
KEA 06360 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Under the MicroSCOPE: Research into a 
Middle Years Innovation in a Rural 

Secondary College 
 
 
 

Paper presented at the Annual Conference of the Australian 
Association for Research in Education, Adelaide, 

November 27-30, 2006. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dr (Ron) Kim Keamy 
Mark Selkrig 

Christine Bottrell 
 
 

School of Educational Studies  

La Trobe University 

Albury-Wodonga Campus 



 2

Abstract 

 

For almost half their learning week in 2005, Year 7 students at a rural 
Victorian secondary college participated in an innovative program known as 
SCOPE. 
 
The main purpose of the research described in this paper was to identify 
successful teaching practices used by the SCOPE teachers in the program’s 
first year. The research involved interviews with the SCOPE teachers; 
questionnaires with parents and other teachers in the school, and focus 
groups with Year 7 students. 
 
Considered from a perspective of change, the major findings of the research 
were that there was neither overwhelming support nor dissatisfaction with 
the SCOPE program, although there was strong resistance from some quarters 
of the school community, and communication about the program needed to 
be improved. The demands on the teachers in SCOPE were heavy and the 
teachers’ health and well-being were major issues.  
 
The main recommendations were that the SCOPE teachers better acquaint 
themselves with pedagogical approaches suited to larger groups of students 
and to the nuances of interdisciplinary teaching; that the school’s 
administration develop ways of monitoring the health and well-being of its 
staff members, and that existing approaches to communicating with all 
members of the school community be reviewed. 
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If schools are to provide a ‘social anchor’ for young people in the future, it 
will not be by reproducing the educational conditions of the past. The 
reproduction of what worked in the past cannot be a recipe for the future. 
Rather, it will be by taking seriously the conditions that currently influence 
young people, acknowledging the potentially turbulent and unpredictable life 
course that will face them and reconfiguring schools so that life chances 
might be enhanced (Brady and Kennedy 2003). 
 

The Reid’s Creek Cluster, a fictitious name given to a cluster of schools in Victoria, is 
now at the mid-way point of being involved in a Victorian Government initiative, 
Schools for Innovation and Excellence Initiative, the major thrust of which is to examine 
the Middle Years of schooling (Years 5 – 9) with clusters of schools developing 
unique plans and strategies to improve learning outcomes for students in this phase 
of their school life. Consistent with the Schools for Innovation and Excellence Initiative in 
which individual cluster communities were encouraged to develop their own plans 
of action, the Reid’s Creek Cluster, incorporating one secondary college and six 
primary schools, had identified for itself a range of initiatives to be implemented in 
the middle years, including: linking schools, teachers, students and parents using a 
computer based intranet system; a cluster reference group (which meets regularly 
and consists of teachers from all schools in the cluster and aims to identify and share 
successful teaching and learning practices for the middle years of schooling); 
combined professional development days; combined schools staff /learning 
meetings once per term;  a major cluster-wide photographic project undertaken with 
local government and the local arts council employing a photographer to work with 
students in their  middle years of schooling across all cluster schools; professional 
learning teams developing in relation to environmental issues; and SCOPE, an 
innovative approach to teaching students in Year 7.  
 

The Process of Identifying Improvement and Developing SCOPE 
Using evidence and recommendations from the previous research conducted 
in the Cluster (Keamy, Bottrell et al. 2003); data provided by the Victorian 
Department of Education and Training on students’ attitudes to school, and 
consultation with teaching staff at the school, the sole secondary college 
within the Cluster – the fictitiously named Indigo Secondary College – set 
about the task of examining the current structures that were in place for 
learning, as well as ways of improving these. The earlier research in the 
Cluster (Keamy, Bottrell et al. 2003), had considered literature in relation to 
learning and teaching in the middle years of schooling. In addition to there 
being a perceived need for fundamental reform within secondary schooling 
(Schools Council 1993), the importance of the effectiveness of teachers (Hill, 
Holmes-Smith et al. 1993) could not be overlooked. In addition to valuing the 
skills of teachers, the importance of recognising the diversity of young people 
in their middle years must be fully acknowledged and the young people need 
to be able to make choices. Pupil engagement in whole school life, 
intellectually and socially, is important to the students’ social and cognitive 
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development, though pupil engagement in instructional activity is generally 
low in the middle years (Venville, Wallace et al. 2001).  But rather than 
attempting to ‘fit’ middle years students into pre-existing structures at Reid’s 
Creek Secondary College (RCSC), the particular learning needs of young 
people in their middle years needed to be considered, and this could be 
achieved by ‘…linking the systems of participation, including connections for 
pupils among school, family, friends and work’ (Marks 2000).  
 
