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Abstract:

This paper outlines the way staff, students and parents tavified sources of
social exclusion, fostered a more inclusive community lehgéd accepted
paradigms and embarked on our journey towards ‘wellbeing andrigaati
Myponga Primary School.

This is a story of re-culturing, of change from the insidg of shifting perceptions,
and of the letting go of old ways of thinking. It is a story aboutrage, as courage
was required of all of us (staff, students and parentajedsegan to take risks, to
critically reflect on our individual and collective acticasd beliefs, and to act
innovatively to create a more educationally inclusive legrcommunity.
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Part 1: The principal’s perspective
Jillian Jordan, principal

Setting the scene

Myponga Primary School is a small-to-medium school with approrimnas0
students. The school is located alongside the Myponga Resatrtioé top of Sellicks
Hill. While in the past the school was regarded fondlg amall rural community
school, catering for the local farming and town families & those-knit community,
in recent years our enrolments have grown significantly and 7%4r students now
come from the rapidly growing outer urban development strip alegouthern
coast, in particular from the suburbs of Sellicks Beache&éands and Aldinga.

Almost half of our students are school card holders; many rmrogggge daily with
issues related to poverty and disadvantage, as parenjsganough to be
considered over the threshold and therefore ineligible for sclaodland the
associated system supports that would subsequently apply. A nuinfideiles also
live daily with the impact of compound disadvantage andishisflected in a range of
ways, including long-term unemployment, family dysfunction, dmgjacohol
abuse, and gambling addiction.

Many of our families must also cope with issues of s@@algraphic isolation, as
they live in an outer-urban area that lacks the essentiall safrastructures that we
take for granted in more highly developed metropolitan aFeasexample, families
cannot simply walk to a local deli—there isn’t one in e&ach. There are extremely
limited transport services, and an absence of local supeztaankedical centres, play
areas or community resources. As a result, it is difffoultmany families to build and
sustain positive social networks.

Three years ago, when we first began to explore wayg&beca more socially
inclusive school culture, teachers were particularly coremkby the way so much of
the conflict that originated out of school hours and in the lomamunity spilled
over into the school yard and into classrooms.

In term 2 of 2002, a student survey revealed that as ma8§2a®f our students ‘did
not like school’ and many considered that the best timeea¢hool day was lunch
time or when the home bell rang. Students also told us @énaptieferred to sort out
conflict themselves rather than seek help because tsaghes difficult to find in the
yard and, even if students could manage to find and spedkaaclzer, they felt little
was done to resolve the problems effectively. This may ane hlways been the
case, but it was the students’ perception at the timeb&haviour data also revealed
that many of our students saw school more as a ‘social’ fllaceas a ‘learning’
place and, since social interactions were dominated by coafid bullying, there
was little energy left over for on-task learning, parétipn and engagement in
classroom programs. In addition, teachers expressed frustifzioso much time was
spent trying to deal with harassment and bullying, partilyuédter recess and lunch
breaks when children often came back into class unsettlearang.

It was clear that in order for our students to engage pelsitand fully in their
learning, we first needed to attend to their wellbeing. ilfraediate challenge was to
rethink and rebuild the learning culture by creating a plaeehich all our students:

Myponga Primary School 3
This material forms part of the Social InclusioruBrStrategy Research and Development Project and
is available atvww.drugstrategy.central.sa.edu.au/socialinclusion




» were treated respectfully at all times

+ felt safe and valued

* grew increasingly in self confidence, resilience and ogtimi

» contributed actively in the development of their own learning

» contributed strongly in the successes and achievements o other

* had a conscious sense of belonging and a connectedness with theritym

» enjoyed quality relationships with and trust in their teachergpaets

* had a range of personal skills for resolving issues resilgctf

» believed that adults acted fairly and positively when dealiitiy issues and
conflict

» Dbelieved that the learning they participated in was meanirgfallenging and
relevant.

In essence, this conceptwéllbeingbecame our starting point for ‘reculturing’
through a process of whole-school change. A focus on wellbeing unaedpdur
goal of developing a better understanding of social inclusiomawdt can work to
build optimism, resilience and personal responsibility foreimbers of our school
community.

‘Reculturing’ for change

The term ‘reculturing’ can mean many different things depengirag both purpose
and context. At Myponga Primary School, what we did and how we @k guided
by contextual issues as well as by the school’'s recent hi&pryeculturing’ we

mean working together to take up the challenge of rethinking veharevas a learning
community and redefining our purpose and our goals in ways thettrehared
values and beliefs, and in ways that would enable everyidudivto achieve their
potential and contribute fully as lifelong learners.

Achieving a state of community wellbeing at a time of ddigfsion and uncertainty
seemed to us to be a lofty goal, and at times along thet fedt as if it might also be
out of our reach. In truth, at the beginning we were unsurégusto go about
creating and sustaining a reculturing process, as negéiiveles, excluding
behaviours, and conflict seemed so deeply entrenched cultivee of the school.
There were also ethical issues regarding: ‘Who are whange things anyway?’ and
‘Why change this and not that?’ Clearly no ‘quick fix’ pragrar simple solution
was going to make the deep and far reaching changes wipaiett

Any endeavour to create paradigm shifts in thinking for our studesutents and
teachers would require a preparedness to seek out and eméwakaowledge: we
would need a strong commitment, wisdom and guidance as welefsil planning:
we would need to examine our own beliefs and actions and parpdeto engage in
deep thinking, dialogue and debate. We would all need to leauspend judgement
and listen to the thoughts, experiences and perceptions of aihersay think very
differently from ourselves.

The opportunity to participate in the Drug Strategy Socidubion Research and
Development Project proved both timely and valuable to our qubsésuccesses.
We recognised that, through our inquiry research process, we woiubnly need to
address the many ways students, parents and teachers eXahdi@cre excluded
by) others, but also focus on actively and innovatively argaticulture of social
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inclusion. Every action and interaction—every decision, epergram and process—
would need to be reviewed and analysed in terms of ettheomtribution to
sustaining excluding practices or its value in contributing tlugiee ones.

The following questions framed our social inclusion research focus:

* What are the factors that contribute to sustaining sociayritearning
community?

» How can we act to sustain optimism, build resilience andrfestgal inclusion for
all students?

The journey we have undertaken over the past three yearsdeaslibeen a
challenging one. The way forward has not always been €ggortunities have at
times arisen from unplanned mistakes, while other surd-icion has sometimes led
to confusion and new questions rather than solutions. Couratiysgleeflection,
commitment and a willingness to think deeply about what weumidhow what we do
impacts on the wellbeing of ourselves and others, have bedmalimarks of the
change process.

What is ‘social inclusion’?

Social inclusion is a concept that emerged in responsa&lieraesearch focusing on
the impact of ‘social exclusion’ on individuals and on socéstya whole. Originating
in France in the early 1970s, the term ‘social exclusion’tvas adapted in countries
across Europe and in the United Kingdom in order to addresatises and
consequences of disadvantage in more effective, connected way

Social exclusion is shorthand for what can happeemindividuals or areas
suffer from a combination of linked problems sustuaemployment, poor skills,
low incomes, poor housing high crime environmeadt bealth and family
breakdown. Social Exclusion and Cabinet Office (2004, p.8)

While any combination of these circumstances can contributes social exclusion
of individuals and groups in society, there has been a widespreagnition that
social exclusion can also occur as a result of eithedehieerate or unintentional
actions of other community members. It has become cleathisacomplex mix of
circumstantial, environmental and behavioural factors reqthicegghtful and ‘joined
up’ solutions if we are to successfully create a more equitaunlesocially-just society
for all. Subsequently, as both a belief system and as a piestion, social
inclusion initiatives in South Australia are endeavouring t& seg ways of working
at both the macro and the micro level in order to bring atsalitchange.

