)

• Evidence based pedagogy, trauma 
informed instruction

• Very supportive and engaged families 
and wider community

Principal: 
Catherine Barnes



Lal Lal Primary School

• Enrolment (2024): 40
• Staffing: 1.0 Teaching Principal, 3.1 

Classroom Teachers, 0.75 Education 
Support, 0.2 Business Manager, 0.3 
Wellbeing (most staff part-time)

• SFOE: 0.3588
• Lifestylers, tree changer community
• Personalised learning focus
• Three classes (F/1; 2/3; 4-6) for English 

and Mathematics)
• Two classes (F-2; 3-6) for Specialist 

Learning (Art, Chinese, Music, PE, 
STEM, Personal Learning)

• Evidence based pedagogy, trauma 
informed instruction

• Fantastic community
• School is central hub in the area

Principal: 
Siobhan Gosney



‘Clusterness’





Inquiry Question: 
How does effective implementation of the Sounds Write program impact student spelling 
achievement?
Challenges:
• Different school sizes, cohorts, class structures – determining ‘like’ groups. One size 

doesn’t fit all.
• Creating consistency in gathering and recording student progress.
• Peer observations of phonics programs in multi-age classrooms.
Successes:
• Peer observations across very small schools (staffing.)
• Building teacher capacity; improving student achievement outcomes.
• Sharing resources, providing opportunities for professional discourse.
Leadership:
• Providing opportunities for professional learning together, creating sense of urgency.
• Perseverance in ensuring fidelity in PLC time – prioritising teacher capacity building, 

timetabling, communication and feedback.

Bungaree and Lal Lal PLC – Junior snapshot





Inquiry Question: 
Can students successfully identify and use sentence level grammar to construct their own simple, 
compound and complex sentences?
Challenges:
• Planning cycles in Literacy – aligning across two schools.
• Limited resources and budgets available, needing to share texts in multi-age classrooms.
• Wanting to deep dive early with students, needing to consolidate new teacher learning. Back to 

basics first!
Successes:
• Identifying and sharing professional readings to ‘find the crumb’, creating a shared language.
• Creation of shared teaching resources (reducing teacher planning time and cognitive load.)
• Peer observations across very small schools (staffing.)
Leadership:
• Creating a ‘sandpit’ and safe space for learning – try, learn and grow, try again.
• Using variety of teacher experience from expert to novice, mentoring and supporting one another.
• Creating value in collaborative and collegiate action research; establishing staff ownership in 

inquiry.

Bungaree and Lal Lal PLC – Senior snapshot





Inquiry Question: 
How can we, working collaboratively, create an effective instructional playbook that significantly 
improves teaching quality and resultant student achievement?
Challenges:
• Teaching Principals … juggling every hat!
• Return on investment – small school budget, competing priorities, maximising effectiveness.
Successes:
• Working alongside Bronwyn Ryrie-Jones, Reid Smith and Pip McIlroy – The Playbook Project.
• Documenting, refining, describing, sharing new and existing big ideas and teaching 

techniques.
• Receiving quality feedback from colleagues – a) critical friends and b) school staff.
• Turnaround from planning to classroom response in small schools – rapid.
Leadership:
• Prioritising and making time for the important work.
• Creating a culture of opportunity, continual improvement and making a real difference.

Bungaree and Lal Lal PLC – Principal 
snapshot



• NOISE uses more solution focused language than SWOT. 
• NOISE is great for creating a strategic approach to opportunities. You identify 

the needs in order to take advantage of opportunities to solve them. This 
approach trains you to see potential growth.

• Don’t follow the acronym exactly. Begin with Strengths, then move to Needs, 
Opportunities, and Improvements. End with Exceptions, which are applied to 
each of the previous discussions.

• When we know the NOISE conditions, we can create a path toward the future 
that allows our schools to flourish.

Activity: NOISE Protocol





Start here. 

Strengths are things internal to your school/s, process or project that are within 
your control.

• What is working well?
• How do you know?
• What is your team good at?
• Examples?