After many meetings and Professional Development  involving staff of Reid’s Creek 
Secondary College related to Professional Learning Teams  (Johnson 2003), collecting 
information and visiting other schools both in the region and across the State to 
examine the teaching and learning of Year 7 students, it was agreed by the staff, that 
a different model of teaching and learning should be developed – for Year 7 initially 
– which attempted to fit the needs of the school community.  
 
In 2005, the Year 7 curriculum had been reorganised and SCOPE was born. 
SCOPE was developed along an interdisciplinary framework, based on three 
disciplines – the Arts, English and Science – around which the other 
disciplines would be presented individually. Adopting an integrated 
curriculum as a means of solving curriculum challenges in American schools 
had not been particularly supported by research, although it is known that 
there is resistance to change both from within and outside the educational 
community to massive curriculum restructuring (Kysilka 1998). Further, 
significant factors that need to be considered in adopting an integrated 
curriculum approach in schools include: common definitions of terms; 
available resources; flexibility in scheduling; team planning on teaching and 
assessment; parent and community support, and professional development 
(Leung 2004).  
 
Notwithstanding these cautionary insights, the notion at Indigo Secondary 
College behind the development of SCOPE was that strong interaction would 
occur between the SCOPE teachers and those other Year 7 teachers who 
wanted to be involved. The teachers of the three disciplines, the Arts, Science 
and English, had nominated to develop an interdisciplinary curriculum 
approach.  Similar to changes that had occurred elsewhere in relation to  
student engagement, these changes tended to be mostly organisational or 
structural, such as timetabling in block mode and the establishment of 
interdisciplinary teaching teams aimed at improving student-teacher 
relationships (Whitehead 2003).  
 
As expressed in a letter to parents from the school principal, the emergent 
purposes of SCOPE were: 

…we are proposing to operate in a structure where we will have 3 teachers 
working closely with all year 7 students for a significant period of time. This 
will provide an environment and opportunities for both staff and students to 
work in teams more effectively.  The 3 staff members involved are committed 
and experienced teachers who will link the curriculum areas English, Science 
and the Arts.   
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All other subjects will be taught in the traditional structure. All Year 7 staff  
will be supporting the initiative and will be looking for avenues in their own 
classes to contribute to the work done by the three teachers in the integrated 
classroom. 

 
The following diagrammatic representation is another way of expressing the 
same information. In this representation, SCOPE is seen as being central with 
the three Key Learning Areas (including the number of periods dedicated to 
each Key Learning Area), with the remaining Key Learning Areas (KLAs) at 
the Year 7 level forming an outer circle.   
 

 
 
Figure 1: Representation of SCOPE and the relationship with the Year 7 
program  

 
 

Purpose of This Research 
The Reid’s Creek Cluster had developed a ‘critical friend’ consultancy 
relationship with La Trobe University’s School of Educational Studies at the 
Albury-Wodonga Campus.  There had been ongoing dialogue between the 
two institutions since the initial ‘From Good to Great’ report (Keamy, Bottrell et 
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al. 2003), with La Trobe staff participating and attending Cluster Reference 
Group meetings on a regular basis. La Trobe staff members had, on occasions, 
also attended management meetings with principals of the Cluster schools. 
Staff members from La Trobe had also been involved in working with Cluster 
staff in relation to various forms of professional development, either acting as 
facilitators or participating alongside Cluster staff. This sustained 
involvement created a situation where there was – and still is – an ongoing, 
mutual and respectful relationship.  
 
In 2005, the three teachers involved with teaching SCOPE approached staff 
from the School of Educational Studies at La Trobe University Albury-
Wodonga Campus to seek assistance in trying to monitor how the SCOPE 
program was progressing. There was also some interest from other staff at 
Indigo Secondary College to have some information to assist them in making 
decisions for 2006.  
 
The research design was developed in consultation with the SCOPE staff and 
the school’s administration, with the main emphasis being to seek the views 
of Year 7 students, SCOPE teachers, other staff and parents at the Secondary 
College. And whereas the previous research within the Cluster (Keamy, 
Bottrell et al. 2003) explored the pedagogical practices within the Cluster at 
that time, and provided a summary of appropriate learning and teaching 
approaches for students in their middle years of schooling, the purposes of 
this research was to consider the following: 
� The learning and teaching that was happening in SCOPE;  
� What the Year 7 students thought of the approach, what they liked / 

disliked;  
� How the SCOPE teachers had found the process, and  
� How other staff at the school perceived SCOPE.  

 
It was also agreed that this research would not be seen as a complete 
evaluation about the effectiveness of the SCOPE program, nor would La 
Trobe University be the arbiter in deciding whether SCOPE was a success or 
failure.  
 

Researching the School Community 
The purpose and structure of the research was clarified and agreed to by the 
Cluster Management Committee, Indigo Secondary College’s management 
group and the school’s Curriculum Committee. Once agreement was reached 
with members of the school community, ethics approval was gained from the 
University’s Human Ethics Committee, and the Victorian Department of 
Education and Training.   
 
