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High quality, evidence-based professional learning for schoolteachers and school leaders 
is recognised globally as an essential component of effective school systems. In Australia, 
governments invest significantly in professional learning. Savage and McLean Davies 
(2023) noted that one of major reasons why professional learning for school educators is 
worth government investment is that professional learning strengthens the quality of 
teaching and improves student learning. Determining whether professional learning has 
impacted student outcomes - and if so, how, and to what extent - is extremely complex 
and challenging. Our paper outlines some of the major challenges in measuring the 
impact of professional learning on student outcomes and outlines an emerging approach 
for effectively dealing with these challenges in practice, using the Victorian Academy of 
Teaching and Leadership as a case study.  

 
Context 
 
The context for the exploration outlined in this paper is the Victorian Academy of 
Teaching and Leadership (the Academy) in the state of Victoria, Australia. An 
independent statutory authority established in 2021 by the Victorian state government, the 
Academy offers high quality, evidence-informed professional learning to Victorian 
teachers and leaders across government, Catholic and independent schools and sectors. 
The Academy is led by a Chief Executive Officer with a dual reporting line to a cross-
sectoral Board with nominees from the three school sectors, and to the Secretary of the 
Department of Education, Victoria.  
 
As a government funded entity, the Academy is accountable to the Victorian public 
through performance targets and various government reporting mechanisms. As well as 
providing annual reports tabled in parliament, the Academy reports regularly to 
government and other stakeholders across sectors about its expenditure, activities and 
impacts. Funded initially for four years, an important accountability focus is to what 
extent the legislated objectives of the Academy are being achieved. 
 
This paper focuses on one of these objectives, ‘to improve outcomes for school students 
through the provision of specialised teaching and leadership excellence programs for 
exceptional teachers and school leaders’ (Victorian State Government, 2021, p. 4), in 
particular on challenges in measuring the impact of the specialised professional learning 
programs on student outcomes. 
 
High quality, evidence-based professional learning for schoolteachers and leaders is 
recognised globally as an essential component of effective school systems. In Australia, 
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governments invest significantly in professional learning at both national and state levels. 
As Savage and McLean Davies (2023) noted, there are five major reasons why 
professional learning for teachers is worth government investment. These include that 
professional learning:  
 
• supports career progression and leadership development;  
• bolsters retention and job satisfaction;  
• fosters collaboration and networked learning;  
• drives system-wide innovation and improvement; and  
• strengthens the quality of teaching and improves student learning.  
 
The ultimate goal of professional learning is related to this last reason – to have positive 
impact on student outcomes. Determining whether specific professional learning 
programs have impact on student outcomes, and if so, to what extent and in what ways, is 
in practice extremely complex and challenging.  
 
International research by Darling-Hammond (2017) as well as Australian scholarship by 
Meiers and Ingvarson (2005) have highlighted the research challenge of establishing direct 
connections between professional learning and student outcomes. Writing in 2005, Meiers 
and Ingvarson identified difficulties in finding evidence about how teacher learning is 
linked to student learning. 20 years later, the challenge remains. There have been several 
pilots from the Education Endowment Fund (EEF) that support schools to improve 
teaching and learning through better use of evidence that have attempted to measure the 
impact of professional learning interventions. A recent systematic review on professional 
learning shows that on average, only small positive impacts of professional learning on 
student learning can be demonstrated (Collin & Smith, 2021). The Academy has identified 
that in Australia, most organisations look to measure the impact of professional learning 
on teacher practice, as a proxy for impact on student outcomes. 
 
This paper examines some of the challenges inherent in measuring the impact of teacher 
and leader professional learning on student outcomes. Challenges related to the following 
are discussed: 
 
1. Determining which student outcomes to focus on; 
2. Measuring impact at scale; 
3. Isolating the impact of professional learning from the confounding factors that may 

also impact on student outcomes; 
4. Determining appropriate timelines for measurement; and  
5. Choosing suitable methodological approaches to measurement aligned to 

organisational factors including reporting requirements and resource availability. 
 
The implications for those involved in designing and providing professional learning and 
determining the effects of professional learning on student outcomes are outlined. 
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1. Challenges in determining which student outcomes to measure 
 
Determining whether student outcomes have been improved following teacher and/or 
leader professional learning first requires specifying which student outcomes are of 
interest.  
 
As is the case in many jurisdictions, frameworks, curricula, approaches to pedagogy and 
student outcome priorities can vary significantly across and within the three school sectors 
in Victoria. Variations also occur across schools and teachers within those three sectors, 
across different contexts and indeed, across classrooms, even within the same school. 
There are multiple valued learning and broader outcomes sought from school education. 
Depending on the outcome priorities in a particular context, year level and a myriad of 
other factors, some outcomes that may be of interest include those related to personal, 
social, wellbeing and academic outcomes including but not limited to the following 
examples:  
 
• reading, literacy, numeracy or other proficiency measures, including performance on 

standardised literacy and numeracy tests; 
• curriculum-based knowledge and skills; 
• skills in self-regulation and metacognition; 
• critical and creative thinking ability;  
• workforce readiness capabilities;  
• personal capabilities or knowledge necessary to respond positively to the challenges 

and opportunities of life; 
• school or class attendance or engagement in learning; and/or 
• improved student agency. 
 
