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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

T his article calls for a 
revolution among edu-
cation institutions to 
make a shift away from 

the outdated hierarchical mod-
els of “teacher” and “student” 

and toward a 
culture that 
embraces the 
notion of a 

“co-learning ecosystem.” This 
shift aims to disrupt the long-
established power structures 
within education institutions 
and create a culture that places 
the emphasis on a collective 
approach to learning. This 
model situates all key stakehold-
ers—students, teachers, parents, 

administrators—on a much more 
level playing field. While it is 
impossible to truly remove all 
imbalances of power within this 
ecosystem, our research indicates 
that embracing this approach 
results in a dramatic increase in 
the agency, buy-in, and learn-
ing opportunities afforded to all 
stakeholders.

The model of a co-learning 
ecosystem has application across 
all age groups and education 
institutions. We have conducted 
research1 in which this model 
has been explored in primary/
elementary settings, high schools, 
and adult learning environ-
ments. Regardless of the type of 

institution, the principles of the 
co-learning model remain the 
same. This article explores these 
principles in more detail by shar-
ing our experience implementing 
a co-learning model with a group 
of teachers during a professional 
development program based 
across various secondary schools 
located in Victoria, Australia. 

Bringing About a Change
The ambitious professional devel-
opment program, co-designed 
and facilitated with the support 
of the Department of Education, 
Victoria (DET), aimed to un-
pack the research methodology 
of design thinking and begin to 
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implement this process across 
high schools in the entire state 
of Victoria. The objectives of 
this project were to bring about 
change at a systemic level and 
demonstrate what is possible 
when we take on new learning 
mindsets and new ways of think-
ing and doing. 

A secondary objective was to 
explore what might be possible 
when we consider changing our 
understandings of how we learn 
and the subsequent practices. 
This requires us to move away 
from the factory model framed 
in modernism to one that is be-
ing embraced in organizations 
and industries worldwide—com-
plexity thinking. Within the 
“factory model,” both curriculum 
studies and education admin-
istration draw from Frederick 
Taylor’s (1911) principles of “sci-
entific management.” It is a form 
of “curriculum engineering,” in 
which he assigned the roles of 
school superintendents, princi-
pals, and curriculum directors to 
the category of “chief engineers 
in the curriculum system.”

Emerging Roles 
The desire to create a co-learning 
ecosystem is akin to “shaking the 
tree,”2 with the tree in this exam-
ple being the discourse of 21st-
century education. Complexity is 
at the heart of this ecosystem as is 
change and emergence. Emer-
gence is a central concept in our 
work using design thinking. We 
are interested in creativity in the 
form of emergence, knowledge 
in the form of emergence, and 
even research in the form of 
emergence. Somerville describes 
emergence in research and the 
ontological view that researchers 
“become” their research through 
“opening the mind expansion, 

seeking to know the unknown, 
being uncertain, not proving but 
wandering.”3 

While this shift in common 
meaning reflects an increas-
ing implicit acceptance of such 
complexity-framed statements, 
the greater need being brought 
on by the shift from traditional 
spaces of education is for an 
understanding of the new forms 
of identity now existing within 
the education landscape that 
move far beyond our current 
understanding of “teacher and 
pupil.” Current “students” have 

capacities beyond what our 
schooling system is currently de-
signed to serve. Rather than pas-
sively playing the learning roles 
traditionally allocated to stu-
dent identity (a role of content 
repository), students today learn 
through active participation in 
networks online; they are co-cre-
ating new knowledge. Much of 
this type of learning is happening 
in non-school time.

At the same time, we note 
an increase in the use of terms 
such as “self-directed learning,” 
“student voice,” and “digital 
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pedagogies,” and an emphasis 
on the teaching of 21st century 
skills. These skills have been de-
scribed as, among other things, 
systems thinking, problem solv-
ing, self-direction, perseverance, 
collaboration, creativity, and 
innovation.4

Education that embraces a 
complexity thinking approach 
and co-learner ecosystem chal-
lenges many of the current 
paradigms of Western Education, 
including:

• Standardized testing
• Curriculum grades
• A linear concept of learning
• Teaching that reduces learn-

ing to a series of steps
• Learning intentions

• Isolation of the individual—
we learn within the web of 
our understanding and the 
culture in which we live

• Information transferral.