In order to collect data at a school community level, data were gathered 
through a variety of data gathering techniques: focus group interviews with 
groups of students from Year 7, as well as interviews with teachers from 
SCOPE and written questionnaires that all staff from across the school had the 
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opportunity to complete. Information gathered by the school from the parents 
of Year 7 students was also consulted to inform the research.  Each of these 
approaches is now explained in more detail. 
 

Year 7 Students’ Focus Groups 
Focus groups with students were undertaken with 32 students 
(approximately half the cohort of Year 7) in three focus groups with 
approximately 11 students in each group.  The following questions were 
asked to stimulate the discussion: 
� What do you like about the SCOPE program? 
� What don’t you like about the SCOPE program? 
� Has your opinion of the SCOPE program been different to your 

experiences at primary school? How?  Any examples? 
� Can you imagine the SCOPE program has a place in Year 8? 

Interviews with SCOPE Teachers 
Two rounds of interviews were conducted with members of staff who taught 
in SCOPE. In the first interview, the three members of staff collectively 
discussed the following three main questions: 
� What are the positive aspects of SCOPE? 
� What could be seen as negative aspects of SCOPE? 
� Do you think about SCOPE differently at present than you did when 

you signed up for involvement in the program? How? Why? 
Each member of the SCOPE team then took up the invitation for a further 
one-on-one interview, in which they expanded upon points made in the initial 
interview. 
 

Staff Questionnaire 
A questionnaire was undertaken with all teaching staff (n= 32) at Indigo 
Secondary College. The questionnaires were distributed at a staff meeting and 
staff were requested to complete the questionnaire and return them to the 
researchers. In total, 24 responses were received.  
 
The questionnaire consisted of some demographic data (sex, year level 
taught), and an optional opportunity to provide the participant’s name. 
Twenty-two of the twenty-four participants provided their name. The 
following three questions were asked of staff: 
� How has SCOPE impacted on physical environment and resources in 

the school? 
� How has SCOPE impacted on your teaching and learning?  
� Has your opinion of SCOPE changed since week1, term 1, 2005? In 

what way/s? 
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Parent / Carer Questionnaire  
Indigo Secondary College conducted a parent evening in July 2005 to provide 
information and respond to parents’ questions about SCOPE. The researchers 
were provided with a copy of the minutes from that meeting.  As a result of 
the above meeting parents expressed an interest to participate in the research.  
To accommodate this request the school developed a questionnaire that was 
sent by mail to all Year 7 parents/carers (65 in total) to seek some input. In 
total, there were eleven responses from parents. The following questions were 
asked of the parents: 

� What are your thoughts about the teaching and learning strategies 
that are used in SCOPE e.g. small or large groups, mixed ability 
groups, flexible grouping, and projects? 

� What are your thoughts on physical resources such as kits and 
rooms used in the SCOPE program? 

� How do you feel about the combination of subjects in the SCOPE 
program? 

� Do you think that SCOPE has assisted your child’s transition to 
secondary school? 

� Do you think SCOPE has encouraged your child to develop positive 
relationships with staff and students at Indigo Secondary College? 

 
 

Responses and Their Interpretation 
Groups that comprise the school community understandably responded from 
their particular perspectives and some strong commonalities of responses 
emerged. On occasions there were several participants with the same 
concerns, both within and across the groups. Data were analysed manually 
using a matrix of conceptually-ordered displays (Miles and Huberman 1994). 
 
Three dominant themes became apparent in each of the four groups surveyed: 
Communication, Relationships and Resources.  Whilst sub-themes varied slightly 
both in number and type for each group, it was also possible to develop a 
series of these for each group where the responses had some commonality. 
Within the responses, however, there were a number of contradictions. There 
were also a few situations in which lone voices spoke out – often passionately 
and extensively – about what they saw as the negative impacts of the SCOPE 
program. In this section of the paper, the intention is to consider the themes of 
communication, relationships and resources, although only the dominant 
issues raised by participants will be addressed.  
 
The predominant insight that can be gained from the responses was that the 
SCOPE program typified a change event within the Indigo Secondary College 
community. There were, of course, issues that interacted with each other, and 
which, in turn, impacted on the approaches taken to teaching and learning 
across the school. In a larger school, perhaps, the introduction of a program 
such as SCOPE would not have as marked an impact, but in a school the size 
of Indigo Secondary College (n= 350), the introduction of SCOPE created a 
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ripple that everyone noticed – even if it hadn’t directly affected each person. 
SCOPE, as a Cluster initiative, provided opportunities for teachers to consider 
their professional learning as well as the learning of students and learning for 
the whole school community (see for instance Centre for Educational 
Research and Innovation 1998; Hawley and Valli 1999).   
 