Consensus on which student outcomes are of interest is a first step in measuring impact 
on these outcomes and assists with narrowing the focus when determining the impact of 
professional learning. Specifying student outcomes may also assist with mitigating the 
impact of confounding factors and facilitate more reliable measurement of such 
outcomes. The alignment between the student outcomes of interest, and the focus of the 
professional learning program, also needs to be considered. For example, performance on 
standardised tests could be more easily linked to professional learning for classroom 
teachers around pedagogical content knowledge or curriculum content. On the other 
hand, student agency at school might be more usefully mapped to leadership professional 
learning where a range of the school policies, implementation plans and cultural aspects 
that contribute to developing student agency would be the focus. 
 
2. Challenges in measuring at scale 
 
As a government-funded entity, the Academy is required to demonstrate the impacts it is 
achieving, and its impact at scale, including as a whole organisation. In addition to 
determining which outcomes are of interest for this purpose, there is a second challenge 
in how to demonstrate impact at scale across a range of professional learning programs. 
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Teacher and leader professional learning can be focused on many areas of teacher and 
school leader practice and development, which may or may not directly or indirectly 
contribute to whichever student outcomes are of interest. The Academy operates more 
than 50 programs of professional learning with a wide range of foci, and over 18,000 
participants undertake these programs each year.  
 
Across many of the Academy programs, the model of professional learning encourages a 
focus on individual ‘problems of practice’ that utilise real-life challenges from the 
classroom or school in which the program participants are working. Program participants 
are encouraged to bring authentic, individual problems of practice to the program and use 
these to apply the theoretical, conceptual and practical approaches being explored in the 
professional learning program.  
 
Naturally, this wide range of individual problems of practice potentially affects a wide 
range of student learning outcomes. This makes determining the cumulative impact of 
participation in Academy programs across individuals, schools, sectors, and the state more 
challenging than if there were agreed and shared student learning outcome foci in and 
across programs (for example, to improve literacy outcomes for early years students). 
 
Direct and indirect impacts of professional learning 
A further challenge of isolating the impacts of professional learning for the Academy lies 
in the proximity of the professional learning to student outcomes. The Academy offers 
both teacher and leader professional learning programs. The impact on student outcomes 
of the former is more direct than that of the latter and, measuring the impact of teacher 
professional learning on student outcomes is, therefore, more straightforward.  
 
Figures 1 and 2 provide simplified representations of the differences in impact on student 
outcomes between teacher and leader professional learning, using a student literacy 
outcome as an example. The darker shading represents a stronger impact, and the lighter 
shading represents a reducing impact.  
 
The more difficult challenge of isolating the impact of leadership professional learning 
programs on student literacy outcomes, compared to the impact from teacher professional 
learning programs, comes about because leadership programs are designed to shift a 
correlate of that outcome, and not the outcome itself. Each step in these representations 
involves assumptions, risk factors and uncontrolled variables. Therefore, each step adds a 
layer of complexity that makes the impact on student learning outcomes less certain and 
more difficult to trace back to participation in a professional learning program. The more 
steps and/or confounding factors, the more the potential for that impact occurring 
reduces, and the more that impact being able to be measured accurately as an outcome of 
attending the professional learning, reduces.  
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Figure 1: Teacher professional learning designed to directly shift a literacy outcome 

(use web or PDF reader 'zoom in' function to read) 
 

 
Figure 2: Leader professional learning designed to shift a correlate of an outcome 

(use web or PDF reader 'zoom in' function to read) 
 
In the case of the Academy where each program participant is trying to shift different 
outcomes related to their own context, as outlined above, qualitative causal inference 
methods may be used to identify the probable causal process by which participating in the 
Academy professional learning may have contributed to a change in student outcomes, 
especially for leadership programs. However, these methods cannot provide the 
counterfactual of ‘If the teacher/leader had never participated in the Academy 
professional learning, is it likely they would have had these positive changes anyway?’. 
 
Having considered this challenge in some detail, the Academy determined that in the early 
stages of its existence, the Academy is able to make broad aggregate claims of impact on 
student learning based on participant perceptions, with appropriate caveats. An example 
might be something like, “85% of teachers/leaders who participated in program X 
reported improvements in student outcomes related to Y, which they perceived to be 
related to their participation in the professional learning program”.  
 
The Academy also has identified some programs where there is more likely to be an 
impact on student outcomes, to further explore how to measure that impact as its 
methodologies mature. One example of such a program is the Teaching Excellence Program 
(TEP), a year-long professional learning program where up to 500 teachers spend 10 days 
out of the classroom across the year engaging with experts and each other to critically 
examine and refine their teaching. As part of this, they are each prepared and supported to 
conduct two inquiries into their teaching. Many take pre- and post-intervention or 
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teaching change measures of student learning and/or wellbeing as part of these inquiries. 
As Vellar et al. (2024) noted, evidence-based decision making is essential for facilitating 
improved student learning, as is professional learning in the data literacy needed to gather, 
interpret and use those data. Not all professional learning includes such data literacy, and 
due to the variation in teachers’ and leaders’ experience and capability, they may not 
always be best placed to determine improvements in student learning. 
 
3. Challenges of isolating the impacts of professional learning 
 
A third challenge is how the Academy should manage isolating the impact of professional 
learning from all the other impacts on student outcomes. To measure the impact of the 
professional learning program on student outcomes, the confounding factors from school, 
system, students and student cohorts and wider influences on student outcomes need to 
be disentangled from the impact of a professional learning program.  
 
The Academy engaged an independent expert consultancy firm to assist with this 
challenge and to provide advice on how to control for confounding factors. They 
provided advice on the areas of selection bias, effects on student performance and 
maturation effects for both students and teachers/leaders among other areas (Deloitte 
Access Economics (DAE), 2024). The sections below draw and expand on the 
consultancy work undertaken for the Academy to assist planning in this area. 
 