A Creative, Non-Linear Shift 
to Co-Learning
Using a train-the-trainer model, 
the professional development 
program set out to guide 25 
teachers toward becoming ex-
ceptional leaders and facilitators 
for implementing design think-
ing in the classroom. Once they 
had been immersed in the pro-
gram themselves, they would re-
turn to their schools to facilitate 
the program with other teachers 
from schools in their local area. 
This professional development 

experience was supported by 1:1 
coaching, small-group co-facili-
tation, and learning design sup-
port. This overarching method 
was selected to build capacity 
and education at scale. 

The standard definition of 
design thinking refers to it as a 
process drawn from engineer-
ing. This program draws on the 
belief that design thinking is a 
research methodology that can 
be applied to any subject area to 
deepen learning, unearth emer-
gent phenomena, and actively 
engage the creativity and prob-
lem solving of all co-learners. It 
primarily draws on ethnographic 
methods of data collection 
and analysis; in doing so, the 
process provides a framework 
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to support co-learners as they embark on a 
powerful research experience that has the 
potential to truly change learner mindsets. 
Understood in this way, it democratizes the 
researcher role, shifting it to one of not only 
practitioner as researcher but also learner as 
researcher.

As stated, our work and understanding 
of design thinking drew on much of the 
literature written about complexity thinking 
and education, including many of the key 
elements found in complexity-based cur-
ricula. The goal was to be open, dynamic, 
rich, relational, self-organized, existentially 
realized by the participants, and connected. 
The teacher’s role was to change from one 
of expert transmitter to one of co-learner. It 
was to be non-linear; learners would have re-
sponsibility, ownership of their learning, and 
space for reflection based on experience.5 
Being highly creative is also important.

 While the process of design thinking 
is often taught or enacted in a linear model, 
our understanding recognizes that this 
process can be seen as circular. In this way, 
it counters the modernist understanding of 
learning as linear and individual. In design 
thinking, co-learners often need to return to 
specific stages over and over again to truly 
immerse themselves in the learning process.

Adopting the Student Mindset
Running a professional development pro-
gram with 25 teachers, in an online environ-
ment during a pandemic, is fraught with 
challenge and the success of the program 
hinged on the ability to build relationships 
and harness the power of the collective to 
buy in to this progressive learning model. 
Therefore, a co-learner approach was 
required, as opposed to a more traditional 
program. 

The first requirement of such an ap-
proach is to reframe the hierarchies within 
the room. To achieve this, it was essential 
to begin the program with a pre-workshop 
session to build trust, connection, and 
protocols. This session was held one week 
before the formal start date and provided a 
more relaxed environment in which par-
ticipants could feel comfortable and start 

to understand the subtleties of 
the co-learner ecosystem. The 
phrase “there are no leaders 
in this room” was often heard 
throughout the program and 
over time was echoed in the ac-
tions of participants. The clear 
defining of such explicit proto-
cols is fundamental for establish-
ing the co-learning ecosystem. 

The facilitators then worked 
through the design thinking 
process over the course of three 
full-day workshops. Beginning 
with the immersion phase, the 
facilitators began to problem 
find. They then moved through 
to the synthesis, ideation, and 
prototyping phases. Each phase 
was worked on collectively and 
feedback and reflection on the 
process were given equal weight-
ing and importance. These 
processes are critical to the co-
learner ecosystem and must be 
given the validity and integrity 
they deserve. 

