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ACTIVITY NAME — SiMERR-AAMT Project “Developing Mathematics leadership in Rural and Regional Locations”

Background

The AAMT has conducted a professional development program for teachers of mathematics in rural and regional locations in all the states and the Northern Territory in 2006-present. 

In collaboration with the AAMT Executive Officer, each of the relevant Affiliated Associations (AAs) established its own professional leadership program to:

· provide support for individual/collaborative curriculum leadership programs in their school/cluster;
· provide input and support for development of participants’ curriculum leadership skills;
· create and nurture local and extended communities of learners that enhance teachers’ professional lives; and
· ensure participants are able and willing to continue as ‘local agents’ of their association.
Summaries of each of the state and territory projects are contained in Appendix 1. This Report considers the total project by drawing together the activity and reflecting on results from across the nation.

The project 

The table overleaf summarises the key features of the seven models used in the state/territory projects across the country. Each state approached the issue of supporting rural and regional teachers in a different way. This reflects local knowledge, conditions and context. Importantly, this represents a potentially valuable source of information and guidance about a wide range of approaches that professional associations of all types might consider.

Who took part

Participants in the professional learning programs were identified by their AA — sometimes they were personally targeted, at other times invitations were sent to the school and people volunteered to participate. Most had leadership responsibilities or aspirations, but did not necessarily occupy a position of leadership in their school. The project has involved many more than the 210 teachers in 58 government and non-government primary schools, secondary schools, K-12 schools, central schools, district high schools, area schools, senior colleges etc. as reported in Appendix 2.

Activities in the PD programs

As can be seen from Table 1, the state and territory projects resulted in a range of activities. Workshops that involved teachers physically ‘getting together’ were a very common type of event. On closer inspection, however, there was significant diversity in the nature of these ‘workshops’:

· held in capital (NSW, NT) versus being held in regional and rural locations (others);
· professional learning ‘delivered’ after some initial needs analysis (NSW, Q, NT, SA, WA) versus being designed within the local context (Tas, Vic.);
· one-off events (SA,WA, Q) versus ‘sandwiches’ (NT; a sandwich is where participants undertake some work between workshops, and report on the results at the second workshop) and other extended processes; 
· open for all-comers (Q, SA, WA) versus a targetted leaders and teachers (NSW, Vic, NT, Tas).
In some cases (SA, NSW, NT) there were efforts to develop ‘virtual communities’ by establishing email lists and other means; other ‘events’ were a means for stimulating ongoing networking and sharing in other cases (NSW, Tas, Q).

	State/ Territory
	Model

	
	Who
	What
	Foci

	NSW
	Pair of teachers from 5 schools in a geographic region
	Central initial workshop linked with city-based PD activity; school-based project; district sharing and collabration (supported by email list etc.)
	Build a sustainable community in the region; several small scale professional learning events in the region over 2006-7; secondary mathematics teachers using assessment information.

	Qld
	Teacher leader(s) and teachers in three regional centre(s) currently without QAMT Branch
	Initial training workshop in Brisbane of key contacts from each location; supported by personnel and infrastructure to conduct a workshop in their respective regional centres
	Further extend the QAMT Branch structure through these ‘key contacts’; build their leadership capacities; focus for regional workshop to be determined by local needs.

	Vic
	Key contacts in 3-4 locations; other teachers in region
	Individual programs for each region negotiated to establish an emphasis on professional learning teams to support major, systemic improvement program; perhaps conduct a MAVRIC style activity (small)
	Establish and promote the MAV program entitled Professional Learning Assistance Teams as a means for supporting region-wide PD in mathematics.

	NT
	Leaders from 7-10 remote Indigenous communities and staff in their schools
	Central workshops at start and finish of project that involves in-school action learning; teleconferences and other means to support.
	Build skills of mathematics leaders in Indigenous schools; foci for action-learning programs to be negotiated with participants according to their perceptions of local needs.

	SA
	Teacher-leaders and middle year teachers of mathematics in four centres
	Initial workshop with teachers in regional centre (delivered by MASA personnel); extra input to leaders; participants to conduct in school project, with mentoring and support from MASA 
	Strengthening contact between MASA and leaders in country regions; informing, inspiring and improving mathematical knowledge of middle years teachers; building structures (local and from Adelaide) to support in-school professional learning programs

	Tas
	Teachers and leaders in a region
	Week of visitation and in-class support from ‘experts’ to engage and enthuse teachers; ongoing support structure involving mentoring and advice in person (nearby leaders) and at distance (experts and others)
	Build a community of practice committed to improving their teaching of mathematics, and supported to do so; mathematical focus(i) to be negotiated according to needs.

	WA
	Teachers and leaders in two regions for initial workshops; wider group of teachers in the region for subsequent workshops conducted by members in core ‘team’
	Two day initial workshops for key volunteers led by ‘experts’ from Perth; in-school exploration of strategies; regional workshop for wider audience (one day)
	Building a skilled group of people to lead local professional learning, with support from Perth; using technology in the senior years.