Strengths



Needs are also internal factors within your control. These might be resources, 
materials, processes, people, etc. that you know you need to meet your goals.

If you just had ____________ this would be a better place to work or we would 
be effective in completing our plan or make it fit what you need.

• Organisational needs.
• Individual needs. 

Needs



Opportunities should be treated as external factors that the organisation, 
process or project should (or could)  develop ideally, these people exist in 
some fashion.

Other departments/locations/teams /etc. are doing_______________.

An area of untapped talent OR under-utilised resources __________.

• What do we currently have that could be used differently?
• What opportunities are we missing that we ought to be aware of?

Opportunities



Improvements are internal or external. They are areas of immediate improvement 
that could make us better or support progress.

• What small concrete improvements can we as a team complete in the next 90 
days?

• Based on our strengths, needs & opportunities what areas can we improve?
• What is already working well that we can make work better?
• A consistent area of improvement I hear people wish for is _______________.
• One area of improvement that would support our capacity/growth is 

________?

Improvements



Exceptions are areas of N.O.I.S. that are already happening even just a little. 

By identifying what is currently happening, you stand in a higher odds of 
increasing what is working well, decreasing what is not working well.

Of the N, O & I listed what is already happening, even just a little bit?

Exceptions



Warrenheip Primary 
School 

Respect Safety  Learning

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Warrenheip Primary School is located 12 minutes from the centre of Ballarat. Our motto is “A great little school for Great little people.” We were established in 1875 on the side of an extinct volcano by a farming community. Many of the early settlers were of Irish decent and had a particular interest in growing potatoes in the rich volcanic soil. Warrenheip Primary School has a current enrolment of 31 students in grades F-6. We run two classrooms F - 2 and 3 - 6.  Our SFOE is .6037. We have a principal with a part time teaching load, 2 fulltime classroom teachers, 3 part time staff deliver specialist subjects and tutoring and 4 Education Support staff.
We offer our students many specialised learning opportunities including Art, Digital Technologies, Physical Education, Japanese, Library through the MARC Van service and a rich Buddies program. We run RRRR as well as SWPBS to support with the explicit teaching of wellbeing and expected behaviour.

Our school values are Respect, Safety and Learning.




Mount Egerton Primary 
School 

Kindness: Being friendly, generous and considerate…
Wisdom: Having experience, knowledge and good judgment…

Integrity: Being honest, respectful and having strong moral principles…
Courage: The ability to face challenges; bravery…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Mount Egerton Primary School is located appox. 30km south east of Ballarat. Our motto is “living and learning together since 1856” The school values are kindness, integrity, wisdom and courage.
Mount Egerton currently has 14 students enrolled, which has fluctuated from 8 in 2019 to 16 students in 2022. In Literacy, Maths, respectful relationships and Auslan we run a Prep-Grade 2 class (6 students) and a grade 3-6 class (8 students) with all other subjects having the students in one group. 
Our staff comprise of a teaching principal, full time graduate teacher, 0.52 tutor and wellbeing teacher and a 0.52 teacher to backfill my teaching role due to my participation in the primary maths and science specialist program. We also have two integration aides - one full time and the other working 15 hours a week. Both of our education support staff work with students who have undergone a disability inclusion profile.



How we came to be…

• Warrenheip and Mount Egerton completed the PLC training in Semester 1, 2023.
• Both Principals and two teaching staff completed PLC training together.
• We came together as the PLC leaders of both schools to discuss the implementation of 

this initiative across both schools. 

From the beginning:
• We had open and honest communication.
• Everyone has roles within the PLC.
• Time booked in to work together.

Discoveries:
• Needed more direction of how this would continue across the schools.
• Staff needed to be prepared for meetings with required data.
• Ensuring time is set out in advance to meet together.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Prior to working together on PLC’s and planning our schools had been working together and sharing educational experiences like excursions and camps.
Staff collaborated in a small school community of practice focusing on speaking and listening and the development of vocab.
The introduction of our PLC work and has solidified our work together and the strength of our ability to successfully collaborate.