Research can provide educators with a deeper understandiqgityf, social justice
and disadvantage; however, it is also important for schoolsgge in their own
inquiry processes in the local context and at a site levslohly through the process
of questioning, investigation, data analysis and dialogue in\gpkaty stakeholders
that issues of social inclusion and social exclusion camberstood in the local
context. Only then can issues be strategically addressealymthat make a positive
difference for those most at risk of being marginalised oaobieving their potential
as learners and citizens.
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What does ‘social inclusion’ mean at Myponga?

Our own definition of what we mean by ‘social inclusion’ aggdnga PS continues
to evolve as we reflect daily on our practices, as we engedeep dialogue with
students, staff and parents, and as we analyse datadotiveffchange. We expect
that our understandings and our thinking around the concept of sotigiancwill
continue to change in the future; however, at this point inaungy we have defined
social inclusion in a way that links wellbeing and learnmthe following way:

Myponga Primary School strives to be an educationallygieg learning community
in which all members:

feel valued, their differences are respected, thasic needs - both physical and
emotional — are met so that as members of sodietydre empowered in their
participation and contribution (Cappo, 2003).

This means that at Myponga Primary School:

» We value and celebrate diversity.

» We trust that our own differences will be respected.

* We act with care, compassion and respect for ourselves lagrs.ot

* We understand that people can make choices for themselvesapdiffer from
the choices of others and yet still feel accepted, vanedvelcome in the
community.

* We strive not to judge the actions of those who, for strong pénsasons, choose
to self-exclude.

While these words sound noble enough, and while the conversatiohawbded us
to this point of understanding have been rigorous, the realiyviark has been, and
continues to be, in the realm of transforming our words ictiors in every aspect of
school life. Social inclusion is not something teachers candatitb what they are
already doing, nor is it an activity or task completed ser@es of detached lessons
and then ticked off as ‘done’. Social inclusion is everybody'sniess and it requires
deep thinking, strategic planning and explicit teaching & ibihave a positive impact
on every aspect of school life.

An educationally inclusive school is one in whigl teaching and learning,
achievements, attitudes and wellbeing of every g@amson matters. Effective
schools are educationally inclusive schools. Thisass, not only in their
performance, but also in their ethos and willinghes offer new opportunities to
pupils who may have experienced previous diffiesilti. The most effective
schools do not take educational inclusion for geahtThey constantly monitor
and evaluate the progress each pupil makes. Theyifg any pupils who may
be missing out, difficult to engage, or feelinginme way apart from what the
school seeks to provide. (Ofsted in Ainscow, 2001)

The courage to lead

While we could fill a book with the stories, insights and prograhat have evolved,
we have chosen in this paper to share our journey so tagihthe lens of
leadership—not the leadership of a single person or a grdepd#rs within the
school, but rather a focus on ‘leadership’ as reflectedeicdimmitment and the
actions of every stakeholder. We have taken on board Coveysrbtt leadership
is, in essence, the capacity to influence (2004). Weusetleat each of us, by our
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words and actions, influences others every day in both conscidushaonscious
ways, and the trick is to be sure that the influencéawe is the influence we intend
to have.

Effective, committed leadership from staff, parents stndents lies at the heart of our
reculturing journey. What has been important has been tlegness of so many
stakeholders to step up and work in ways that take us ¢toaehieving our shared
goals. What has mattered has been a preparedness by smraangrid to contribute
in ways that enable these shared goals to become emhbaduedcommunity and

our school culture. To this end, leadership is everybody’s business

Simply put—at its most elemental and practicallledeadership is
communicating to people their worth and potent@tkearly that they come to
see it in themselves....Isn't this the essence dditldeof leadership that
influences and truly endure? Covey, 2004, p. 98

The next part of this report was written by two teachadées who have taken up
many challenges in the past two years and who have, thtbag inquiring minds

and willingness, always ‘gone the extra mile’ to make aisggnt contribution to
improved teaching and learning at our school. Jenni Chand (School ¢ouolseis
teacher) and Kris Mott (Drug Strategy Team Leader ambdeacher) were very clear
about what they wanted to write about when reflecting on theingyuiThey wanted

to share their insights about the role that leadership—itsdthims—can play in the
process of making a good school great.
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Part 2: Teachers’ perspectives
Jenni Chand, school counsellor and Kris Mott, drug strategy keader

Jenni Chand As a teacher, prior to 2002, | was very happy at our schoals |
sometimes surprised by the attitude of blame that existdeischoolyard. | put most
of my effort into trying to improve the curriculum, partiatly with a focus on
literacy. | trained as a First Step's facilitator amigolught | had the skills and
knowledge to save the world—with very little successhimtime before 2002, we
worked hard introducing social skills, SRC and linking with the comitg. We
needed the fresh perspective of someone new to the sohsm# that a number of
things we had grown to accept needed to change before studgats a position to
learn. Since that time, as the culture of the schoobbas changing, | often ask
myself ‘What is different now? Why didn't this work before?’

Jenni Chand andKris Mott : Gradually it has become clear to us that there are
certain elements of change that are necessary and thé ¢eansferred to any other
change situations. On reflection these are what we carisithe some of the key
elements that we believe have led to significant chamgeii school. These elements
are as relevant to our school as they would be to any otheoldbat is in the process
of bringing about whole-school change.

Key elements of change

1. Courageous and tenacious leadership

First and foremost we believe that what this means ipriheipal. We believe in
broad-based leadership, using the skills of teachers, parehssualents, but, in the
first instance, a principal—with high moral character, a pas&r kids and their
learning and the strength to make tough decisions in the bexgdts of the
children—is in the strongest position to initiate and motivéiele-school change.

2. Planning for change, timing and content

Change can be threatening, divisive, uncomfortable and cortioor@bunless there is
constant and open communication that informs strategic plar@urgstaff and
school community have been given opportunities to speak freelyinamdo come to
grips with new ideas and have powerful input into decisions abuait tive issues are
and how we can work to address them. Teachers have rechderyreleased to talk
through issues of resilience, inclusion and drug educaticseliBa data we have
collected has supported us to identify the areas of neg¢idnAalans for each key
strategy have been developed, explicitly identifying stragefpr change. Our
planning always incorporates the collection of ongoing data to neetsur
differences we have made.

3. A clear, articulated change process

We never thought we would ever put this in writing. At filst2002, when working
with our new leader, many of us found her habit of alwaysiogeahd using written
processes amusing and it became a bit of a joke amongstiseaiéver another
‘procedure’ or draft policy appeared. Now, on reflection, wesssnhow important
these processes and policies are. From the start we levamusquiry-based change
process that gave direction in what could otherwise hasenie an uncoordinated,
scattergun, reactive approach to change. Having and usiramgecprocess kept
bringing our focus back to what and why things needed to clearjeever allowed
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us to drift into changing things just for the sake of chatiggve us a guide to
continually move forward.