A consideration of the data suggests that the SCOPE program represented a 
change event that was a combination of two change processes: the Re-
educative change process and the Rational-Empirical Approach (after the 
work of Print 1993). Rather than being imposed from above, such as in a 
Bureaucratic Approach, SCOPE was generated by the school’s leading 
teachers and therefore is an example of a Re-educative Change Process. Not 
all of the staff were part of this groundswell, which was when a Rational-
Empirical approach was used to convince members of the school community 
of the value of the change by reference to other similar programs, such as the 
initiative at Fawkner Secondary College, which has been well documented 
and promoted by the Victorian Department of Education and Training (2004; 
2004). What follows is a discussion in which the change event relates to the 
themes of communication, relationships and resources, and how these issues 
interact and influence approaches to teaching and learning within the school, 
even though the focus of the research is primarily on the SCOPE program. 
 

Change and Communication  
The process and mechanisms of communication are frequently contentious.  
The implementation of the SCOPE program raised issues about what sort of 
communication occurred at various levels within the school community, and 
how information was conveyed. If Fullan’s (2001) Characteristics of Change 
are applied to the data collected from the participants in the research, 
communication issues arose at each of the stages he outlines, namely: the 
need for the change; the clarity of the change; the complexity of the change, 
and the quality and practicality of the change.  
 
According to some of the responses from teachers and students, the need for 
change may not been have identified by individuals as necessary, and was 
either not clear or had not been fully explained, even though initiatives of this 
kind had been successfully embraced at schools such as Fawkner Secondary 
College. Some of the students articulated confusion about whether SCOPE 
was one subject or three, and some members of staff likened the approach to 
teaching practices of the 1970s, which suggested that the purposes of the 
SCOPE program were not as clear to all as they might have been.  
 
Teaching in a program such as SCOPE requires teachers to work co-
operatively and to share their skills and expertise in their specific discipline 
area with the students and with other SCOPE teachers, who may or may not 
have the same level of skill or knowledge. From the accounts of the SCOPE 
teachers, co-operative approaches to planning and teaching (after Henri 1991) 
eventually emerged during the course of the year, with co-operation such as 
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meeting out of school hours in school holiday time; lobbying senior 
management in an attempt to isolate planning time for themselves, and the 
devising ways in which shared report-writing could be achieved, being 
characteristic of Johnson’s (2003) recommendations for effective staff teams.  
 
It took some time for the SCOPE teachers to establish functional means of 
communicating with each other. As the year progressed, the methods of 
communication between the SCOPE teachers became stronger and clearer. In 
light of models for working in teams (Johnson 2003), the SCOPE teachers 
became more able to adapt their individual pedagogies to a more collegial 
approach and also began to accommodate each other’s teaching styles. 
Whereas day-to-day arrangements may not have always been smooth during 
this transition – nor would one expect them to be (Scott and Jaffe 1989; Fullan 
2001) – the SCOPE teachers were nevertheless beginning to establish a 
learning community, to use the language of the Principles of Learning and 
Teaching P-12 (DE&T 2005). This typified the evolution from a group to a 
team, as described by Tyson (1998), and paralleled the movement from the 
phases of storming and norming in group development, to that of performing  
(Tuckman 1977 in Tyson 1998). 
 
The building of a strong affinity between the SCOPE teachers seemed to be in 
contrast to communication between SCOPE teachers and the broader staff, 
where it was identified that information about what was happening and the 
sharing of ideas and approaches were lacking. Early on in the planning stages, 
the communication challenges had been identified. Although possible 
structures were identified to accommodate mutual staff learning, this did not 
appear to have eventuated.  The communication that could have happened at 
a deeper level within the school around professional learning – and which 
had been intended to happen – did not happen to any significant level. The 
communication that did occur related more to operational matters associated 
with SCOPE, such as timetables, staff meetings and report-writing. 
 
From the archival material consulted it appeared that the processes developed 
to attempt to inform and include staff in the decisions made and the progress 
of SCOPE were conventional approaches used by most schools: invitations to 
participate in meetings; minutes from the meetings being circulated widely; 
notices on boards; feedback to other meetings; letters to parents, and articles 
in newsletters. Despite the use of these communication channels, mixed 
messages and unclear understandings about the program prevailed, and this 
can be attributed to the type of change process – the Rational-Empirical 
Approach (Print 1993). Dissent appeared, and this dissent reflected the 
different views and understandings of what schooling should be, and 
specifically, what the first year of secondary school should be.  
 
Some of the participants in the study indicated that they were not convinced 
of the need for SCOPE and they disagreed with the process undertaken as 
they claimed that the decision-making process had excluded some people. 
This may have been a matter of perception, and even though in the archival 
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information a clear process was being followed, it was possible that meeting 
times, for instance, may not have suited all people. It should not be 
overlooked that a number of participants revealed that they had not really 
considered the full implications of SCOPE until it had a direct impact upon 
them. 
 