Selection bias 
Assuming a useful approach to estimating program impacts is possible by comparing 
student outcomes for individuals who participated in the professional learning to those of 
individuals who do not, the issue of selection bias arises because the Academy programs 
are opt-in and voluntary. Participants who elect to participate in Academy programs may 
differ from those who do not elect to do so. For example, teachers and leaders who opt in 
may be more motivated to improve their practice than those who do not.  
 
Further, while not selection bias per se, the issue of bias in attendance can arise for other 
reasons. For example, teachers from schools in regional, rural or disadvantaged areas may 
have greater barriers to attending professional learning than other colleagues from better 
resourced and often metropolitan schools. That may be because it is more difficult to 
attract casual relief teachers to backfill in some locations, or the cost and time related to 
travel may be prohibitive. Such factors are known to inhibit participation in professional 
learning for some.  
 
Differences in who chooses to, is asked to, or can, participate in professional, learning 
programs – and the reasons for those decisions and ability – make it difficult to determine 
whether any differences in student outcomes of participants and non-participants are due 
to the professional learning program on a representative sample of participants. 
 
Effects on student performance 
Assuming test scores or significant assessment performance of some kind is a useful way 
to measure the student outcomes of interest, a second set of confounding factors lie in 
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anything that can influence student performance on a particular assessment task that is 
unrelated to the teacher/leader professional learning received. Common examples include 
student well-being on the day they are assessed, which could lead to an understated 
estimated impact of the professional learning, or knowledge gained by a student through a 
different context or source other than the teacher or leader, which could lead to an 
overstated effect of the impact of professional learning.  
 
Maturation 
Maturation can be a confounding factor in two ways. As Papay and Kraft (2015) noted, 
teachers improve with experience, irrespective of whether they undertake professional 
learning. This is also true of school leaders. It is therefore challenging to untangle whether 
any improvements in student outcomes are due to the professional learning program 
undertaken, or through other ways in which teachers and leaders improve, such as on-the-
job learning, reflection and/or peer advice or coaching. It is hard to prove whether the 
person may have resolved the problem themselves, even if they had not participated in an 
Academy professional learning program.  
 
Secondly, students mature over time and may become more capable learners, and/or 
more knowledgeable in a subject area through a range of inputs outside of their 
classroom(s), and for example, may have become more skilled at tests or other 
assessments through improved study techniques, exposure and/or repetition. It may be 
hard to distinguish whether student outcomes have improved for any of the reasons listed 
here, or because their teacher or leader undertook professional learning. 
 
DAE (2024) also reports that very few organisations — Australian or otherwise — 
successfully isolate the impact of professional learning on student outcomes (Audisio et al., 
2024). As they say,"...the few organisations that do successfully isolate the impact of 
professional learning on student outcomes rely heavily on estimations of teacher value-
add, and calculations of this nature are not permitted in Australian education research at 
this time” (p. 55). Specifically, the cultural context in Australia does not support such an 
exercise. They add that even if professional learning programs succeed in improving 
teacher practice and improving student learning, this learning may not be captured or 
reflected on common student assessment like NAPLAN, PAT, or DIBELS (DAE, 2024), 
again due to the various confounding factors that make it highly challenging to isolate the 
impact of the professional learning on student outcomes. 
 
Attempts by other organisations 
The Academy searched globally for other organisations who had made attempts at 
isolating the effects of professional learning on student outcomes. The Academy has met 
regularly with the Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO) since 2022. 
AERO have noted that they and the Academy are both working to resolve similar issues 
in this regard. AERO have also noted that the proposed methods we were each exploring 
all had known limitations and agreed with the Academy that a combination of methods 
and data sources is always helpful, where possible. 
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As one area of focus, AERO have been focused on testing the impact and sustainability of 
professional learning on teacher practice. They shared a view that it is not currently 
possible to accurately measure whether professional learning is impacting student 
outcomes, although they continue to explore ways to partially do so, much like the 
Academy. In consultations with them, they noted the challenges related to: timeframes; 
difficulties with using standardised test results as they not granular enough; challenges 
with accessing test data from either schools or from the Australian Council for 
Educational Research (ACER) Progressive Achievement Tests, and issues related to 
whether schools use certain tests at all; the many other confounding factors that exist; and 
the need for large control groups of many schools to get accurate outcomes. 
 
AERO also acknowledge the further challenge of the Academy using individual problems 
of practice with different teaching practices and student outcomes in the individual 
context. AERO are working on developing a suitable model but are working on protocols 
that use pre-and post-evaluation methodologies, like the one the Academy has used for 
the TEP in 2022 and 2023. AERO remain willing to continue to share their progress and 
strategies as they work further on this area. They have cautioned us that there is no ‘magic 
bullet’ in this area. 
 
The Academy also consulted a range of international and Australian organisations about 
planned and current evaluations of impact on student outcomes and related matters. In 
some cases, these consultations proved fruitless; in others, they validated the Academy’s 
challenges as well as provided potential opportunities for collaboration. 
 
A recommendation from an Academy Board member in 2023 led to considering the work 
of a number of organisations in the United Kingdom (UK). In particular, the Academy 
followed up on a specific reference to the National College for Teaching and Leadership. 
This had been replaced by the Department on Education in 2018. A query to the 
Department in June 2023 for advice on measuring the impact of PL on student outcomes 
has been acknowledged but the Academy has not received a response to date. 
 