4. Finding common ground

This was an essential starting point for us although it tookitirtiee beginning to

find out what our ‘common ground’ was. Prior to 2002, we had alrgaeht :lmost a
year in establishing school values in consultation with par@md students. However,
while we had a list of agreed values, there was i©onamon understanding about
what they meant and how they might drive our change procesdidnoe have a
clear vision or mission to guide us. Some staff felt thatou business—teaching
and learning—had been left off the list of agreed valuesanashen we renewed our
discussions about values during 2002, we agreed to add anothepeasosal
excellence. We spent months examining each of our schoobkwvahaedefining what
they meant for us in terms of decision making, programmaaghing etc. Then, after
beginning Core Team Training with the Drug Strategy, tihaevaf health and
wellbeing was also added and, finally, our new school values ezmplete. We
realised that the health and wellbeing of our studentsmjesrative for their

learning. Through newsletters, meetings, personal contact, pati@nd surveys,
we were able to confidently say that by the end of 2002aekolders were happy
with the set of values we had finally come up with anchew had a strong
agreement and a firm foundation to work from and take action.

5. Thinking creatively

Crisis is an opportunity for a new direction. The naturehainge means that there
will always be problems. As a staff we have been encodregghink outside the
square in order to come up with creative solutions to probiethe context of our
own school. Our ‘Valuing diversity’ program (see Part 4hig report) is a powerful
example of our creative thinking at work. Another important dgpraknt in our
school is that the governing council has changed its meetingfomomw to allow an
hour for curriculum discussion and debate in a ‘curriculum spotleyrty time they
meet. Parents and teachers raise and debate both concegueaest teachers share
their programs and curriculum knowledge: parents participagamihg activities
that their children have also experienced in classroohis.iks come to be a highly
valued and genuine collaboration and partnership strategy.

6. Focus on behaviour development that is educative and resttive

At the heart of our reculturing process has been the developin&nategies for

managing inappropriate behaviour that are:

» educative, in that we take these opportunities to skill stsda ways to manage
conflict more appropriately and respectfully for the future and

 restorative, in that we work with those students involveshith conflict situation
to restore the damage caused, and to rebuild more posi@i®nships between
victims and harassers.

Our goal is to break the cycle of harassment, bullying, éland distrust, and to
create a cycle of tolerance, optimism, respect andnglliversity. In 2003 students
were actively involved at every stage in the researchdaemdlopment of our
Behaviour Development Plan and, as a result, they now tietkeysownership of the
policy. Our behaviour policy gives us structure and consisteftbyn a management
system that is both transparent and clear. In additiors t#ashers implement
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ongoing learning programs to develop social skills and refspeonflict resolution.
As we work towards a stronger focus on restorative practtggdents often remind
us of agreed policies and procedures when we become lax!

7. Fostering a culture of inquiry and critical reflection

It has been most important to reflect on our data and to &hwith the whole-school
community—students, staff and parents. We share all survayvdats and alll” We
take action on all parent feedback. We develop action plaaddi@ss issues raised
and communicate actions at every stage. This has contriloutieel increased trust
and confidence our parents have in staff and in the schaolvasle.

8. Building quality, respectful relationships

Through providing genuine opportunities to listen to the voices oélstddters in our
school community, we have built positive new relationships baséxist and agreed
values, and strengthened existing ones. People have been givetumifipsrto have
their say and we have respected both their positive andiveegamments. We value
others and their contributions.

9. Explicit social skilling—teach it, model it, expect it

We have a school counsellor who has given us much guidance astbdine
teaching, and in including values and manners in our progidensole has been a
proactive one rather than a reactive one. At-risk studeatsl@ntified and individual
support programs are developed and managed by our school couii$elfocus of
support is not only on students’ academic learning, but alsosieal and emotional
needs. We now have a whole-school focus on social skills aegiening of each
term to reaffirm our values and actions. The languageediiintues project’ is
fostered in every classroom and teachers are supporteatis best practice in their
interactions with students.

10. Broad based leadership—sustaining change

Change can be uncertain and even scary at times, but, selool, risk-taking and
participation have been fostered by our school’s principal whgiidsed and
challenged us. Through our quality change process, we have lmemaged to
acknowledge our own strengths, to take the lead and to contmiboigg and small
ways to make a difference. Through a strong focus on leadeadtd range of levels,
a school community has evolved that now confidently shows ingiadivnake
change and is confident to lead new situations. The charg@rimunity and school
culture will now be sustained in the long term because dfrtbed-based leadership
culture that has evolved.

In conclusion

Whether in a school or a classroom, or indeed in any leariragisn, these key
elements of change are both essential and transferable. Ramosmgle element
and our own change journey would have been diminished. Through theqgussityf
processes and critical reflection we believe we have meated worthwhile,
sustainable change. This has been made possible through esitegra shared
commitment, perseverance, creative thinking and strongrig@fehat fosters
change.

Myponga Primary School 10
This material forms part of the Social InclusioruBrStrategy Research and Development Project and
is available atvww.drugstrategy.central.sa.edu.au/socialinclusion




Part 3: The journey
This is the story of how we began the reculturing journey and wéalid to move
towards creating a more socially inclusive and optimistering environment:

The context for change

As the newly appointed principal at Myponga PS in January of 20085 struck by
the daily expression of anger, pessimism and frustratiomaofy of our students and
their families, particularly when locked in a conflictusition. Local Myponga
township and rural families spoke about the loss of their ‘dogecountry school’,
as the community grew in size and changed in culture; Bebiod Aldinga families
told me that they often felt like outsiders. Long standimigmunity disputes often
spilled over into our classrooms and playgrounds as children sggrédwir
frustrations and unhappiness.

My primary focus as a new leader in 2002 was to lisesply; to gather data; to talk
to parents, students and staff; to foster debate about wh@meand who we wanted
to be as a learning community; and to establish the foundatioaséculturing of

our school in ways that truly reflected and responded taekds we identified and
the dreams and visions we shared. A student survey in term 2&@ed that more
than 80% of our students ‘did not like school’ and consideredhbdidst time of the
school day was when the home bell rang. Students also toldt tisegreferred to
sort out conflict themselves (using revenge as their ntigitegy) because teachers
were difficult to find in the yard and, even if they spoka teacher, they felt little
was done to resolve the problems effectively.

It quickly became clear that in order for our students to engagjéively and fully in

their learning, we first needed to attend to their wallpe-to rethink and rebuild the

learning culture by creating a place in which all our studentsdd:

* Dbe treated respectfully at all times

» feel safe and valued

» grow increasingly in self confidence, resilience and optimis

* have a strong sense of belonging

* enjoy quality relationships with and trust in their teaclaad peers

» have a range of personal skills for resolving issues resgdgctful

» believe that adults acted fairly and positively when dealiitiy issues and conflict

* Dbelieve that the learning they participated in was meaningfallenging and
relevant.

Taking all of this into account, my challenge was ‘where degins?’

Finding the common ground in 2002

With such dissention in the community, my first challengs t@eengage parents,
staff and students in a process of investigating whaasttivat we all shared: what we
had in common.

There were those who told me that | was wasting my tinnegs had always been
this way, it was the way we did things around here. Yete ave began talking, it
became clear that despite the restraining orders, the cotyroanilict, the rapid
community change and the history of conflict, there was dangetve all wanted and
felt was important, and that was that we all wanted ‘thefbeshe kids'.

Myponga Primary School 11
This material forms part of the Social InclusioruBrStrategy Research and Development Project and
is available atvww.drugstrategy.central.sa.edu.au/socialinclusion




By the end of my first year, emerging from the quality ingprocesses that we used
(asking critical questions; seeking out the silent voicexuwaging debate; valuing
all opinions; involving parents and students in the data gathprocess, as well as
the data analysis and decision making stages), came Visissiohland Values
Statements that formed the foundation upon which all subsequenechas
occurred.

| cannot say strongly enough how very important it was to begimaping the culture
of our school by seeking, declaring and then deeply embedding tieel ffgiefs and
common values that were ‘our common ground’. Our common ground loddeed li
this:

Our Vision Our Mission
Working together to create a Myponga Primary School staff, students,
better future through the and parents are committed to working
principles of: together to build a learning community in
« life long learning which we all:
* responsible citizenship » value diversity
* making a difference. » promote critical thinking and inquiry
* build relevant curriculum/community
links
» foster independent, student-led
learning

« enable all students to achieve their
potential in learning and in life.