A number of members of the school community challenged the quality and 
practicality of the SCOPE program. The issues around the quality of the 
program, as some people saw it, related to a questioning of the ways in which 
instruction occurred and of what they saw as the absence of discipline-rich 
content. One staff member queried the level of Science being covered 
(although several of the students said the opposite was the case); another 
claimed that the students were exposed to less Arts content and that a lower 
quality of work was evident as a consequence. A small number of students 
questioned the appropriateness of teachers teaching outside their areas of 
expertise, as did one of the SCOPE teachers in relation to the teaching of 
literacy.  
 
Implementing an approach that altered both learning content and approaches 
to learning disrupted the cycle or pattern of the institutional culture, resulting 
in many members of the school community reacting to this by saying there 
was a lack of information about why, how and what was being taught in 
SCOPE. This was a common thread amongst all the groups (apart from the 
SCOPE teachers themselves).  
 
Within specific teaching and learning environments approaches to 
communication had also been disrupted with some teachers working 
differently to their colleagues, and differently to how they had worked 
previously, which raised associated dilemmas in relation to professional 
identities (Casey 1995). SCOPE teachers conveyed that initially they had 
difficulties communicating. This seems to have been noticed by students 
where comment was made about not being really sure what was going on or 
where to be, particularly at the start of the term.  Planning and team-teaching 
eventually resulted in the cohesion of SCOPE teachers as a team. This, in turn, 
altered their modes of communication.  
 
The introduction of SCOPE appears to have been seen as being complex by a 
number of members of the school community and there is the possibility of 
individuals not fully understanding what was involved unless they were part 
of it (Fullan 2001). It was not known whether this change event had been 
strategically introduced by the school’s administration to challenge the 
culture of the organisation to create an opportunity for alternative approaches 
to teaching and learning in the middle years of schooling. Regardless of 
whether it was or wasn’t, pressure to conform or return to the status quo 
(Alvesson and Due Billing 1997) was evident. This was demonstrated by the 
Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) students, and others, in response to 
the perceived loss of “their” room, which could be seen as predictable 
responses to such a change: anger, frustration, loss of territory and loss of 
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security (Scott and Jaffe 1989), but also as a means of protesting against the 
change. Teachers, whether they were SCOPE teachers or not, may have 
similar responses to the loss of the known, and this may have included a loss 
of a sense of direction, or even perceptions of a loss of competence. 
 

Change and Relationships  
With the introduction of SCOPE many members of staff said that the program 
had altered the dynamics of the school, especially the interpersonal dynamics.  
The SCOPE teachers related differently to each other, which was mentioned 
in the previous section, with the dynamic between the SCOPE teachers 
altering as the year progressed, allowing them to know each other better, 
alongside a notable shift in language from “I” to “we”. According to 
responses from staff members, the other members of teaching staff related 
differently to the SCOPE teachers, and sometimes with each other as a 
consequence of the introduction of SCOPE.  
 
SCOPE challenged the professional identities of the staff members directly 
involved in the program in the way they had to alter their approaches to 
planning, delivery and assessment. Their previous ways of being teachers 
changed, and these changes had an impact on their colleagues and some of 
their non-SCOPE students. Such changes to professional identities can bring 
about positive responses for the individuals concerned, but the responses can 
also be detrimental (LaBier 1986; Casey 1995; Keamy 2004). SCOPE teachers 
reported, for instance, increased time required for planning; the type of 
planning that took place and the need to constantly check with each other. 
This approach could be seen as utilisation of the co-operative planning and 
teaching model (Henri 1991), though it did come at a cost to the teachers 
concerned, for they spoke of the impact that this had on their personal lives 
and their well-being, which may reflect a lessening of job satisfaction and 
morale. More recently, the SCOPE teachers indicated a development in the 
way that they worked with each other, which was consistent with Tyson’s 
(1998) work on the life-stages of a group.  
 
The role of the principal – or, more accurately, principals, given the principal 
who oversaw the introduction of SCOPE left the school in mid-2005, and an 
acting principal took the helm from then – remained almost invisible in any of 
the responses. Admittedly, specific questions were not asked by the 
researchers about the role of the principal; instead, open-ended questions 
were asked, and during the analysis of responses, it was possible to see the 
extent to which the words “the principal” (or other similar references) 
appeared. 
 