The Academy was also referred to the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s 
Services and Skills (Ofsted, UK, n.d.). Ofsted inspect and regulate education services and 
publish reports and provide research pages as part of their website. The latter had not 
been updated since 2017. In particular, the Academy were referred to ‘from good to great’. 
This was understood as the literature that is available around ratings of schools from 
inspections that include ‘Good’ and ‘Outstanding’. Apart from a reference that suggested 
leaders should ensure teachers receive ‘focused and highly effective professional 
development’, the Academy could find no material of assistance to the matter of 
measuring the impact of PL on student outcomes. 
 
Closer to home, the Academy looked to New South Wales. At the time of consideration 
(2023), the aims that guided the evaluation of the work of the NSW Department of 
Education School Leadership Institute (SLI) Evaluation Strategy included: 
 



Devlin & Saffin 955 

• The extent to which school leaders engage in the leadership learning and 
development offerings provided by the SLI. 

• The extent to which participants are satisfied with the leadership learning and 
development provided by the SLI. 

• The impact of programs/resources on the leadership learning and development of 
NSW public school leaders. 

• The extent to which school leaders are identified and developed to satisfy the 
program intentions. 

• The extent to which SLI programs/resources have contributed to building leadership 
capacity of and for the system. 

 
Their website at the time indicated that their methodology is described as “evidence-
informed… underpinned by… research and… carried out in collaboration with… 
partners”. Colleagues from the NSW SLI have been in contact with the Academy and 
have advised that given the challenges in doing so, they are not attempting any assessment 
of the impact of their professional learning on student outcomes. 
 
The Queensland Education Leadership Institute (QUELI), the peak professional 
leadership institute that was at that time serving the state, Catholic and independent 
education sectors, announced its imminent closure and then closed. New leaders from the 
recent Queensland Department of Education restructure have been in contact to ask the 
Academy to share what it can about evaluation of the impact of professional learning to 
inform their development and thinking but were unable to offer any advice back to the 
Academy about the challenge of separating the impact of professional learning on student 
outcomes. 
 
Consultation by the Academy with the Victorian Department of Education on how 
different impacts on student learning can be isolated led to the Department considering 
adding the risk of failure to impact student outcomes to their risk register. Further, the 
Department’s proposed mitigations for this risk include having in place a range and depth 
of initiatives and programs designed to influence student outcomes, including the 
Academy.  
 
4. Challenges of determining appropriate timeframes for measurement of 

impact 
 
A fourth challenge for the Academy is determining and implementing appropriate 
timeframes for measuring the impact of professional learning on student outcomes. Part 
of this challenge is in undertaking evaluation that is sufficiently longitudinal in nature to 
be able to ascertain the connections between professional learning, the impact on teacher 
practice, and the and potential impacts on diverse student learning outcomes, as discussed 
below.  
The Victorian Auditor-General's Office has argued that “Research suggests that 
traditional professional learning activities, such as conferences and seminars, have limited 
long-term effectiveness because they passively convey information with minimal follow-
up" (VAGO, 2019, p.11). The EEF have identified 14 mechanisms of professional 
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development (learning) (Sims, Fletcher-Wood, O’Mara-Eves, Cottingham, Stansfield, Van 
Herwegen & Anders, 2021). These mechanisms support longer form professional 
learning, as they argued that to be more effective, professional learning must be supported 
by rehearsing a technique and then by repeated action in the classroom to embed the 
change, supported, ideally, by mechanisms such as coaching and mentoring. These types 
of activities can only be implemented effectively over an extended period to maximise 
effectiveness. The bulk of the Academy’s professional learning programs extend over a 
period of months and involve a mixture of these mechanisms. 
 
Schools are complex, dynamic contexts, heightening the challenges of measuring impacts 
of professional learning on student outcomes. As Collin and Smith (2021) indicated, 
teachers engage in professional development activities whilst balancing multiple and, at 
times, competing commitments and time pressures. It follows that it is likely to take at 
least months, and in many cases, years, to make a sustained change in leadership and/or 
school-wide teaching practices, and therefore perhaps even longer for those changes to 
lead to changes in student outcomes. Add to this the challenge of isolating the impact of 
professional learning from confounding factors, and the Academy has a significant 
challenge to manage.  
 
In some cases, the impact of professional learning on student outcomes may – initially, at 
least – be minimal or even non-existent. Student outcomes may not be impacted on until 
a much later date after the professional learning program completion. This could happen 
by, for example, a leadership or administrative change that enables the professional 
learning to be applied. It may be that impacts on student learning from professional 
learning are more likely to occur over longer time frames.  
 
A 2015 report from the Education Policy Outlook by the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2015) identified a major problem with short-
termism as a driver of education policymaking, claiming that short-term processes 
undermine policy objectives. The report also claimed that evidence can be compromised if 
the time required to collect and evaluate policy data is not effectively built into policy 
processes. The report also suggested that the time to test good education policy is over a 
six to ten-year period and without expectation that such problems will be resolved for all 
time. The Academy is initially funded for only four years and at the time of writing, has 
received a further 1 year of funding, and has been in operation for just over three and a 
half years. As Power (2011) pointed out, “...the time frame required to create perceptible 
improvement is often unrelated to the time frame of the funding available to support 
professional learning.” 
 