Our six core values
As alearningcommunity, our planning, decision making and actions are guided by
the following values:

Value 1: Caring and compassion

Caring and compassion means being considerate of otheirgj$eahd needs, as well
as our own. Therefore we will:

» act kindly and thoughtfully

 take time to know, understand and care for each other

» respect and value differences between people.

Value 2: Responsibility

Responsibility means recognising that we choose our own actionseand t
consequences that they bring. Therefore we will:

» stop and think before we act

» reflect and learn from our experiences

* make choices that are good for ourselves and for others.

Value 3: Self-confidence

Self-confidence means being aware of our potential to leessitl and achieve our
personal dreams and goals. Therefore we will:

» have a positive attitude and use our 'mistakes' as opportunitiearfioing

» take pride in our efforts and achievements and those of others

 take the initiative to make things better in everythirggde.
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Value 4: Honesty

Honesty means being true to ourselves and others. Theveford|:

* know and share our own beliefs and ideas

« listen to and respect the beliefs and ideas of others

* have the courage to do what is right, even when it is unpoputkifioult to do so.

Value 5: Personal excellence

Personal excellence means doing the best we can do anchtietgbur
achievements, big and small. Therefore we will:

* strive to learn, work and act to achieve our goals to oupaiéntial

* initiate and take up opportunities to contribute and make a differe
» face our frustrations and never give up.

Value 6: Health and wellbeing

Health and wellbeing means taking responsibility for making esdicat contribute

positively to our own health, vitality and happiness anddbdhothers. Therefore we

will:

» seek information and make wise choices about what we eat,adrihéo

* maintain a healthy balance of work, play, recreation anttesee

» use social skills and conflict resolution strategies pasitiv

* nurture mind, body and spirit in ways that enable us to achvimdividual
potential.

Our value of health and wellbeing was developed following ouicgzation in Drug

Strategy training, during which time it became clear tieaith and wellbeing were

essential to successful learning and achievement.

Reculturing for wellbeing and learning—where to beg in? Term 1 2003

With our agreed common goals finally in place, in week RQfif3, at the start of my
second year, all staff participated in a process toldpaeplan for creating our new,
shared future. We used a ‘think boldly’ process involving céift@ and visioning in
order to gain a better understanding of the current learnihgrewand how it came to
be this way. The process then enabled us to build on thesetandargs and plan
our way forward, creating a learning culture that promotdtbwiag, optimism and
resilience for students and parents. Step by step, on oe dayjin week 0, we
completed the following tasks.

1. Starting a review process to ‘think boldly’ about change

We began by working in groups to talk about and share our expesjgereeptions
and thoughts about our school to date. This was an important plaegite as it
valued the prior knowledge of stakeholders while at the sangedeveloping a
snhapshot of the factors influencing our school’s recent histoer tbe past decade).
Themes that emerged from the brainstorming process included:
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Acknowledging the past—our recent historical context:

Many families living in poverty School reputation as a ‘tough school'—

Increasing school numbers ‘it's always been this way’

High incidence of family dysfunction Bullying and harassment seen as part of

Urban/rural isolation/disadvantage the culture

Community conflict Expectation that increasing the severity of

Traditional farming families vs. newly punishment would solve things.
developing urban families Incidence of drug use (legal and illegal)

Bus behaviour issues in the community

‘Exclusive’ sport clubs ‘Payback’ culture—culture of blame

Lack of public transport Issues of equity in access to and use of

Diverse family beliefs and values resources

Parents in conflict—restraining orders Expectations—Ilow, negative

‘Them vs. us’ perception A number of recent ‘tragic’ events (for

Myponga vs. Sellicks tensions families and staff)

Parents often distrustful of staff Frequent leadership changes

Low staff morale

2. Assessing past strategies

After brainstorming ideas related to teachers’ perceptbtise school, teachers then
used post-its and came up with a range of strategieldtdieen introduced to try
and address the problems that existed. They reflected on:Wehathe strategies and
influences that had been developed in the recent padtitess these issues? How
effective were they?

Strategies leading to now (2002):

Reduced class sizes Despite smaller class sizes, teachers’ stress and student
engagement issues persisted

Assessment and reporting An extensive survey had revealed significant parent

review dissatisfaction with reporting procedures
Special Ed programs 1:1 support was valued, but mainstream practice had not
changed enough to address individual needs
Literacy focus There had been a significant boost to resources, however

issues regarding improved pedagogy still a concern

Resource-based learning Students were beginning to develop skills for independent
learning

Behaviour management A focus on a traditional top-down punishmustel was
clearly not working

Parent communication ~ Some improvement, but a high level of community distrust
still pervading

Open days Seen as very positive by the small number of parents who
attended, but many parents did not attend
Minibus Initiative endeavoured to reduce crowding and poor bus

behaviour but was costly; bus behaviour still a problem
New buildings added to  This successfully addressed a serious shortage of space but
school buildings were mostly unpainted and shabby
LAP A great idea, but there were ongoing difficulties with

parent involvement and reliability
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3. Understanding the present

The next step in the ‘think boldly’ process was to consider eviverwere right now.
It was now exactly a year since | had begun my tenure pphya PS and a range of
pre-existing strategies as well as new strategies hexdifog in place to improve the
physical environment, community relationships and teacherstalum delivery.

We now took an honest look at the present. Teachers identiéiddlkbwing

positives and negatives:

Strategies making a positive difference Negatives

Programs to build students’ self esteem Students lack of motivation for learning

Strong, forward-thinking leadership Poor nutrition an issue for some students

Health and wellbeing focus—whole Off-task behaviour, low levels of
school and in all classes engagement in class learning

Goal setting a focus—for teachers and Family/community disputes and issues
students ongoing

Caring environment Overload/burnout for staff still an issue

Open days—community links programs Staff feeling unsafe in yard and when

Special programs to address specific dealing with angry students and
issues and needs parents

Increasingly enthusiastic staff

‘Valuing diversity’ focus making a
difference to attitudes

Parent support gradually growing

Great teachers, more positive attitudes

Facilities improving—school painted,
looks great

SSO's/admin are excellent

Essential Learnings focus important

4. Probable future

The next step in the ‘think boldly’ process was to brainstormespanses to the
following question: If things were to continue on just as theyewand we chose not
to do or change anything, what would be the probable outcome?

At our school we would have:
* A community ‘at risk’

+ Students who are asset pooWor\

/
Probable future
(If we donotplan
and act now)

Students do not achieve their full
potential.

Students feel they are victims of an
unfair world.

Students see problems as
insurmountable and give up.

If we donottake
positive action:

Students make decisions that are not
in their best interests or in the best

interests of others. /
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5. Preferred future

After considering what a ‘probable future’ might look like, we tivaagined our
‘preferred future’. We asked: What do we want for our schooloamagtudents? If we
actively renewed our commitment to continuous improvement, waedar change
and adopted quality change processes (action research, ibgaag-processes,
critical dialogue, data analysis, community consultationovative thinking), what
would be the preferred outcome for our students?

At our school we would have:
e A community ‘at promise’
+ Students who are asset rich/virtue rich

Preferred future

Our vision:
Working together to create a better future
through the principles of:

If we dotake
positive action:

» life long learning
» responsible citizenship
* making a difference.

