Many Ways to Learn – 
Supporting the needs of all school age students in the ACT.
Executive Summary

This paper builds on the work of an earlier AEU Discussion Paper re Classroom Management (June 2007) which was the result of discussions within the AEU of the issues facing members in workplaces. Individual students’ behaviours and student disengagement are presenting serious challenges for teachers and teacher assistants, disrupting these students’ education and the learning of other students. Urgent action needs to be taken to address these issues.

During research for the earlier paper it became clear that members face significant challenges with two distinct groups of students, with different needs. The most visible group is that cohort of children and young people who exhibit extreme behaviours including physical or verbal violence within the school setting. These students can disrupt the classroom setting in major and dramatic ways, and can present Occupational Health and Safety threats to staff and fellow students. 

The second cohort of students can be invisible to teachers much of the time as they may create no disruption in class. Their attendance at school may be spasmodic: they may appear in the remaining Department of Education alternative settings such as the High School Support Centres; they may be known to youth workers or agencies such as Youth Connection. These are the students who are already disengaged from schooling or are on the point of dropping out of school. It is estimated that they are in their hundreds in the secondary schooling years.

In our earlier paper we tracked the history of provision for both of these groups of students in the Territory, with the closure of sites such as the Adolescent Development Program (ADP) at Dairy Flat, the primary school behaviour management units and the School Without Walls. Some of that history is repeated in this paper.

It is the Union’s belief that teachers and schools cannot continue to provide for these specific cohorts of students in an environment where funding and staffing are under attack. Traditional punitive methods of student management such as suspension are less than satisfactory in achieving a change of student behaviour and improvements in student outcomes, and exclusion is rarely considered as it undermines the student’s right to an education. In a climate of diminishing resources, teachers and principals are struggling to provide for the inclusion of all students on the school site with appropriate levels of pastoral care.

Perhaps in response to the perception of difficulties within the public system, the ACT Labor Party went to an election in 2004 pledging to create a Student Support Program which would deliver on average 2 full time professional staff to each public high school, to assist with student pastoral care, student support and student welfare. (1) In fact the government cut high school staff by the equivalent of 35 positions (2 per high school) at the beginning of the 2007 school year. This cut was exacerbated by a cut to college resources equivalent to 25 positions.

1
ALP ACT Branch policy launch paper Education, 24 September 2004, p7

The AEU contends that there is currently a critical need to address issues of resourcing in order to enable improved student management and pastoral care, and therefore improved outcomes for students in our schools. Students have a right to expect that the rhetoric of governments regarding pathways and life choices is capable of realisation through our public education and training systems. 

This paper will argue for a major reinvestment in public schooling in the Territory. Our focus will be on resourcing public schools in a continuing manner, to support them to meet the needs of an increasingly challenging and demanding clientele. Amongst this clientele are students who have health and other needs which will only be met by agencies collaborating in their interest. We will also argue that, for a very small number of students, mainstream school sites may not be the best location at particular points of their lives, and that they have the right to alternative educational provision under the Education Act 2004 to meet their specific short, medium or long term needs.

Recommendations: 

Resourcing for mainstream provision:
The importance of Early Intervention

1.
The AEU seeks the provision of educational psychologists (School Counsellors) with early childhood experience and STA (Special Teacher Assistant) support to  preschools on the same basis as  other levels of schooling.
Primary and High schools
2.
The provision to all primary and high schools of additional staffing of one FTE teacher [or part thereof] per 300 students enrolled in the school. 

3.
Principals and their staff would be responsible for deciding what form the intervention support is to take. The principal would be responsible for accounting for this provision to their School Board, the DET and government. 

4.

Schools may wish to consider the following options:

· a separate withdrawal class or pod within the school; 

· team teaching arrangements within mainstream classes;

· provision of roving internal teacher support and advice to assist in difficult to manage classes.

If a school chose to create a separate withdrawal class, this level of extra staffing would allow for the creation of a class of 12-15 students, with two teachers, for a school with 600 students. High schools should receive no fewer than 2 additional teachers under this initiative, irrespective of their size, and primary schools no fewer than 1. Principals may choose to pool their additional teacher support in cluster-based models of student welfare support.

5.
Indexation and supplementation of the Professional Learning Fund to return it to the real value set in 2000. Schools and DET need increased support to engage in whole school professional development of teachers’ skills, particularly in the area of pedagogy related to dealing with  difficult student behaviour. The AEU recommends the system-wide introduction of the West Australian course Classroom Management and Instructional Strategies, for which it has financed a substantial trial this year.

Secondary Colleges
6.
The allocation of two additional teachers per college to enhance the success of students and allow further dedication of teacher resources to the delivery of a curriculum package aimed at supporting students in transition, and assist them with their ongoing studies through better resourced student services programs.

Provision outside school settings:

7.
An early intervention/primary level withdrawal site/s with intense behaviour modification/psychological services provided for those with acute behavioural disorders, particularly including violence. Programs would be based on expert psychological advice and intervention.  This setting/s would be housed within a host primary school if possible.

8.
An alternative setting/s for Years 7,8 students with extreme behavioural disturbance including violence. Programs would be based on expert psychological advice and intervention. The site/s to combine VET, literacy and numeracy, personal development skills/life skills training, possibly the Arts.
These settings must be resourced to provide:

· Very small class sizes

· Hand-picked, trained and experienced teaching and support staff

· Proper on-site supervisory arrangements through executive staff

· Facilities to allow for flexible and relevant curriculum

· Expert input from psychologists. 

Special attention must be paid to the needs of girls in this process. One of the least appropriate aspects of the former Dairy Flat Year 7, 8 setting was the overwhelming numbers of boys referred to the site. Young girls have specific needs, cannot be placed in facilities where they may be under psychological or physical/sexual threat, and may need a separate facility.

9.
A residential or day mental health care facility with access to education and/or training for secondary aged students.  Models for this facility can be found at Rivendell at Westmead Hospital in Sydney and at the Austin Hospital in Melbourne [see Attachment re Austin Hospital facility]. This must be a site capable of dealing with students exhibiting violence in their behaviour.
10.
Existing High School Support Centres should be retained and consideration given to the need to duplicate the two settings in other areas such as Tuggeranong and the inner Northside. The movement of the Southside support centre from Tuggeranong has had the unfortunate effect of a decline in numbers, as students from outer suburbs have difficulty travelling to the site.
11.
Consideration should be given to further supporting the work of programs which introduces middle  years students to employment opportunities.

12.
Consideration should be given to further supporting the work of programs which use creative and performing arts to help young people with mental health issues to adapt to schooling.

Proposal for an alternative vocational pathways school at Weston.

13.
The AEU proposes that provision be made for an alternative Vocational Pathways School at the Weston site of the Canberra Institute of Technology. We feel that this site is ideally suited to establishing a training facility for both those students at risk of dropping out of school, and those who have already disengaged from schooling. However, if this site is unavailable, an alternative suitable site should be identified.

The Access 10 program at CIT

14.
The Access 10 program should be available in strategic locations through out the ACT to ensure that, true to its name, it is indeed accessible by students at risk of not achieving a Year 10 certificate. This accessibility would be enhanced by establishing Access 10 programs in suitable facilities in the Northern and Southern suburbs of the ACT [eg Gungahlin and Tuggeranong] as well as a central site at one of the established CIT campuses, eg within the proposed Vocational Pathways School at Weston. 

15.
The ACT government should agree to waive fees for the Access10 and Year 12 program students at CIT as the majority of these students are existing on or below the poverty line. Their school based colleagues receive a free education and the ACT government is obliged to deliver education that is accessible and equitable for all students of school age.  
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