It is important to employ the most appropriate measurement methodologies, including 
timing, for each measurement task to ensure that the impact of other causal factors can be 
mitigated, explained, and considered during the data collection and analysis. Longer 
timeframes also allow more data to be collated to test and /or reinforce findings using a 
wider variety of methodologies. What constitutes the most appropriate timing is very 
challenging to determine, given the challenges outlined throughout this paper. 
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5. Challenges of determining the most appropriate methodology to measure 
impact 

 
Notwithstanding the challenges outlined so far, there are numerous approaches that can 
be used to attempt to measure the impact of professional learning on student outcomes.  
 
Purely experimental designs are very difficult to achieve in education given the ethical and 
moral issues in withholding interventions from a control group. Given these issues, 
randomised control trials have been determined as an unsuitable method for the Academy 
at this time.  
 
To apply quasi-experimental methods to evaluate the impact of participation in 
professional learning offerings on student outcomes, the Academy would either need to:  
 
1. identify a program offering where a significant impact on a common, measurable 

outcome is expected (for example, if all participants are targeting the same numeracy 
improvement outcome), or  

 
2. hypothesise that there is a cumulative effect where multiple leaders or teachers from a 

single school have participated in Academy professional learning, and this results in 
better school-level student outcomes than in similar schools where there have been 
fewer or no participants in Academy programs.  

 
However, as previously highlighted, many Academy programs are not designed around a 
common, measurable outcome because they are deliberately designed to be responsive to 
individual participants and their contextual and improvement priorities. As per the 
numeracy example noted, even a focus on improving numeracy may be implemented in 
different ways across sectors, schools, year levels, or cohorts, and contextual locations 
with different target outcomes per implementation. Further, the attendance of multiple 
staff from one school at Academy programs does not also mean the staff are working on 
the same problems of practice, at the same level, or working together at the school to lift 
student outcomes in a cohesive way. The transient nature of staff between and within 
schools and between different roles also complicates consistency of measurement over 
time. 
 
If in the future an Academy program is designed around a common problem of practice 
and the measure is widely used or standardised, then – where a reasonable number of 
participants from the same school have undertaken Academy programs – it may be 
possible to make a more ‘unified’ impact claim, such as: “Through participating in this 
program, school X significantly increased their students’ learning in Y area compared to 
other similar schools that did not participate in Academy professional learning”. Another 
way to make such a unified claim night be, “Through having X number of staff from the 
same school participating in this program and focusing on improving certain components 
of teaching practice, school data showed that student learning and performance in area X 
was positively impacted by an average of Y% by participating in Academy professional 
learning”. Of course, the issue and challenge of isolating the impacts of confounding 
factors remains, as does that of what valid student outcome data can be used.  
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In terms of comparing the student outcome results in schools with heavy Academy 
engagement and those with little or no such engagement, and again with the transient 
nature of staff, this is becoming increasing difficult as an option as current estimates are 
that over 90% of government schools in Victoria have already participated in an Academy 
program. Finding 'like' schools to use as comparatives may not be possible for some type 
of schools. 
 
The spectrum of impact measurement and confidence 
 
Reynolds, Cox, Fritz, Hadley and Zadra (2018) developed a spectrum of impact 
measurement to assist organisations with identifying opportunities to improve their 
impact measurement (Figure 3). The spectrum recognises that readiness to evaluate 
impact depends on factors such as the maturity of the organisation and its resourcing 
capacity. The spectrum is organised in increasing order of difficulty, to guide the 
organisation’s programming all the way through to the ambitious exercise of conducting 
randomised control trials. As the Academy matures, it can be expected to build capacity 
through these stages but must also make decisions about what level of measurement is 
appropriate given its resource constraints, reporting requirements and its specific 
objectives and functions.  
 

 
 

Figure 3: Spectrum of impact measurement (Reynolds et al., 2018) 
 
The Academy has developed a theory of change (ToC) (Figure 4). The ToC and an 
associated Program Logic including at each legislated Objective level outline the impact 
the Academy intends to achieve and the mechanisms that will enable it to achieve such 
impact, illustrating the causal links between key inputs, activities, outputs and outcomes. It 



Devlin & Saffin 959 

also articulates the underlying assumptions and external factors that will influence the 
change process. 

 
Figure 4: Victorian Academy of Teaching and Leadership theory of change 

(use web or PDF reader 'zoom in' function to read) 
 
The Academy has also developed various key performance indicators (KPIs) that are 
aligned to its theory of change, to support identifying appropriate evidence of various 
types, and is continually evaluating and collecting data in many areas to measure these 
KPIs. This includes measuring the impact of student outcomes where possible. The 
Academy is, therefore, covering in different ways levels 1 to 3 of the spectrum of impact 
measurement, and will consider whether to move into further levels for certain programs 
as its evaluation evolves over time.  
 
An expert panel that provided consultancy to the Academy advised that experimental 
approaches to measuring the Academy's impact should not be pursued for the mere sake 
of it and further, that there are opportunities to make progress on understanding causal 
relationships that do not meet the threshold of an experimental or quasi-experimental 
study (Taylor, Jackson & Mancenido, 2024). Whether the Academy decides to move onto 
quasi-methods and later, randomised control trials, is yet to be determined. These 
methods may not be required in future if other measures are able to be identified that suit 
the Academy's requirements for measuring impact.  
 
Whether an organisation needs to pursue experimental methodologies depends on the 
level of evidence standard it needs to provide to prove its impact (or the impact of a 
discrete part of its operations). This may depend upon what is required to acquit its 
funding, and therefore the level of confidence required in that evidence – confidence 
being how reliable that evidence from research is. One model that highlights the 
categorisation of evidence has been developed by the Australian Education Research 
Organisation (AERO) (Figures 5 and 6). For many organisations, correlational data 
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provides a sufficient level of confidence in the measurement of organisational impact. The 
use of correlational data is consistent with Level 2 of the evidence standards developed. 
 