As participants experienced 
the shift from a traditional hier-
archical structure, they experi-
enced a plethora of emotions 
and sentiments. The immersion 
of the “teachers” to experience 
the process as a “student” is 
critical in reframing our under-
standing of what it means to be 
a “student.” This experience re-
quires both an empathy for self 
and an empathy for others. It 
is essential to acknowledge and 
reflect on the often challeng-
ing, humiliating, and uncom-
fortable feelings that learners 
experience. This led to some 
extremely deep and personal 
reactions as the participants 
unpacked and unlearned lessons 
from their own educational 
experiences as both student 
and teacher. Some participants 
experienced extreme cognitive 

While the 
process of 

design thinking 
is often taught 

or enacted 
in a linear 
model, our 

understanding 
recognizes that 

this process 
can be seen as 

circular.
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dissonance as they grappled with the 
change in power dynamics and the shift 
from content absorption to researcher. 

Within a thriving co-learning eco-
system all stakeholders must learn to 
feel comfortable demonstrating au-
thentic vulnerability. This cannot be left 
to the “student” alone. It is critical that 
each stakeholder develops their ability 
to express and demonstrate vulnerabil-
ity. In the initial stages of the profession-
al development program, the “teachers” 
lead this process and explicitly practice 
the art of vulnerability. Being vulner-
able allows all stakeholders to access a 
deeper level of learning and helps to 
hone our learner mindset. 

With the explicit focus on vulner-
ability and empathy, this does not mean 
that the process cannot be fun and en-
ergetic as well. The joy of the co-learner 
experience is that the responsibility 
for all the energy creation does not fall 
solely on the “teacher” alone; it be-
comes a shared responsibility. This takes 

away the pressure that many “teachers” 
to be the bearers of all knowledge and 
vitality, which leads to energy burnout. 
It also results in a much deeper and 
richer learning experience, as the co-
learners bring their own experiences, 
ideas, agency, and concepts to the table. 
We saw so many wonderful examples 
of emergent phenomena that we never 
would have brought to the table as the 
“teacher”: personal storytelling, creative 
presentations showcasing individual tal-
ents and artistic performances, and new 
ways of understanding the content and 
application of design thinking.

After the program, the facilitators 
returned to their schools and delivered 
a high-quality learning professional 
development program about design 
thinking for other teachers in their local 
area. Not only did they understand and 
connect with the design thinking meth-
odology, they also began to understand 
the principles of the “co-learning eco-
system.” Many reported that they have 
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Fostering an Effective Professional Learning 
Community at Your School

A look at how school leaders can promote the 
establishment and success of a professional 
learning community for teachers.

By Cecilia Cabrera Martirena

https://www.edutopia.org/article/fostering-effective-
professional-learning-community-your-school

Creating Effective Professional Learning 
Communities

If managed well, these teams can help teachers 
innovate in the classroom and improve student 
outcomes.

By Andrew Miller

https://www.edutopia.org/article/creating-effective-
professional-learning-communities

Flexible Professional Development

Moving from one-size-fits-all PD to a flexible model 
can make professional learning more effective for 
your whole staff.

By Marcia DeSalvo

https://www.edutopia.org/article/flexible-
professional-development

Building Meaningful Community

Developing a strong collaborative learning 
community requires daily work and commitment.

By Laura Thomas

https://www.
edutopia.org/
article/building-
meaningful-
community

For Further Reading: From Edutopiataken this approach into their schools and are 
embedding it into their teaching practice. This is 
the ultimate goal. It is our hope that we reframe 
our understanding of the role of the “teacher” 
and “student” and move all institutions toward a 
“co-learning” mindset. 

Key principles of the “co-learning environment”:

• Reframe the hierarchies in the room
• Include the right amount of order and 

disorder
• Value change over stasis
• Value collective creativity
• Value collaborative, collective learning over 

individualistic content transferal
• Reject notions of linearity in learning in favor 

or embracing a circular model
• Build trust and relationships with all 

stakeholders
• Set working protocols
• Allow space for feedback and reflection / 

Value continual testing to iterate continual 
learning

• Build and model empathy for self and others
• Build and model vulnerability
• Distribute responsibility for energy and 

learning 
 
“Reconceptualising curriculum, teaching and 
learning in complexivist terms foregrounds the 
unpredictable and generative qualities of educa-
tional processes, and invites educators to value 
that which is unexpected and/or beyond their 
control.”6
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