6. How do we achieve our preferred future?

The next step in the process was to ask: Given that walhagreed that we had a
strong, shared commitment to our preferred future, what dideed to do right now
to start working towards achieving it? Staff brainstormeddhewing ideas,
programs and strategies:

Virtues Project Excellence and celebrating achievements
Positive role models Displaying students’ work

Protective behaviours Student-initiated curriculum

Student ownership Problem solving skills

Value cultural capital Celebrate diversity

Build community links Positive thinking skills

Safe supportive environment Peaceful conflict resolution

Role playing/modelling Empower students to deal with adversity
Value effort Foster resilience, having a go

Explicit social skills Prepare kids for life's realities
SRC/class meetings Stronger more authentic student voice

This brainstorm provided us with a range of strategies to camaid it served to
kick-start our planning from the beginning of 2003.

It was week 0 of term 1 of 2003 and already | not only hadmadate, but | also had
the basis for an action plan—an action plan developed and dwnag newly
committed staffl We haven’t looked back since!
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Fostering student wellbeing and improved learning: 2003-2005

Since that powerful and interactive planning day, what active e taken? The
following list shows just some of the programs and initiatthas we have introduced
since that time. Some of these strategies were rdiagasy to introduce and simple
to implement: others were extremely complex and requirecageueducational risk-
taking and time to introduce. All of them have playedgaificant part in reculturing
our learning community and creating what is now, in 2005, a végyrelit kind of
learning culture at Myponga PS. Every dot point is a storngiaviin right, so the list
below identifies the smallest tip of the change process.

Some of the many initiatives introduced to achieve our vision:

» developing a ‘teachers’ vision statement, fostering a cobesommitted staff

» afocus on engaging learners through higher order thinking skills

* rigorous performance management, linked to quality teachingeanairg

» teacher release for ‘deep dialogue’ research, reflectidrdabate—each term

» ‘Valuing diversity’ learning program R—7—three lessons a weescfi®ed in Part
4 of this report)

* behaviour development plan—developed in consultation with studethisagients
and focusing on the ‘educative and restorative’

 rigorous collection and evaluation of class and yard datéodiod-up action

 fostering proactive, positive communication with parents

» range of strategies for valuing good behaviour (‘Star of yawirds, raffle
tickets, lunchtime activities etc)

* Optimistic Learning Environment Project — a cluster initiafmeussing on
embedding optimism and resilience in our local school commu(sgesschool
website for further details)

» Focus Against Bullying (FAB) focus (cluster student-led forum$ullying)

» Primary Years Project (focusing on the specific needeafsy3, 4 and 5 learners)

» Drug Strategy Action Plan (a key strategy supporting healthwellbeing)

» afocus on manners (this simple but strategic focus haa peafound impact)

» proactive school counsellor initiative (focus on creating arlieg environment’)

» school logo initiative (students and a professional artistldpwve our new logo
(see Part 5 of this report)

» chaplaincy appointment and role (again, proactive to suppogrgyty culture)

» focus on authentic student voice (strong focus on local and glitizahship)

» focus on at-risk learners (a major initiative supporting individtiedents at risk)

» understanding, identifying and explicitly addressing incidents, pseseand
practices that sustain exclusion

* lunchtime/playtime program (activities for fun, interesgridship-building)

e community artist initiative (developing a Myponga/Sellicks méwalbur school)

* and much more!

Emerging initiatives are being developed on an ongoing basis.

Our inquiry approach to needs-identification, data analysis &otevechool change
has also ensured that the list above has remained r&#tiernor inflexible—many
additional strategies and initiatives have since emengedeen introduced as the
knowledge, understandings and confidence in our vision have grdway#\we
strive to ensure that our actions reflect our Vision, Missiot Values Statements.
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Understanding the change process: focusing on quest ions

You might well be thinking that all this activity ‘sounds OK’tlwhat is the

difference our actions have made? This is a critical qureatid one that we have
been mindful of from the very beginning, and at every stageiothange process.
Establishing a range of baseline data has given us impstéatihg points from

which to plan and implement strategies that genuinely tedledt respond to

identified needs. Baseline data has also enabled us tureeand celebrate change in
authentic ways.

We ‘check out’ how we are going with our stakeholders at estaige of each action
process, always asking ourselves challenging questions to ‘goownowledge and
understandings and to inform ‘where to next?’. For us, the inquinygeheycle
guestioning process looks something like this:

What is the issue or problem?

How is the problem defined from different points of view?

Who is least advantaged?

How would those least advantaged describe the problem?

Name the problem—the ‘presenting’ problem, the real problem.

Given the present situation, what'’s the problem for whichsitusition is the
solution?

Who is it a problem for?

What is the history of this problem? Is it a problem for everyone

Who is it a problem for?

Why is it a problem for me? Who is directly affected? lecliy?

Who is least advantaged? Who is most advantaged? Whose aadssing heard?
Who else needs to be heard?

Now that you have this information, do you need to redefine the pn@ble

What's causing the problem?

What's causing the problem?

What are some possible explanations?

Given the way we have now described the problem, whatdse likely
explanation?

What can we do about it?

If things were different, what would it look like?
What needs to change?

What choices of action are there?

Which action would best achieve our goal?
Who/what do we need in order to act?

What is our agreed decision/ action plan?

Planning Action

Forming an action group/team to support your action.

Is networking an option? What action groups already exist thaaweap into and
work with?

What decision-making procedures will we use?
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Who will decide? Does everyone support the choice of actidmét will we do—
short, medium, long term?

Taking action

Identifying specific tasks

Who does what? How was this decided?

How will data be collected? Has time been allocate@veew actions? Recounting,
retelling what we did. Timelines?

What happened? Problems, concerns, successes?

What's different now?

What did you learn?

What do you still want to find out? Did you change another perpoins of view?
Did your point of view change? How do you know? What is differéotavhom?
How did you feel about what you did/learnt?

Was the action effective—did it help you to achieve your goals?

What next?

How has what you have done changed what you will do in the future?
How has what you have learned changed what you will do ifuthee?
What goals will you set now for yourself? For the group?

What difference have we made?

We know the difference we have made as a result ofgbeotis gathering and

analysis of a wide range of data. This data is then shdtedhe community, not

only to affirm the value of our successes, but also to igestid highlight areas for
renewed focus and attention. Significant improvements havereccin so many
areas—social, cultural, environmental and academic.

Just some include:

» Attendance data has improved from 3% below state average a&bhd%é.

» Parents’ trust and confidence in our school have grown to deeklahat 97% of
families said in our last social inclusion survey that thelyeved their child was
getting a high standard of education in our school. (All faslikere surveyed.)

» Harassment data shows in excess of a 70% reduction in dedibe@emeditated
bullying

» Class behaviour data shows a 50% reduction in the number mihgsiclass sit
outs etc.

» LaN and site-based data shows a trend to continuous improventbatstandard
of achievement of our students.

* Most importantly, it is the ‘feel’ of the school that is thest intangible but most
profound change for the better—kids, parents and staff now just lavg heie!

Building community links to accelerate the process

Significant change has been generated through closer collaindoatween staff,
parents and students. In addition, our change ‘journey’ has bpparged and even
accelerated through the building of powerful links with universitésster networks,
and research projects. The following are just a few exasgdl ways we have
advanced our change processes and our knowledge, skills and undegstamaiugh
wider community links.
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Forging links with universities

» Academic educators at Uni SA and Flinders have been both valtidgxcited by
having the opportunity to assist us in theorising our practicesacurrent
research papers and texts, and offer critical questioregder throughout our
learning journey.