 
Figure 5: AERO Standards of evidence. Source: AERO (2020) 

 
Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 

Research that does 
not provide 
qualitative or 
quantitative data to 
substantiate claims 
that an approach is 
effective. 

Small-scale studies 
(e.g. case studies). 
Large-scale studies 
(e.g., cross-national 
surveys). 
 
Research that uses 
qualitative, 
quantitative or 
mixed-methods data. 

Research using 
rigorous qualitative, 
quantittative or 
mixed methods 
addressing issues like 
selection bias, history 
effects and maturation 
effects. 
 
Research that uses 
outcome measures 
validated for study's 
purposes. 

Same as for Level 3, 
but the research is 
conducted in the 
same or similar 
context to the new 
context. 
 
Meta-analysis or 
systematic review. 

 
Figure 6: Examples of research types for AERO (2020) evidence standards 

 
Key measures used to assess the impact of professional learning 
 
Guskey’s work (2000, 2002, 2016) and his seminal framework for measuring the impact of 
professional learning (2000) are still used widely today. Table 1 provides an overview of 
Guskey’s framework and includes suggested data collection methods and measurement 
tools for each level of the framework, alongside the strengths and limitations of each. 
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Table 1: Guskey framework for evaluating professional  
learning with key measurement tools (Levels 1-5) 

 
Guskey level 
(what is being 

measured?) 

Measurement  
tool / method Strengths Limitations 

Level 1 - Partic-
ipant reactions 
 
Did participants 

like the profess-
ional learning 
(PL)? 

Was their time well 
spent? 

Will the learning be 
useful? 

Feedback 
surveys 

(administered at 
the end of the PL) 

• Signals whether 
participants valued the 
learning, and which aspects 
were of particular 
relevance/ interest 

• Cost-effective 
• Straightforward data 

collection process 
• Can be replicated across 

different programs/ 
courses 

• Only reveal initial 
satisfaction with the 
experience 

• Requires large samples  
• Responses may be subject 

to bias 

Level 2 – 
Participant 
learning 
 
Did participants 

acquire the 
intended 
knowledge and 
skills? 

Self-report/ 
participant 
reflections (part-
icipants submit 
self-assessments 
or reflections) 

• Direct measure of 
participants’ perceptions 

• Straightforward data 
collection method  

• Cost-effective 

• Responses may be subject 
to bias  

• Limited use as a stand-
alone measure 

Knowledge- and 
scenario-based 
assessments/ 
simulations/ 
demonstrations 
(participants 
taking part in a 
program-based 
knowledge test) 

• Direct and objective 
measure of the specific 
content knowledge and 
skills acquired  

• Signal whether partici-
pants actively engaged with 
program teachings 

• Valuable when particip-
ants are expected to retain 
facts/implementation steps  

• Theoretical understand-
ing does not necessarily 
translate to application 

• Difficult to mitigate for 
external factors 

• Potentially time-intensive 
(to design instruments 
that sufficiently capture 
the intended learning/ 
attainment of specific 
learning goals) 

Participant 
portfolios 
(assembled to 
document 
learning) 

• Can provide documentary 
evidence of participant 
learning 

• Might not be reflective of 
typical practice (if only 
exemplary artefacts are 
selected) 
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Level 3 - 
Organisation 
support and 
change 
 
Was implementa-

tion of learning 
from the profess-
ional development 
advocated, 
facilitated and 
supported by the 
participant’s 
school? 

Were sufficient 
resources (for 
implementation) 
made available? 

What was the 
impact on the 
school/ district? 

Interviews with 
teachers and 
school leaders 
over time 

• Indicates whether 
educators are receiving 
ongoing support to embed 
their learnings into their 
teachings 

• Can reveal potential 
incompatibility between 
school/ district policies 
and practices and efforts to 
implement the professional 
learning  

• Can provide deeper insight 
into complex interactions 

• Responses may be subject 
to bias  

• Time intensive and 
vulnerable to scheduling 
conflicts 

Documentation 
analysis (e.g., of 
school policies, 
minutes of 
Professional 
Learning 
Communities and 
the like) 

• Provide insights about the 
school’s advocacy, suport, 
accommodation, 
facilitation and recognition 
of change efforts 

• Does not require the 
development of new data 
instruments 

• May not capture 
distinction between in-
principle support for PL 
and whether / how the 
PL is implemented  

Level 4 - 
Participants’ 
use of new 
knowledge and 
skills 
 
Did participants 
effectively apply the 
new knowledge and 
skills? 