Table 1 — Key features of SiMERR-AAMT Project Models

In summary, the projects in NSW, Queensland, SA, WA and NT conformed with fairly tried and true models for professional development in rural and regional locations. There were some innovative elements within many of these including means for contacting teachers to attend and timing of the workshops. 

The projects in Victoria and Tasmania exemplify a more fundamental level of innovation, at least in comparison with current practices in associations working on professional development in school mathematics. In both states, the approach has been marked by two characteristics — engagement with the education ‘authority’ in the location and taking a focus on the school as the unit with which to work (rather than focusing on, and working with, individual teachers).

In Tasmania, the work was negotiated between a support group of university-based and other personnel as professional learning providers, and a small group of schools that needed to work together as a cluster for the purposes of this project. After some initial needs analysis to shape the nature of the program, the support group then worked with the schools as units. The target was whole school change and improvement through working with individuals and groups — workshops, demonstration lessons, general and targeted discussions were all part of the mix of activities. Note that this project was a joint project of the AAMT and SiMERR Tasmania. It is also reported fully by the SiMERR Tasmania Hub.
The Victorian model was even more direct in its engagement with the education system. Its aim was to assist the Mathematical Association of Victoria (MAV) to establish Professional learning Assistance Teams (PLATs) in several country regions. In this project, the MAV initially worked with individuals and schools that had already signaled some interest in having the MAV as provider of support to systemic efforts to improve the teaching and learning of mathematics. The concept of the PLATs, along with practical details, were then presented to three of the four regional authorities by the MAV and its school-based partners. The MAV project was therefore more about strategic placement of the MAV as a major provider of support for teachers and schools through substantial and ongoing funding, rather than direct delivery of professional development to teachers — that has come later.

Findings
Whilst most of the state and territory projects were not designed as formal research, there are some matters that have emerged from the work that are worth reporting:

· the work of city-based teacher associations to provide professional development services to their rural and regional members can be approached in a variety of ways — indeed flexibility may well be a necessary ingredient in any longer term and sustainable program.
· teachers in regional and rural locations genuinely appreciate it when city-based colleagues bring the PD to them — many of the teachers in a number of the state and territory projects expressed their appreciation:
“This was such a useful course and I’m glad someone was keen and willing to come out to north west Queensland…would definitely benefit many more teachers in the Mt Isa district.”

“So great to have this at rural/remote schools.

· whilst one-off workshops etc. are rightly criticized as being sub-optimal professional development, if this is the only mode that is possible in the circumstances (as it was for the programs in WA, Queensland, South Australia, for example) such workshops can still have a worthwhile impact — for example, a key person from the Queensland Association of Mathematics teachers recently reported that “as I visit different (mostly remote) parts of Queensland over this year, I am still hearing positive comments about the outreach of QAMT through the SiMERR…funding”.
· the lack of availability of replacement teachers limits the capacity of rural and regional teachers to take part in professional development — whilst this reflect a similar finding in the SiMERR National Survey, it was instructive for a number of people involved with mathematics teacher associations to experience this constraint at first hand.
The Tasmanian project was undertaken jointly with SiMERR Tasmania and therefore had a research-focus associated with the professional development provided. Given that this project piloted an innovative approach to professional development with non-metropolitan schools it appropriate to outline its findings.

The Tasmanian project encountered a range of practical issues. These related to timing, levels of engagement and extent of pre-planning. There was also a tension between being responsive to teachers' needs and simply planning activities that were likely to be beneficial based on the literature and providers' experience. 

However, those involved conclude that “The professional learning delivery model trialed in this project has potential to meet the needs of teachers in rural and isolated schools more effectively than traditional models.” This is an important insight, and one that has the capacity to have lasting effects if it can be confirmed through further pilots.

The most challenging finding from the national project, however, is the extent of the need for high quality and sustained professional development for Australia’s rural and regional teachers of mathematics. Many teachers have demonstrated that they are keen and eager to be involved — teacher associations can and should work in their own ways to try to meet some of this demand, but it is an issue that is well beyond their capabilities to address in the current setting. 

Project outcomes

The project has not set out to record and report the achievement of ‘tangible outcomes’. There is no doubt that there has been a range of follow-on professional development activities and the like, but the project has not sought to capture these. 

It is worth noting current status of the MAV’s work with schools that is funded by the Barwon-South Western Region. In the August 2008 edition of the “Regional Director’s Bulletin”, Grant Rau, Director, writes 

“An important initiative working at the network level to improve numeracy involves harnessing Mathematical Association of Victoria (MAV) know-how to train teachers to adopt better ways of teaching maths…In 2008 four networks of 77 schools have had the opportunity to participate in the PLAT (Professional Learning Assistance Teams) project run by the MAV.”