» For two years in a row we have been truly fortunate to hpastgraduate social
work student complete a two-term study program on-site at our sdi@osocial
work students gain valuable hands-on experience in supporting studgnts an
families at-risk, and the school benefits from the energyeapdrtise of a skilled
counsellor.

Strategic project participation

» The QISP Project 2002 offered us an opportunity to engage in \staffdearning
about ways to envision and shape change processes that etigestfied powerful.

» The QTP (Quality Teacher Project) has provided teacherslowéast three years
with opportunities to access funding, resource professional devetbama: action
research programs, focusing on site-based needs and issues.

» For the last two years we have been committed to and irvalvie Drug
Strategy Social Inclusion Research and Development Prajatthe outstanding
methodologies, directions and supports provided through this project have be
invaluable to our school.

Cluster commitments and networks

The Sea and Vines Cluster (of which we are a membeg Haseloped strong focus

on inquiry-based action research and this has supported anedhsipange at a local

level. Of particular significance has been that manyuof'projects’ have been self-
funded to address local issues in collective and innovative Wagfiave chosen not
to stand back and wait until someone else has set up a fstatted a project for us

to join. Instead we have activated our own research andyngaicesses to make a

positive difference locally. Initiatives included:

* The Optimistic Learning Environment (OLE) initiative—linking supps®tvices
and sites in a cluster-initiated and cluster-driven ingbaged research project.
Our focus has been on achieving improved learning outcomes thr&ugtRa
cluster approach. In particular we have worked to createifggenvironments that
build positive attitudes, resilience, self-confidence, omimand success in social,
emotional, behavioural and academic learning.

* The Focus Against Bullying (FAB) initiative—a research prbjeavhich selected
representative students from years 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10 ahsoskister have worked
together to identify student attitudes to harassment and millyo develop a
‘student workshop’ on bullying; and then to take that workshop backhatoown
sites and deliver it to classes and parent groups. Our iomsmoving ‘from
punishment to education’, and our next step is to explore the powestorative
practices across the cluster as a means of better addriesgppropriate behaviour
and making our schools safer places for all.

* The Primary Years Research project—years 3, 4 and 5 tedwnee been meeting
each term for two years now to investigate the changjiagacteristics and needs
of our primary years learners, and to develop improved teachaatjqas for these
students.
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» Professional development program—the cluster schools have pooledessimur
bring highly skilled and innovative presenters to schools forerhsgtecific T & D
(ie, Randal Clinch, George Otero, John Joseph)

Change is not something that happens for a time, stops, andhitigs ‘go back to
normal’. Change is the one constant. Change occurs with our inpithout it. It is
therefore far better to be proactive and contribute actieellyfluence the change
process and to shape the outcomes for the better, ratheéothbow it to happen (as
it will) without strategic purpose.

Social inclusion reflects a proactive, human depeient approach to social
wellbeing that calls for more than the removal afriers or risks. It requires
investments and action to bring about the cond#ifor inclusion. Social
inclusion is about developing the talents, skiltsl @apacities of children and
adults to participate in the social and economidmstrteam of community life —
as valued, respected and contributing membersiténgls beyond bringing the
‘outsiders’ in, or motions of the periphery vershe centre. It is about closing
physical, social and economic distances separgigmple, rather than primarily
about eliminating boundaries or barriers betweerans them.
Communitybuilders.nsw, 2004
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Part 4: Innovative solutions—our ‘Valuing diversity ' program

It can be said that ‘from problems can come opportunities’.cféagtion of our
Valuing diversity learning program is one example of how we taweght ‘outside
the square’ and turned a problem into a powerful opportunity.

In 2003, the Education Department was unable to find a LOTBde&a teach our
Japanese program at Myponga Primary School. Our staffingioffiggested that for
the time being we appoint a contract teacher to teacheanative program, for
example physical education or art, so that teachers’ Nifleanént could continue to
be provided.

At around the same time, and as the first step in our sshreollturing journey, we
had just successfully developed our ‘foundation statements’ weatalled our
Vision, Mission and Values Statements (described in Pdrtl8sopaper). In the
process of developing these, | had given my commitmenato garents and students
that, once we had a strong agreement on our Vision, MissbWalues, these
statements would guide our decision making and actions at &ege in the
reculturing process from that time onwards.

It was a timely test of this commitment, therefore, wiverwere challenged to
provide an alternative learning focus for NIT provision earl2003. Rather than
having a contract teacher providing ‘filler’ programs justtsd teachers could be
released for their non-instruction time, we took the timestlect on our vision and
we asked how this valuable teaching time (the equivalehreé lessons per week
per class) could assist us to achieve our newly identiflemlesschool goals. Building
on our school’s strong commitment to our Vision, Mission and \éahve therefore
decided to ‘think outside the square’ and explore the developrhantionovative
learning program R—7 that not only embraced the basic lingurgdicaltural
components of a LOTE program, but also explored a strong focus Gouttutal
studies, global awareness, valuing difference, fostering atilinderstandings,
indigenous studies and much, much more!

We negotiated the appointment of a contract teacher who wehead a passion for
these specific aspects of curriculum: someone who also ha#iliseand
commitment to shape an R—7 learning program in an emergedesalpmental
way. Knowing what we wanted to achieve enabled us to matkatagic staffing
appointment and now, looking back, the appointment we made not only made a
profound difference to teaching and learning at our school, bavé this skilled
teacher a rare opportunity to teach from her strengths ametchsher skills and
understandings by taking her own learning into the ‘exciting unkndimnas a win-
win solution that continues to have a positive impact on curd!

It was our goal through our ‘Valuing diversity’ program to begditha centre,
focusing on ‘the self’ and exploring self-respect and self-utaledig, then to look
outwards, beyond ourselves, to explore the wonder of knowing and @mingft the
unigueness of our fellow human beings, including those in our familyfrieads, our
school community, our local community, our state, our nation, owmegur planet.

The ‘Valuing diversity’ program that we have developed hasmaber of key
components, but its strength is that it is also able to aetgmand and run off at
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tangents in ways that genuinely reflect and respond to owerdgicheeds, interests
and passions. For example, when the war between Iraq andlidteFrces first
broke out in 2003, many of our students were deeply distressedaaful.fThe
‘Valuing diversity’ program immediately adapted to develdpaus on peace studies
as a key contextual component, and this learning program csgatees for the
students to express their feelings; debate different perspgctesearch for accurate
information; and develop understandings about how they might conttibpéaceful
solutions in their day-to-day lives.

Similarly, when our yard behaviour data continuously revedle@cttive role of
‘bystanders’ in contributing to incidents of harassment andibgllyur ‘Valuing
diversity’ teacher immediately researched and developegraing program for every
class, R—7, in which students were challenged to rethiyk et they could act to be
‘part of the solution’ as bystanders, rather than be ‘gaheoproblem’. In the
process, students and staff also acquired a common languagiesaed expectations
and understandings about our individual responsibilities when we sessimant
occurring. As a result there was a measurable decrets® mumber of times
bystanders ‘egged’ on a bully from that time onwards.

Initially there were some concerns expressed by parents alwirtrtbvative learning
program. It was said that ‘we need to get back to Baaics‘'we don’t need to learn
about Asians and foreigners here’. We did, however, havemjagecouncil support
and so we forged ahead. Promoting the learning program and buitdimgunity
understanding were priorities. Regular school newsletterestitiowcased student
learning in ‘Valuing diversity’: at every opportunity parentsevvited to share
their own local and global heritage, as well as their expesgand expertise within
the ‘Valuing diversity’ learning program: parents were enaged to pop in and join
in the lessons on a ‘come any time’ basis, and a range @akpeents were
introduced to allow children to share the valuable learning threnprogram in more
formal ways with families and community members throughekample, our Health
and Wellbeing Expo, Harmony Day, Myponga Market displays etc.

