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In terms of policy, particularly in the 
professional learning space – it might be 
argued that perhaps historically there hasn’t 
been as much alignment/coherence. 

Current policy landscape – emphasis on 
collaborative engagement and reflection in 
SSE, SIP and LAOS – but also reflected in 
Cosán. 



Emphasis across current professional 

learning policy documents on … 

Reflection
individually and 
collaboratively

Agency

Teachers /schools as 
autonomous professionals 

- taking responsibility –
ground up

Formative 
Emergent and 

developmental

Flexible and Relevant

Formal / informal 
Personal / professional

Career-long process 
(lifelong)

“Cosán is about steady and ongoing progress, rather than     
elusive perfection” (Cosán)

Individual / Collaborative
emphasis on individual within 

community.
School-based and external

Action-oriented

Emphasis on school 
improvement / impact

“powerful professional learning” based 
on teachers’ active engagement in their 
own learning, for their benefit and that 

of their students.” (Cosán)







TL21 is a programme for post-primary schools which invites teachers and senior leaders to play a key part in

shaping and pursuing their own professional learning.

The two main aims of the TL21 programme have remained deliberately the same and deliberately simple:

(1) to strengthen teachers’ capacities as the authors of their own work;

(2) to enable students to take a more active and responsible role in their own education.

Our work has shown where schools prioritise and take ownership of

their professional learning, they readily enhance their capabilities for

perceptive reflective analysis and constructive practical action.

Cosán in its current form offers an important supportive national

framework that can further support and encourage teachers in this

endeavour. It highlights:



1) Flexibility of provision

2) Professional ownership of teaching 
by teachers themselves

3) High-quality professional 
engagement linked to teachers’ daily 
work

4) Accessibility that is matched to the 
timescales of teaching



Professional learning has been identified as a critical factor 
in raising teacher quality, securing student learning, and 
ensuring sustainable school improvement (Parise & 
Spillane 2010, Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Liu & 
Hallinger 2017, 2018, Ma & Marion 2024). 

TALIS (OECD 2018) conceptualise professional learning 
included participation in both traditional (e.g., attending 
workshops, courses, conferences, degree programmes, 
etc.) and job-embedded workplace learning (e.g., peer 
observation, networks, and mentoring, etc.)



Bee and the 
Butterfly



Professional learning cannot just occur by chance; 
it must be deliberately orchestrated, nurtured, 
and sustained (Liu & Hallinger 2018, Qian et al. 
2019) 

The importance of an engaged senior leadership 
cannot be overstated in establishing school 
conditions that promote effective teacher 
professional learning (e.g., Bellibaş et al., 2021; 
Nguyen et al., 2021, Ma & Marion 2024). 

Teacher leadership certainly matters but our work 
with TL21 (and others) has consistently shown 
that in the absence of an engaged senior 
leadership, then levels of success are less assured.



The necessity of a senior leadership that is physically present is without question but in and of itself it
is not merely enough.

Rather what is needed is an active, engaged leadership who works to generate and sustain professional
conversations that really matter and a leadership that builds dense social networks through tapping
into a wide variety of people, talents, skills and values.

That community piece is crucial in this most important of tasks and the Looking at our Schools
indicators of highly effective collaborative practice offer tangible direction here in terms of developing
meaningful collaboration.

That is no easy task, but it is nonetheless an important and necessary one.



Some additional insights (from TL21 and other places)

Spending time in the smokestacks – recognising potential for learning from anyone and anywhere (Who constitutes the 

staff?). 

Recognising professional learning and reform is a bumpy Journey

Not a smooth road and has many bumps along the journey (reflecting on people and processes)

The McKnight Principles: Hire good people; let them do their job …  

Communities of Practice are important but …

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ybXrrTX3LuI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ybXrrTX3LuI


Senior leadership matters …

The process of professional learning and teachers' engagement in leading change can often be viewed 
something like this … a bell curve. 

Charles Handy – Second Curve Thinking

Learning 

Growth

Decline 

Time 



Resist the lure of the 
SMART goal

SMART goals are not as effective 

at turning strategy into 

results.

Sometimes associated with finite 

mindsets which often end up 

being a little too soft and too 

easily achieved.

Can be too concerned with status 

quo (what’s there) rather than 

promoting required change. 

The purpose of a caterpillar 
is not to become a better 

caterpillar

Remember



So, start small, think big, don’t expect everyone to be 
on board from the get-go – remember community 
building is a process and not a starting point. 

Prioritise purpose (the why) knowing that that people 
are unlikely to change unless they see good reason to. 

Build in opportunity and expectancy around 
professional learning – model and value it.

With professional learning comes new knowledge –
build reflective cultures where the information we 
gather helps us all to grow.

Create opportunities to share the good outcomes, no 
matter how small, afford the initiative a lot of value 
and in doing so you create the conditions for positive 
contagion.  



A final thought!

If you think you’re too small to 

start making a difference you’ve 

obviously never been in bed with 

a mosquito. 


