Report on visit to Victoria, Australia, November 2006

The aims of the visit to Australia were to learn from the experiences of the departments of education of Victoria and Tasmania in leading curriculum change and to explore how they were addressing practical aspects of implementation. 

Victoria

The process of change towards the implementation of the Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS) for young people 5-16 began in 2003.  Eight key learning areas (KLAs) formed the basis of the curriculum but priorities were not clear and there was insufficient focus on essential outcomes.  The Minister of Education asked for a fresh approach to be adopted and gave the department an open brief.  

They began by considering OECD research and developments taking place around the world including Finland, Japan, Singapore, Canada and some states in the USA. (There is now an agreement with Japan on science and creativity.)  As a result of thid research, a clear need to identify the essentials emerged.  Young people and the community needed to know what the broad purposes of education were. It was also important that young people acquired the attributes to prepare them for life and work in a globalised society and to equip them, not just to survive, but to prosper.  A consultation paper was produced proposing the dismantling of the KLAs and the introduction of ‘three pillars of learning’ of the Victorian Essential Learning Standards:

· Physical, personal and social learning includes health and physical education, personal learning, interpersonal development, and civics and citizenship.

· Discipline-based learning comprises the core of any school’s curriculum programme and requires a core educational experience in the major disciplines of English and language, science, mathematics, the arts and the humanities.

· Interdisciplinary learning extends beyond the specific content of formal disciplines and includes communication, thinking, ICT and design, creativity and technology.

The paper proposed common standards across Victoria but with flexibility for local decision-making.  Responses were invited via the website, large meetings and focus groups.  The consultation lasted three and a half months. 

The main points arising from the consultation were:

· high level of endorsement for the proposals

· agreement that the curriculum should be standards-based

· tension between common standards and flexibility.  Parents were more concerned about common standards, whereas teachers were more concerned about flexibility.

Within 6 months the transition was made from high level concepts to the production of the first version of the standards.  The decision had been made to move quickly because there was such a high level of endorsement and because the previous curriculum change had taken too long to implement. Western Australia’s experience of taking around 10 years to implement curricular change also had a bearing on decisions about timescale. 

As a result of the consultation, the three pillars were presented as strands to emphasise their interdependence. There was pressure from a range of quarters about which subjects should have a specific place in the discipline-based learning strand.  PE teachers felt that their subject was being downgraded because it was in the first strand of physical, personal and social learning. The idea that different disciplines are organised differently and have different approaches to inquiry had to be explained to teachers and to groups such as the environmentalists.  The point that the three strands were of equal value had to be emphasised.

“The task for schools and teachers is to design a challenging and enjoyable curriculum that truly values the three strands and carefully manages their integration.” 

Closing the Loop: curriculum, pedagogy assessment & reporting. Office of Learning & Teaching

The first and third strands are intended to make good pedagogy explicit. As the implementation of VELS requires a whole school approach, subject teachers in secondary schools cannot plan separately.  They need to consider how they are going to address thinking skills etc. This is not to say that everything will be integrated or that every teacher is responsible for everything, nor is there a single blueprint for a timetable. Schools have the flexibility to decide how they will deliver VELS. 

Principles of Learning and Teaching

A set of Principles of Learning and Teaching (PoLT) with exemplars and professional learning modules have been developed. These are based on research about what constitutes excellence in teaching, such as the Middle Years Research and Development Project. The principles were developed to provide a structure to help teachers find a focus for their professional learning.

Students learn best when:

1. The learning environment is supportive and productive

2. The learning environment promotes independence, interdependence and self-motivation

3. Students’ needs, backgrounds, perspectives and interests are reflected in the learning programme

4. Students are challenged and supported to develop deep levels of thinking and application

5. Assessment practices are an integral part of teaching and learning

6. Learning connects strongly with communities and practice beyond the classroom

Writing process

The main features of the writing process were:

· writers included curriculum development  staff of approximately 40 people and contracted writers of teachers and academics. 

· reference groups 

· groups looking at standards across the domains

· commissioned research into cognitive development which was used as a  filter across the domains

· a working party to overview the work produced, to look at the sum of the parts and to advise on the extent of the detail.