In 2004 our ‘Valuing diversity’ program was expanded further ttugde an
additional lesson for every class and this enabled ouuniNgldiversity’ teacher to
develop aspects of our health and wellbeing priority, focusingrticular on
building optimism, resilience, assertiveness, fitness, taifs and other aspects of
our Drug Strategy Action Plan.

In 2005, as the program has continued to evolve in response ta@andaevolving
needs, we have incorporated a focus on ‘being active, respotisiddas who make a
difference’—a key component of our Vision Statement. In additlmcore learning
of our ‘Valuing diversity’ program is reinforced and expanded byctass teachers
through mainstream classroom programs. Our ‘Valuing divergiagctier regularly
shares ideas and resources, and plans to build consistempyyradeh and to enrich
the learning for all students.

The significance of the program

» Students now participate in critically reflective approadbesultural studies,
current events, and historical research, while seeking outapdating a wide
range of perspectives.
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» Learning programs are developed, based on the school VisionpMasil Values
that underpin everything we plan and do at our school, and owvagwf
thinking is applied to explore and investigate emerging concenissues.

» Students have developed a new awareness of their own ‘thitstary’, as well as
learned about the ‘stories of others’, as they have @ss@itheir own ‘origins’
and shared their ‘stories’. This process led to a topic flegus learning about our
many and diverse ‘countries’ of origin, and our inquiry processesecteth
powerfully with our parents and families.

* A deeper and more integrated approach to indigenous studidssabdities
studies has enriched the students’ and the school’s collaborat@oanection
with members of our local and wider learning communities.

» Class teachers have been able to build on and reinfortéatung diversity’
learning topics in their classrooms.

» All teachers and students now use the same language anthehsaene
understandings about ways to value diversity, celebrate difeesant resolve
conflict in respectful ways.

» There has been a significant reduction in the incidence ofdmaess and bullying
in the yard; off-task behaviour in the classrooms has bekiced markedly; and
‘Valuing diversity’ has contributed greatly to this positiventie

» Children have contributed to shifting the thinking of their own pigrand
families, as they take an interest in the wider worlderghge in more inclusive
and respectful discussions with their families.

» Community Expo’s and events have drawn parents into the school andtieey h
seen first hand the value and quality of the learning irMakiing diversity’
program and now support it wholeheartedly.

* Our ‘Valuing diversity’ teacher has become an inspiring teatader,
contributing to all aspects of curriculum debates and developménaiRd
supporting innovative practice across the school

e ...and so much more.

The ‘Valuing diversity’ program appears on the next pags.uhder continual
reflection and review and topics are changed, added and degelspportunities
arise.
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Myponga Primary School—'Valuing diversity’ program overview

An explicit teaching and learning program, fostering wellbemdsocial inclusion; building
positive, respectful relationships; and celebrating diversityur school and in the local and global

community

Valuing myself and others
Learning about myself
Diverse nature of individual
abilities, disabilities,
strengths, likes, dislikes etc
Games to encourage and
develop sense of self and

¢ Understanding harassment
¢ Establishing anti-harassment

e Supporting and maintaining

A

others

Songs supporting valuing
self and others

Celebrating difference
Exploring ideas through the
arts

Team
planning

~—

Friendships and
relationships

What is friendship?
Skills and games in
being a good friend
Local/global
friendship, peace
studies
Links with anti-
harassment and racism
Accepting and valuing
self and others

Staff
T&D

Anti-sexism
Developing the language andg
an awareness of the
implications of anti-sexism
Embedding anti-sexism in thée
school ethos and belief
system
Studying the changing roles
of women and men in society
Countering sex-role
stereotyping
Promoting the achievements
of men and women over time
Examining the role of media
in promoting stereotypes

)

¢ Developing a whole school

¢ Role playing
« Developing social and group

¢ Games to develop and use

Anti-harassment

procedures

whole school processes to
deal with harassment

ethos and language of caring

skills

problem solving skills

MYPONGA PRIMARY SCHOOL
VALUING DIVERSITY

A strategic initiative supporting our

Whole School Drug Strategy and, in

2005, incorporating a focus on
RESPONSIBLE CITIZENSHIP
and
COMMMUNITY SERVICE
that makes a difference

Citizenship through service to
others

« Developing ‘solution focused’
thinking

¢ Planning and participating in
positive change action

* Making a difference

« Initiating change

Disability awareness
¢ Developing an inclusive
language and understandings
to prevent disability

+—»

¢ Promoting and valuing our

¢ Celebrating the richness and

« Developing a positive image of

¢ Countering racism at our schoo

Australian Indigenous cultures

Australian Aboriginal culture
through discussion, readings,
Dreaming Stories, indigenous
language studies

diversity of our indigenous
groups

Australian Indigenous people

(

Community

links

Celebrating other cultures
Multiculturalism

« Awareness and appreciation ¢f
other cultures through
discussion, stories, songs, arts
and crafts, videos, cooking,
music and dance

» Celebrating and valuing
cultural events, Harmony Day

* Peace studies and human
rights

» Philosophies of living

e Learning other languages

Method-

ologies

discrimination

¢ Education on disability

¢ Building community links

¢ Visits and talks with disability
groups and with individual
role models with disabilities

¢ Studying people with
disabilities who have made a
difference in history and in
current times

Links to our Whole School Drug
Strategy and the SACSA

Learning about the kinds of drugs
(illegal, legal, social) and their
uses/dangers
Building strong community links
Assertiveness skills, making
healthy choices, learning a range
of ways to say ‘No’.
Fostering health and wellbeing
through the arts, H&PE, S&E,
science and English
Linking the concepts of Essential
Learnings to life and living
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Part 5: Reflecting on dilemmas

Things did not always turn out as planned, despite our best intentithrag!follows
is an example of how unexpected problems can arise despliesiuntentions, and
how critically reflective practices can offer opportunitiesdeeper understanding
when facing those problems that arise.

Early in our involvement in the Drug Strategy Social Inclustooject, late 2002—
early 2003, we discovered that sometimes even our best amedtsocially inclusive
initiatives seemed to contribute not to the removal of dga@akluding practices, but
simply to a shift in who felt excluded and why. This came surprise to us at the
time, although in hindsight it is perhaps a more predictable oettioam we might
have thought.

Out with the old logo—in with the new

One example of this occurred when we were in the
process of developing a new, more pictorially and
symbolically inclusive school logo. Eager to ensure
strong student input in the design process, we employ:
graphic designer to work with students to develop and
vote on a range of new school logo designs. The new
design options heralded the demise of the long-standir
logo image of the farm and dairy cow, in favour of the
introduction of a new, more modern design image,
uniting our hills and coastal communities.

However, despite the extensive consultation process; our coranitmrepresenting
all members and groups in our school community in the final leg@gd; the
involvement of students in the actual design process inboodtion with a graphic
designer; and the strong community ownership of the final prodedipund that our
consultation and collaboration offended some while pleasingsbérile many
coastal families were thrilled to be recognised in the logo design, some of the
traditional dairy farming families were now disgruntlestause the new design no
longer featured a cow or promoted their dairy farming asldim@inant image.

We talked at length about this ‘revelation’ at the timd aoncluded that:

* We cannot ensure that all of the people feel included #fleofime.