What is currently being 
implemented and why

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
MEPS: Looking at staff opinion data, it was clear staff felt there was a lack of collaboration. It was difficult to manage within our school, if someone was teaching, the other person was having their non-face-to-face teaching time. Having part time staff, we had no after school times when all staff were present, so it was also difficult to meet outside of school time.

WPS: Our 2023 staff opinion data also highlighted the need for collaboration and support. Facing the same difficulties as Mt. Egerton with part time staff and timetabling constraints it was necessary to look broader for a solution. One positive to come out of Lockdown is that we are all very adaptable and capable of engaging with people in different ways.



What is currently being 
implemented

• Fortnightly whole school PLC meetings via Webex
• Agreement of norms
• Weekly shared planning time via Webex

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
At the end of 2023, Jo and I met to set up some protocols on how we can continue our collaboration. From this, we set out what the inquiry cycles would be focused on for each term, at first we were over ambitious at setting two a term, but upon reflection in term 1 we stripped that back to having one focus per term. 
Staff understand the reasoning for our collaboration with Warrenheip – the purpose being to allow for collaboration, reflection and change of practice which will address the wellbeing and learning needs of our students. To further our work together, we also decided to implement a 45 minute meeting for our junior and senior teachers to collaborate each week. As our timetables don’t match up, each staff member has 15 minutes of time to do other things before coming together via Webex.

This planning time allows for follow up after our PLC meeting, with staff planning together to address the ‘crumb’ and collaborate to create resources and share ideas, which as all saved on a shared google drive all staff at both schools have access to. Staff also problem solve together – if there is a wellbeing or academic concern, staff now brainstorm ideas. They have also planned units of work such as an information texts unit, a book study and maths planners.



How we monitor

Staff feedback - Pluses Staff feedback - Deltas

- Sharing of ideas
- Strong focus on data
- Hearing different perspectives
- Developing shared goals
- Learning from other’s 

experiences
- Gives an insight to what we are 

doing well

- Not having the same timetable, 
and needing to plan a different 
amount of lessons

- Not having alignment in what we 
teach when

- Not planning beyond literacy and 
maths

- Difficult to share workload equally
- Student abilities - variation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Principals meet to discuss the upcoming PLC, what is currently being implemented, what stage of the inquiry cycle are we up to and where to next
We collect ongoing staff feedback
We will be unpacking the staff opinion survey results, which will be a big indicator of how we are tracking overall
Being small school it is easy to have conversations to check how our teachers are tracking




How we celebrate

• Principals meet regularly to recognise our collective achievements and to 
discuss where to next.

• Every staff meeting we share a positive snapshot from our previous week, 
recognising what we are doing well.

• Acknowledge we are working really hard together and seeing results for our 
work.

• We take time to reflect on what we have accomplished and set new goals for 
the future.

• We thank our staff for the hard work they are doing and working outside the 
normal boundaries



Where to next…

• Shared face to face Curriculum Day. 
• Leaders to align more focuses across the two schools e.g. inquiry topics.
• Participation in cross-school observations.
• Ensuring time is continued to be privileged for shared planning. 
• Continue to meet every fortnight for inquiry cycle collaboration.
• Remain focused on student data. 
• Continue to use data to drive our work.



Protocol

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We will now give you some time to identify what you are currently doing well when collaborating with other schools.
What you could change
Am action you could commit to implementing to increase your collaboration.





Predispositions and 
conditions for 
success



Catherine.Barnes@education.vic.gov.au 

Siobhan.Gosney@education.vic.gov.au

Mount Egerton 
Primary School

Tegan.Bell@education.vic.gov.au 

Johanne.Reyntjes@education.vic.gov.au 

mailto:Catherine.Barnes@education.vic.gov.au
mailto:Siobhan.Gosney@education.vic.gov.au
mailto:Tegan.Bell@education.vic.gov.au
mailto:Johanne.Reyntjes@education.vic.gov.au


Thank you
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