Self-report 
(through surveys, 
reflections, or 
interviews around 
application of 
learning 

• A direct measure of und-
erstanding participants’ 
perceptions of how they 
have applied the knowle-
dge and skills they gained 

• Straightforward data 
collection methods 

• Cost-effective 

• Responses may be subject 
to bias (including social 
desirability bias) 

• Limited use as a stand-
alone measure 

Focus Groups 
(group interviews) 

• Cost-effective 
• Promotes deeper 

discussion by enabling 
participants to hear and 
respond to each other’s 
ideas 

• Vulnerable to scheduling 
conflicts 

• Requires strong 
facilitation skills to create 
safe environment  

Classroom 
observations 
(evaluators assess 
teacher activity 
and behaviour in 
the classroom) 

• Direct measurement of 
teacher practice  

• Multiple observations of 
teachers can help develop a 
more holistic 
understanding of teacher 
practice 

• Time and potentially 
resource intensive 

• Can be considered 
invasive  

• Subject to observer bias 
• Can cause distortion in 

teacher behaviour away 
from typical practice 
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Student 
perception 
surveys 
(on observations 
of teachers who 
have completed 
PL) 

• Can be more predictive of 
student outcomes than 
classroom observations or 
achievement gain measures 

• Several validated 
instruments in existence 
for use or adaptation 

• Can cause distortion in 
teacher behaviour away 
from typical practice 

• Responses may be subject 
to bias and external factor 
influence 

• Can impose logistical and 
administrative burden on 
schools  

Change surveys  
(of participants 
before or after PL 
program to test 
behavioural 
change) 

• Useful in assessing whether 
change has occurred  

• Most effective when the 
focus is on behavioural 
changes as measured by 
quantitative data 

• Requires large sample size 
to be effective 

• Responses may be subject 
to bias 

Need to allow sufficient 
time to pass 

360-degree 
surveys 
(surveying partici-
pant performance 
from multiple 
sources (typically 
direct reports, 
peers and 
supervisors) 

• Additional data to 
supplement self-reports of 
practice change 

• Cost-effective (compared 
to interviewing 
participant’s supervisors 
and direct reports) 

• Straightforward data 
collection process 

• Requires a large sample 
to be effective 

• Vulnerable to inter-rater 
inconsistency 

• Different raters pre- and 
post-intervention can 
affect reliability 

Analysis of 
classroom 
artefacts (analysis 
of teaching plans, 
instructional 
material and 
assessments) 

• Direct measurement of 
teacher practice 

• Practical and feasible as 
artefacts are easily 
accessible 

• Limited research on 
validity and reliability  

• Potentially time and 
resource intensive given 
training required for 
evaluators 

• Can cause distortion in 
teacher behaviour away 
from typical practice 

Level 5 - 
Student 
learning 
outcomes 
 
What was the 

impact on 
students? 

Did it affect student 
performance or 
achievement? 

Self-reporting  
(submission of 
self-assessments/ 
reflections of 
impact on student 
outcomes  

• Efficient in collecting large 
samples  

• Can capture unobservable 
factors  

• Can indicate if and how PL 
participants have 
embedded their learning  

• Can be used to identify 
which learnings particip-
ants identified as the most 
valuable/practical  

• Can cause distortion in 
teacher behaviour away 
from typical practice 

• Does not have an 
established evidence base 
to support reliability and 
validity 
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Did it influence 
students’ physical 
or emotional 
wellbeing? 

Are students more 
confident as 
learners? 

Is student attend-
ance improving / 
dropouts 
decreasing? 

Non-participant 
interviews  
(Can be conducted 
with students, 
parents, teachers. 
leaders and others 

• Provide an objective and 
holistic picture of the 
impact of PL on student 
outcomes (beyond only 
student performance / 
academic outcomes) 

• May be subject to bias  

Standardised 
assessment 
results  
(examining 
student results for 
improvement in 
areas targeted by 
a PL program) 

• Direct measure of whether 
PL led to improved 
student learning outcomes 

• Extent of impact can be 
determined 

• Differences across cohorts, 
subjects, teachers can be 
determined 

• Requires program 
learnings to be directly 
related to standardised 
testing content 

• Requires large sample 
data to be effective 

• Difficult to control for 
external factors  

• Does not provide infor-
mation about how / why 
student results have 
changed 

Bespoke assess-
ment results 
(administering a 
bespoke 
assessment to test 
improvement in 
areas targeted by 
PL  

• Allows for better 
alignment between PL 
content and student 
assessment content  

• May be pre-existing 
validated instruments that 
would be suitable to use / 
acquire licences for 

• Significant investment 
required to develop valid 
and reliable assessments 
if not available 

• Does not allow for 
benchmarking against 
other groups of students 

Student work 
samples 
(collecting and 
assessing 
examples of 
student work) 

• Direct insight into 
learnings being translated 
from educator to student 
learning 

• Privacy considerations 
can limit ability to collect 
this type of data 

• May require standardised 
testing which can require 
significant time and 
resources 

Sources for Table 1: DAE (2024); Guskey (2000, 2002, 2016, 2024); Hoole and Martineau (2014); 
Merchie et al. (2016); Little, Goe and Bell (2009); The New Teacher Project (2014). 

 
The summary in Table 1 is being utilised to inform current and future planned Academy 
evaluation approaches, to help respond to the challenges outlined in this paper. A mixed 
methods approach including both quantitative and qualitative approaches to evaluation 
allows the Academy triangulate data to reinforce reliability and accuracy of findings and to 
build confidence in the impact measurement findings.  
 
To illustrate how the approaches in this article can be applied, the following section 
outlines evaluation methodologies currently being used in the Teaching Excellence Program 
delivered by the Academy and provides information about their effectiveness and scope 
for expansion over time.  
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An emerging approach to evaluation 
 
The evaluation of the Academy’s 2024 Teaching Excellence Program (TEP) used a range 
of primary sources of data as outlined in Table 2.  
 