He goes on to outline the further plans to extend the program to the whole region:

“It is expected that those Networks that have not yet had the opportunity to participate in PLAT this year will be invited to sign up in 2009. Any school that sets the improvements of its maths outcomes and student engagement as a high priority will reap great rewards from the expected 2009 roll out of the PLAT/MAV project to all remaining networks (in the region).”

This engagement of a whole region is a direct result of the SiMERR-AAMT project in Victoria. That the connection with SiMERR as the catalyst of this has now been overlooked, at least in the Director’s  public discussion of the matter, is trivial when compared with the achievement of the MAV and the benefits that the PLAT project is bringing to students, teachers and schools across the south west of Victoria. 

In closing this discussion of Victoria, it is worth repeating an observation from Mr Ian Lowe, the MAV Professional Officer who led the MAV-AAMT-SiMERR Project and who is now instrumental in the PLAT project:
“It is interesting that despite our trying to connect to metro regions for PLAT, that country regions are picking it up first. MAV is very pleased that SiMERR was able to stimulate this 'country-first' approach to our reform of maths professional learning.
Please thank SiMERR, and our thanks to AAMT, for allowing this country-first trend to get started.” 

Impact
There have clearly been impacts from this project on the teachers and schools that have participated in the various professional development programs. Evaluations have been conducted in each of these, and the feedback has been positive. Comments from teachers about the personal benefits include:

· I've loved the chance to share my passion for mathematics education and am very grateful for all the inspiration!
· I found this workshop very useful and (it) will motivate me to try things when I get back
· Activities that can be used in a variety of ways for the different year levels.
· (Students will benefit from) higher levels of engagement, linking mathematical understanding to the real world…work mathematically.
· Great to see how other teachers/aids work.
· (students will have) more interesting ways to learn; hands on, taking part/getting involved in and out of desks.
· (I liked the opportunity) to concentrate (on maths) in a group of like professionals.
· It was a really useful workshop – lots of ideas to take back – enjoyed very much the sharing of ideas and how we can best utilise our resources.
Some other comments note opportunities for leadership that suggest broader impact:

· Great information to take back to schools to empower teachers.
· Practical, useful ideas…hopefully (it will) result in a deep understanding of maths (for my students)
· Really enjoyed sharing how the project was going in our schools.
· I’m looking forward to using the things; to work with them in the classroom.
· It is always good to focus on practical activities that can be shared with other teachers. Hopefully I can pass these on and encourage others to ‘have a go’.
One of the major drivers for the AAMT and its state and territory affiliates to be involved in this project has been a recognition that non-metropolitan members — and ultimately students in rural and regional locations — require better access to good quality professional development in mathematics. That this project has gone some little way to achieving this is welcomed by all. It does represent only a small step, however. The collective determination to build on this start is perhaps the most important impact of this project. The matter of professional development for rural and regional teachers of mathematics is now a regular topic on the agenda of AAMT Executive and Council meetings. A practical result of this is an AAMT project in 2008-10 to build our organisations’ (national, state and territory mathematics teacher associations) capacity to exploit the capabilities of information and communication technologies for networking of teachers, and provision of professional development resources and activities. Whilst access will be open to all members, it is likely that this mode will appeal particularly to non-metropolitan teachers who often do not have personal access to professional development due to distance.

Appendix 2 — Summary of participation

	Project
	Teachers
	Schools

	NSW
	10 plus colleagues in their school and beyond
	Bishop Druitt College, Coff’s Harbour; South Grafton High School; Alstonville High School; Evans River Community College, Ballina

	Queensland
	92
	St Joseph’s North Mackay; St Francis Xavier, Mackay; St John’s, Walkerston; St Mary’s Mackay; Emmanuel, Mackay; Mt Isa Christian College; Central State School; Happy Valley State School; Richmond State School; Cloncurry State School; Bowen High plus a number of others.

	WA
	14
	Names of nine schools unreported

	SA
	More than 47
	Caritas College; Port Augusta Secondary School; Booleroo Centre District School; Peterborough HS; Roxby Downs AS; Lock AS; Gladstone HS; Cleve AS; John Pirie Secondary School; Orroroo AS at Pt Augusta workshop. Schools at Berri workshop not reported.

	NT
	12 plus others back at school
	OLSH, Wadeye; Tanami Group Schools; Mataranka School; Lasseter Group School; Walungurru School; Alice Springs Remote Schools; Sandover Group Schools; Borroloola CEC; Milikapiti School; Douglas Daly School; Katherine SOA; Maningrida CEC

	Tasmania
	38
	Three schools — names not reported

	Victoria
	Complexity of the communications made number difficult to track and report. Note also that there were a range of department officers involved as well
	Origninally at least Swan Hill College, Bainbridge College (Hamilton); Hamilton North Primary School; Bairnsdale Primary School; Paynesville Primary School; Warrnambool College; Oberon Primary School; Warrnambool East Primary School; currently 77 as quoted by Director Barwon-South Western Region.