Whereas Lingard, Hayes, Mills and Christie (2003) acknowledged that 
educational leadership was a mix of formal leadership – that is, school 
principals and other designated leaders – and teacher-leadership, it is worth 
dwelling on the leadership of the principal who oversaw the introduction of 
SCOPE. Rather than getting bogged down in the many definitions of 
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leadership styles, the real significance of leadership is in terms of the ability to 
achieve outcomes whilst linking the values of the leader and his (in this 
instance) followers (Keamy 2003). It is in this sense that the principal could be 
seen as having adopted a collaborative approach to leadership (Owens 1995) 
in that he sought to enable and encourage participation by those affected by 
the challenge of altering the Year 7 experience. Others, however, might 
consider that he ‘failed’ because he did not provide a traditional leadership 
role (Grundy 1993).  
 
Relationships between SCOPE teachers and other staff were commented 
upon, with some non-SCOPE staff feeling excluded or not knowing what was 
going on. This may have related to an earlier point that perhaps some 
members of staff hadn’t taken a great deal of interest until they had to deal 
directly with the reality of SCOPE, but it could also reflect an inherent 
weakness in the Rational-Empirical approach to change that was followed.  
 
The process of transition from primary to secondary school can be a major 
shift for many students and involves learning to operate in new 
environments, making new connections and encountering new teachers. In 
the previous research conducted within the Cluster, brief reference was made 
to the issue of transition from primary and secondary school. In addition to 
the existence of some mythology, for instance, that  

“we’re gunna get flushed!”… the students acknowledged that they were 
leaving friends and making new ones, and of “moving up and being little 
again”. Some students from smaller schools looked toward the prospect of 
broadening their friendship groups positively (Keamy et al 2003, p. 18). 

 
The latter part of the statement is quite likely to be a common expectation of 
Year 6 students as they imagine life at a secondary school, regardless of 
whether it is a traditional Year 7 program, or in the instance of Indigo 
Secondary College, the SCOPE program. Some students and parents found 
that SCOPE had assisted in the transition, allowing students to be with their 
friends whilst making new ones.  The utilisation of project learning with 
which the students were familiar, also assisted the transition from primary to 
secondary school.  
 

Change and Resources  
When initiating the SCOPE program, the school community was aware of the 
arrangements in relation to SCOPE, but may not have been in a position to 
foresee the impact upon resources – physical or human. The impact this had 
on relationships and approaches to teaching and learning was interesting at 
two levels – the students’ learning and the teachers’ professional learning. For 
the students, particularly earlier in the year, there was excitement about the 
approaches taken, for they built upon approaches with which they had been 
familiar at primary school. A challenge for all teachers, perhaps, is that 
questions arose for some students about what constituted ‘real’ learning. It 
appears that when SCOPE teachers made efforts to take the teaching beyond 
the classroom, some students did not interpret this as being legitimate 
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learning, though given some of the observations of the researchers, the 
students may have been projecting the concerns of some of their parents. This 
may also account for some of the conflicting responses by the students on this 
issue. Given the frequently-cited instances in the data of the students being 
asked to reflect on what they had learnt, it would be hard to imagine that the 
SCOPE teachers had not sought to enable the students to make explicit links 
between the activities undertaken and the learning that took place. 
 
For many of the teachers, regardless of whether or not they have been 
teaching in SCOPE, and perhaps regardless of whether or not they wanted to 
change their approaches to teaching, the presence of SCOPE and the related 
issues of the blocking of subjects and timetabling, caused many teachers to 
alter the way in which they taught. It was also apparent from the responses 
that SCOPE came in for a reasonable share of the blame and was seen as a 
cause for perceived problems with timetabling, though timetabling was 
clearly not the province of SCOPE teachers to organise. 
 
Without a doubt, deep resentment was expressed in relation to the space that 
SCOPE occupied. Part of this resentment related to the state of the room 
following SCOPE sessions, but the major resentment came from VCE students 
– or rather, those aligned to the VCE students’ reactions to being relocated to 
a different space in the school because responses from VCE students had not 
been part of this research design.  
 
In the formation of relationships between the Year 7 students and other staff 
and students, particularly the VCE students, the underlying factor of the 
SCOPE room seems to have played a major role. The Year 7 students made it 
clear that they felt they were not entitled to the space they occupied and were 
intimidated by senior students because of this.  The numerous responses from 
staff in relation to this issue also indicated that some members of staff felt that 
the use of the previous VCE space by SCOPE was inappropriate. For some 
members of staff, the issue had had the effect of altering their relationships 
with the VCE students.  
 
In the previous research (Keamy et al. 2003), the work of Hattie (2002) was 
called upon to identify the major influences upon students’ achievement. 
Hattie argued that the physical aspects of schools played a relatively minor 
role and that the major influence that affected students’ achievements—after 
the students themselves, that is—was the teachers. ‘Schools’, he said, ‘barely 
make a difference to achievement’ (p. 6) – and his reference to schools 
included things such as finances, school size, class size and the buildings, and 
he quantified a school’s influence on student achievement as being from 5 to 
10%.  
 