Table 2: 2024 TEP evaluation approach 
 

Measurement and 
evaluation approach 

Academy  
implementation 

Alignment with 
Guskey framework 

Feedback surveys Administered after certain events during the 
program to seek feedback on satisfaction and 
experience of the program 

Level 1 

Pre and post surveys  Participants self-assessment of significant change Level 4 
Case studies  Encompassing teacher and principal interviews Level 4 
Teacher Interviews  Occurring across school case studies and at 

Academy events 
Level 4 

Classroom observations To reinforce teacher self-reporting Level 4 
Analysis of over 1000 art-
efacts from program par-
ticipant inquiry projects 

To provide insights into teacher practice change, 
that may impact student outcomes  

Level 4 

Student focus 
groups/interviews 

Undertaken during classroom observation 
sessions to triangulate student experience to 
teacher self-reported data and classroom 
observations 

Level 4 

Principal interviews To provide a more holistic picture of the impact 
of the professional learning on student outcomes 

Level 5 

Focus groups with 
Academy staff 

To provide a more holistic picture of the impact 
of the professional learning on student outcomes 

Level 5 

 
To date, this evaluation has focused on collecting evidence to establish a TEP ‘proof-of-
concept'. The approach pairs in-depth qualitative data gathering through select case 
studies and interviews with survey data that covered a wider sample of participants. This 
evaluation approach seeks to demonstrate evidence of impact that is most proximate to 
participation in the program and where favourable conditions are in place to support teachers 
to realise the benefits of program change (i.e., in schools with strong organisational 
support and buy-in to the program). This is primarily achieved through detailed case 
studies of schools with high levels of participation in the program. 
  
Evidence from the case studies showed TEP participants improved teacher practice in 
four key ways: improved confidence in their practice; more comfort using data to inform 
instruction; more use of evidence-informed teaching practices; and a more responsive 
approach to engaging with students. As a result of the changes in their practice, teachers 
then reported students are more likely to participate in class, are more likely to genuinely 
engage in the lesson, and have more confidence in their abilities. About 1 in 4 case study 
participants also indicated that their students are learning more than they were in the past. 
Some teachers also reported that their practice changes led to improvements in student’s 
critical thinking skills, emotional regulation, and attendance. 
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While these impacts on students are self-reported, classroom observations were also used 
to look for evidence of these changes, as well as student interviews. In all cases, 
observations and the student focus groups corroborated the teachers’ claims.  
 
The initial findings from these case studies, triangulated with more systematic survey data 
as well as insights from focus groups with Academy staff, validates the design and logic of 
the program, and its intended outcomes, including: 
 
• Improved teacher confidence and self-efficacy 
• Teacher practice change, including increased use of evidence-informed teaching 

practice  
• Improved student outcomes, especially increased engagement in learning.  
 
The evaluation will progressively seek to understand the experiences of a more 
representative sample of participants including through stratified random sampling.  
 
Overall, the methodological approach for this evaluation balances the Academy’s program 
evaluation needs against other considerations such as maturity of the program, cost and 
research burden on teachers, school and Academy staff. This approach also provides the 
Academy with insights for ongoing refinement to ensure future impact of teacher focused 
programs.  
 
Discussion and conclusion 
 
This leading work by the Academy provides a few insights including that there is no magic 
bullet to measuring the impact of professional learning on student outcomes. Rather, 
organisations must find appropriate means to measure the impact in ways that are relevant 
to their context, including their funding and resourcing, while attempting to reduce the 
interference of the confounding variables that make measurement challenging. 
 
A mixture of methodologies, such as those from the Guskey framework, provide 
opportunities when used together to increase validity and reliability of data, providing 
greater confidence in the evaluation of impact. Moving to quasi experimental and random 
control trial approaches is a consideration, but not always required or possible to reach 
due to various constraints as outlined. Correlating different data sources can improve 
confidence in the measurement and has provided the Academy with pathway to further 
opportunities such as stratified random sampling that represents a good proxy for true 
quasi experimental approaches.  
 
Despite the challenges of measuring impact, valid approaches still exist, and the Academy 
has demonstrated some emerging approaches that to date appear valid in measuring the 
impact of professional learning on student outcomes. The various models and frameworks 
outlined in the paper provide the basis for clear decision making around approaches and 
the design of evaluations in context that will continue to underpin the work of the 
Academy in this regard.  
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There seems little disagreement that teacher and leader professional learning is valuable 
for a range of reasons (Savage & McLean Davies, 2023). As this paper has suggested, the 
ultimate goal of professional learning for schoolteachers and leaders is related to having a 
positive impact on student outcomes. However, as this paper has argued, there are many 
challenges to measuring the impact on this goal – and approaches and methodologies that 
can help mitigate and manage these challenges.  
 
1. Student outcomes need to be identified; 
2. Broad aggregate claims of impact on student learning with appropriate caveats may 

be all that is possible; 
3. There are methodological limitations and significant challenges controlling for 

confounding factors no matter what approaches are utilised, due to the distance 
between the professional learning itself, impact on teacher practice, and measuring 
the related impact on student outcomes; 

4. The Guskey framework may be a useful tool in selecting appropriate methodologies 
for measurement; 

5. Budget, resource availability, time and reporting requirements restrict and inform the 
choice of methodologies available to measure impact, while mixed methodologies 
enable increased reliability and confidence in measurement; 

6. Methodologies for measuring impact may need to be different for teacher focused 
and leader focused professional learning due to the varied challenges in measuring 
impact in each case; 

7. Planning should consider which ethically acceptable methodologies are most likely to 
deliver the most valid and reliable data and evidence; 

8. Planning for longer term evaluation of the impact of programs on student outcomes 
is preferable where possible. 

 
The Academy will continue to explore the most appropriate ways to ensure a robust and 
effective approach to impact measurement aligned to Academy needs, timeframes, budget 
and other resources. 
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