· ‘Reality checks’ from principals and schools to test the manageability of decisions
Timescale

The Victorian Essential Learning Standards were published in 2005 with an implementation timeline of 2005 to 2008. It was decided that there should not be a second consultation exercise as some schools might have waited until the final draft before taking any action.  Instead, 2005 was designated a ‘Validation Year’ during which further trialling would take place.  The department reserved the right to make further changes in the light of the work done in 2005 but schools were told that these changes would be unlikely to be major.  All schools were expected to use 2005 as a planning year and to implement VELS in 2006, but some were moving ahead at a faster pace than others. 

Present situation

· Primary schools have embraced VELS but there are more challenges in secondary

· A number of schools are introducing changes into Year 9.

· Examples of curriculum design are being gathered for training and for web-based communication
· The Department of Learning & Teaching has funded the Secondary Principals’ Association to produce case studies

· Developments are being linked with efforts to engage vulnerable young people 

· Training programmes are being held across the regions in the state for senior managers

· Assessment maps will be produced across the domains

· A Learning Schools Fund has been established

· A pilot on employability skills is being developed. Next year VELS will be mapped with employability skills

Responses 

Opportunities to visit schools, to attend training sessions, to hear presentations from students and teachers and to take part in round table discussions provided a broad sample of views.  There was a very positive response to VELS from HTs, senior managers, students and teachers, who were involved in early implementation in their own schools. However, there was a feeling among some HTs and teachers that initial engagement could have been managed more effectively and that teachers still did not fully understand the reasons for change. In some quarters there is a view that “VELS is just another thing teachers have to do.”

Students appeared to understand the reasons for VELS and could use professional language. They were also able to identify and explain discrete domains of learning within interdisciplinary projects. The online resource was welcomed by teachers but its complexity discouraged some teachers from using it. Certain web-based resources are also available as written guidance. These were considered to be attractive, accessible and useful. The self-assessment modules, backed up with the written guidance were particularly welcomed. As there is a clear expectation that schools will report on all 16 domains by 2008, most of the questions and concerns from teachers were about reporting.  Some schools have received support from the Learning Schools Fund but in the opinion of some teachers interviewed, this has created divisions among schools.

School models

Exemplars of nine whole school curriculum plans for secondary schools, shared at a training event, were valuable in showing others school what the new curriculum can look like.  (These exemplars are already being used in LTS to inform work on curriculum architecture.) 

Victoria’s use of the term inter-disciplinary applies to communication; design, creativity and technology; ICT and thinking processes. However, schools and teachers used terms such as interdisciplinary, integrated, multi-disciplinary, cross curricular, cross-cutting and thematic interchangeably. As a similar confusion exists in Scotland, there is a need to clarify these terms in a Scottish context. 

Conclusion

There is much to learn from the Victorian experience and there is scope for future exchanges of ideas and practical solutions. Educators in Victoria have based some of their materials on work already done in Scotland on self-evaluation and assessment is for learning. However, they continue to face implementation challenges such as effective communication with teachers, the involvement of all schools and the thorny issue of reporting. 

May Sweeney

National Co-ordinator, A Curriculum for Excellence

Learning and Teaching Scotland

December 2006

Additional notes

Some good ideas
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· Diagram of learner at the centre
· Principles of learning and teaching

· Validation Year

· Series of curriculum planning days for implementation

· Web-based professional development modules

· Extent and quality of written guidance

· Exemplars of curriculum plans

· Deployment of staff and building adaptations to meet the needs of the curriculum

Education System
The state departments of education have to consult across all sectors, as Catholic and independent schools are separate from state schools in Australia.  Both receive some funding from the federal and state governments in addition to other sources.  In Victoria, approximately one third of students are in non-state schools, rising to 40% in years 11 and 12. Around 25% of students attend Catholic school.  There is a positive working relationship between the Education Department of Victoria and the Catholic Education Commission. Indeed the chair of the CEC attended the forum on A Curriculum for Excellence and was very positive about VELS and the partnership with the state department.

Reporting
All states are required by the federal government to report to parents using an A-E scale to show how a child is progressing against the expected standard.
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