In the instance of the space used by SCOPE, and the impact that this had 
within the school community, it is tempting to say that Hattie (2002) got it 
wrong. But on closer analysis, the issue wasn’t so much about the 
appropriateness of the space or of how it has been used by SCOPE, because it 
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clearly had the potential to be an effective teaching space, it was more about 
what had been lost by the VCE students: 

Change can present individuals with losses of varying kinds, including a loss 
of security; of competence; a sense of direction; of territory and of 
relationships (Scott and Jaffe 1989). 
 

The loss by the VCE students of a space that they considered was “theirs” was 
a loss of territory and perhaps even a loss of security; their reactions to that 
loss being readily described by Scott and Jaffe’s (1989) explanations of the 
pathways through change. An obvious question has to be asked: if SCOPE 
had occupied a different space within the school, would the same reaction 
have taken place? By all accounts, the anger that the VCE students had been 
expressing typified resistance to a change; and the responses of the VCE 
students, as they have been conveyed in this research, have sent ripples 
through the rest of the school community.  
 
A related issue, and one which Hattie (2002) also considered to be of minor 
importance, was that of group size. Indigo Secondary College had 
traditionally seen itself as a school that prided – and perhaps even marketed – 
itself on its small class sizes. The optimum size of classes clearly depends on 
the nature and purpose of activities being conducted, and needs to take into 
consideration the safety of students, the availability of equipment and the size 
of the space being used. Teacher: student ratios are also important, and have 
been the focus of industrial campaigns in the past. The teacher: student ratio 
in SCOPE was relatively low, but as a number of participants stated, the issue 
was more about how the students were taught in that setting, and the amount 
of noise and other distractions that were generated by such a number of 
students.  
 
 

Conclusion 
On the basis of information gained during this research, it is possible to talk 
about some successful learning practices as they relate to students, and some 
of the successful teaching and learning practices as they relate to teachers.  
 
In relation to the teaching practices that have been utilised in the SCOPE 
program, the SCOPE teachers employed a range of strategies that included 
working with the whole group at the one time; moving from the whole group 
to working in smaller groups and back again, and working in small groups – 
a common practice in most classrooms. The teachers also capitalised on the 
learning approaches that appeared to suit the students when they were in 
primary school, such as project-based work and also offered alternatives and 
choice as to how the work could be presented. These points were made by the 
students in the previous research, so it was not surprising that the SCOPE 
teachers would want to capitalise on techniques that worked. It also needs to 
be acknowledged, however, that some of the teaching strategies that were 
utilised by the SCOPE teachers meant that the Year 7 students, particularly in 
the earlier parts of the year, needed to work in noisy conditions and were not 
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always clear about what was happening. Later in the year, the SCOPE 
teachers addressed these concerns and the attention given to smaller group 
structures seemed to be a successful teaching strategy. 
 
A number of non-SCOPE teachers indicated in their responses that they had 
had to adapt their own teaching styles to better fit the altered timetable that 
they encountered as a consequence of SCOPE. Examples were given such as 
having to teach in larger blocks of time (double periods). Whilst this tended to 
be seen by most of these teachers as being a problem, the situation provided 
an opportunity for some teachers to question some of their teaching 
approaches, so the fact that SCOPE interrupted some taken-for-granted 
assumptions about teaching and the culture of the school cannot be seen as a 
bad thing. It was unclear, however, how the students responded to these 
pedagogical changes. 
 
Regarding the teachers’ learning, the effects of the SCOPE program were 
dramatic. For the SCOPE teachers themselves, it appears to have been largely 
more accidental than intentional that they enacted teaching aspects of the 
Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VCAA 2005) twelve months before most 
of their colleagues. By combining the English, Science and Arts Key Learning 
Areas, the SCOPE teachers have been able to put into practice many of the 
approaches that Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS) espouses, so the 
curriculum content aspect of the professional learning for the SCOPE teachers 
was significant. The SCOPE teachers also had to learn much about how they 
establish learning communities in their classrooms, so they have – whether 
consciously or not – attempted to enact the Principles of Learning and Teaching 
P-12 (PoLTs) (DE&T 2005) as well. Despite this, particular challenges still 
existed, which are addressed below. 
 
With the introduction of restructure, there are numerous opportunities that 
apply to SCOPE teachers, other teachers in the school, students, the college’s 
administration and the Cluster community. The well-being of all teachers and 
students remains a primary concern, and it is mentioned here because it is one 
of the areas that will need to be addressed so that individual teachers – or 
even groups of teachers, such as those in SCOPE – don’t  ‘go under’. 
Opportunities therefore exist for the school administration to establish formal 
supportive structures in an attempt to avoid stressful situations occurring, but 
also structures that enable appropriate actions to be implemented when 
stressful situations do occur. 
 
Employing the language used by Fullan (2001), SCOPE is in the implement-
tation phase, but that it is on the cusp of becoming institutionalised. Many, or 
most, of the points that Fullan makes in relation to implementing educational 
change – need, clarity, complexity and practicality – are just as pertinent if 
SCOPE is to continue. The school community needs to be better informed 
about the SCOPE program. 
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Equally important for the College’s administration is how it might provide 
scaffolding to assist the school community through the change process if 
SCOPE is to proceed. If SCOPE, which is symbolic of a pedagogical 
development within the school, does not proceed, then the school 
administration will need to confront the issue of how it will ever introduce 
change within the school in a way  that demonstrates readiness to be a 
learning–enriched school (after Hawley and Valli 1999). SCOPE is not, of 
course, the only change event in which the school has been a part, and other 
examples come to mind of the introduction of changes to the Victorian 
Certificate of Education, including the introduction of the Victorian Certificate 
of Applied Learning, though these are examples of the top-down Bureaucratic 
Approach (Print 1993). SCOPE is a locally developed program arising from 
the perceived needs of the students beginning their middle years experience 
at secondary school. 
 
With change being a ‘given’ for teachers, and the change event of SCOPE 
having an impact on their teaching, the issue is raised of how staff stay 
informed as to what is going on; how they might have an input into SCOPE, 
and what the implications might be for their own teaching. There are 
opportunities for teachers to exercise teacher-leadership and ensure that they 
are supportive and collegial, just as there are opportunities for teachers to 
have combined discussions about their own professional learning. And rather 
than stepping back from some of the teaching challenges that the presence of 
SCOPE has created, there are opportunities for all teachers to capitalise on 
what they have learnt about their professional selves and to incorporate this 
into their teaching. 
 
Each of the SCOPE teachers acknowledged the challenges posed by teaching 
60 students at the one time, and when thinking about future possibilities, it 
was suggested that the SCOPE teachers would benefit from seeing other 
settings in which open-plan teaching and integrated approaches to teaching 
and learning took place. Whilst there are a number of secondary schools in 
which similar approaches are used, there are also a number of primary 
schools, and these could provide invaluable in terms of learning about 
establishing group structures, the transitions involved in moving students 
between larger and smaller groups, and approaches to integrated learning. 
On the basis of comments made in the research, particular areas that could be 
explored include: 
� Development of a range of strategies that are suited to a balance 

between large-group teaching and smaller group work, including the 
transitions between whole-small-whole groupings; 

� Clearer instructions in relation to expectations for homework and for 
the content (and therefore the resources the students need to take to 
classes), and 

� Improved communication about what’s happening in SCOPE with 
other members of the school community. 
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Whilst many of the students and some of their parents had reservations about 
SCOPE, especially in relation to being part of such a large group for 
instruction, there was a clear indication that SCOPE assisted the majority of 
the students with the transition to secondary school and that many of them 
also developed strong relationships with the SCOPE teachers. The approach 
of the project-based and integrated learning has provided students with a 
chance to express and undertake learning in flexible ways and to use their 
strengths as well as improve in their areas of weakness.  
 
Students liked the idea of being able to have a say about their learning and to 
be provided with choice, though they found the frequent requirement to 
articulate their learning (metacognition) to be somewhat tiresome.  
One of the main messages that the Year 7 students need to hear is that the 
concept of combining groups of students and the teaching of Year 7 students 
in ways that are different from the past – the combination of 
KLAs/disciplines, as well as the strategies used – is something that is 
beginning to occur in increasing numbers of schools – and which will, in all 
likelihood, given Kosky’s (2005) comments and those from CDEST (2005), be a 
more common experience. These sorts of large group arrangements are not 
abnormal; nor are they only occurring at Indigo Secondary College. 
 
The fact that the Year 7 students felt guilty that they were the target of 
reactions to the VCE students losing what they considered to be “their” study 
space, suggests that certain students have privileges to which other students 
are not entitled. All students, regardless of their year level, are entitled to the 
most appropriate spaces that a school can find. The College may need to 
consider that the VCE students and others were reacting in a predictable way 
to a loss they experienced, but that like most individuals with the appropriate 
support and resources, will find ways to learn to live without that particular 
space. 
 
The pathway through change can indeed be an uncomfortable one and can 
take a long time, as was noted in the High Demand Government Schools report 
(CDEST 2005). Parents and other members of the Indigo Secondary College’s 
school community will take time to accept the benefits of innovations such as 
SCOPE. Reproducing what worked in the past, as observed by Brady and 
Kennedy (2003), is not a remedy for the future. Difficult decisions have been 
made at Indigo Secondary College in the pursuit of high quality teaching and 
learning and whether members of the school community recognise this as re-
shaping and re-establishing, rather than eroding the shape of education in this 
particular community, will continue to impact on the directions taken and on 
their successfulness.
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