» Our responsibility is to authentically consult with and responbeméeeds of our
school community; to listen to all the voices; and to malegegic decisions about
what we do, given that not everyone will always support eeagith what is
planned.

* We must always strive to ensure that the decisions we arakéhe actions we
take reflect our agreed Vision, Mission and Values Statesnastthese provide the
cornerstone for change at our school.

Understanding, accepting and valuing self exclusion

Then, early in 2004, a new family of three boys enrolled ascluool. These family
members are devout members of the Jehovah’s Witnesafaittas such, are unique
to our school community. It was a challenge for some of our, stafients and
parents to observe these boys, on occasions, self-excludingdraal events,
activities, excursions and programs according to their relidgielisfs.
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Initially the boys struggled to make friends and join sagialps. There were some
incidents of harassment and deliberate exclusion (eg "You py with us. You're
a ‘God’ person!”), and these were quickly addressed and challdaygeachers in
mainstream classes and through our ‘Valuing diversity’ program.

Some of our teachers also had difficulty accepting the ogdnopt-out approach
that the boys had to many of our day-to-day class activ{f®s example, one of the
boys opted not to eat a slice of birthday cake becauseltimétycelebrate birthdays;
another of the boys withdrew from Greek dancing activiti@s:was not because he
wasn’t allowed to dance but because the dance practicepaxtrof the lead-up to
Harmony Day, which was considered to be a public celebrdtairshould be
abstained from.) As the boys began to quietly and respecsiifyexclude from
specific events and activities, some teachers engadezhied debates about what
they regarded as a pick-and-choose approach to self-exclubrenme Were those
teachers too who could see how this self-exclusion practisena@acting on the
boys’ social interactions and inclusion in friendship groups, dsawattendance and
participation.

At year level team meetings teachers talked at lesigplut this issue and we were
challenged to rethink our own beliefs, assumptions and prejualmeg the way. We
were guided by Ainscow’s overview of analytic strategassbcial inclusion, when
he says:

« Start by examining existing practices and knowledgalture, policies and
curriculum
« Reframe differences as opportunities for learnirags-a catalyst for improvisation
and further investigation
» Scrutinise barriers to participation — includingdlsubtle ‘messages’ students can
receive that they are not valued as learners
Ainscow (2001) p. 3

As our debated centred on reframing differences as opportuioitiEsarning and as

we scrutinised barriers to participation, we came tdahewing conclusions:

* Our role is not to judge the actions of those who may for strersppal reasons
choose to self-exclude.

» A truly socially inclusive school community is one in which peaaa make
choices for themselves that may differ from the choicedhars and still feel
accepted, valued and welcome within that community.

» The challenge for us was to promote understanding, respecateaadiin of choice
and to address any subsequent excluding behaviour in ways that suppdrted
sustained our school’s Vision, Mission and Values Statements.

All of this provides a background for what comes next.

Solving one dilemma creates a new one!

In term 3 of 2004, | approached my school counsellor, Jenni Cabadt{ my
concerns for a number of students who (for a range of reasons}ispie play times
alone and seemed to be having a very unhappy experien¢mal Sthese children
were not necessarily the targets of overt harassmentdyuhad experienced
significant difficulties forming social networks or feeling pafr a group. The six
students | had observed spanned a range of year levels andl sedraee accepted
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their ‘aloneness’, however sadly, and often just wandered alomet and clearly
unhappy during each break. Any attempt to partner-up these stuodntisem with
other groups or provide alternative solutions had proven unsucc&¥siid.each
‘excluded’ child seemed appreciative of the efforts weeweaking, they also seemed
resigned to ‘no-one liking them’ and to ‘not fitting in’.

Jenni and | discussed how we could create ‘spaces’ for kivssto connect, to feel
included and to build for themselves some more effectiemisoetworks. Jenni
decided to get this disparate group of students togetherl&rnd them about the
situation. Jenni put it to the kids that she had noticed quée &hildren in the yard
at play times who had no-one to play with and that shecalisg upon them to help
her to come up with some ways we/they could encourage rewds$hips across the
school. Jenni acknowledged to them that she had noticed thah#mgelves were
sometimes alone in the yard and so that therefore theybest placed to advise and
lead some changes—the children had the option to stay witirdlup or to choose
not to be involved, although no child withdrew from the meetingoon subsequent
group gatherings.

Jenni’s initial aim was to try to find a common inter@sbagst the students that
might inspire some fun activities and collective play opportesitbgether. As luck
would have it, however, while most of the little group ofwere ‘mad about horses’,
another was ‘mad about Beanie Kids’ and did not want to be sidettdrom her
chosen interest. Jenni therefore negotiated to split thialigroup in two, to form the
Beanie Kids group and the Horse Crazies group. As the BEatsegroup was a
group of one (a lass who was often self-excluding, as wealkeluded by others in
class and the yard), Jenni encouraged this child to invitealh sumber of children to
join her who were also keen Beanie Kid collectors to niegkegroup workable. This
student subsequently invited some other girls to join her@abhaasfocus/interest
groups were formed. Each group began to meet with Jenni ontsegi@ya each
week in their lunch breaks and the group members quicklyedmew bonds, based
on their declared common interests.

So successful were the interest group meetings, thatwaesran immediate and
visible transformation in the physical and emotional expressibtie kids. The kids
enthusiastically planned activities and talked with excitgmath each other, with
me and with other kids in their classes about the greatttigy were having. Beanie
Kids started to appear by the dozen—Beanie Kids group membeosetied that lots
of other kids in the school also had Beanie Kids, and sowbeid stop and chat to
each other in the yard, and share their knowledge andakeirrite Beanie Kids in
really positive ways. The Beanie Kids group visited the mater room to log on to
the Beanie Kid website; they researched Beanie Kids hestarivented and played
Beanie Kids games; and even encouraged me to buy one to kagmffice for
when kids come to see me because they were feeling sanieB¢ids come with
special powers it seems!

The Horse Crazies (the kids chose this name for themssjyes) several lunch hours
getting to know each other better; talking about their own hais®rexperiences;
sharing their factual and technical knowledge (which turned cug extensive!);
watching the Australian movie ‘The man from Snowy River’ atewa, then
researching and reading together the original poem. This posra gr@at hit and all
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the kids requested their own copies of the poem and shaiegdems with their
classes and friends outside of the group. The Horse Craziepltmned a walk down
to the paddock near the school one lunch time with Jenni Chaneetothe lady who
owned some horses and to help groom the horses there. Pony picitees
exchanged, stories and experiences shared and ideas abotltendiab could do
next abounded.

Jenni and | noted that in each of the two groups the previduglyithdrawn and
unsmiling participants were now bursting with smiles and denfte and cheeriness,
and they even talked with us about how many other kids they beavdred were
also interested in what they were interested in.|®hg-term plan was for these
groups to take control of their own ‘journey’, with minimal amgtietasing support
from us, and so the kids were encouraged to raise, discussisndr queries and
guestions each time they met. The unconditional terms of meetether were that
children and adults accepted each other fully within the gribxapeveryone’s ideas
and feelings would be respected; and that there would be mmwas or excluding.
Questions raised and discussed included the following:

» Could we invite more people to join?

» Would the group get too big and spoil the fun?

» Could someone be in the Horse Crazies group and also in &meB€d Club?

 If the groups got too big, could we afford treats, photocopyinépetarger
numbers of kids?

» Should we include junior primary kids in the group and, if wewdlbthat change
or limit the kinds of things we do at lunch times? (For exanth&original group
members loved to talk ‘technical talk’ and spent ages jgstrehing ‘bits’ and
saddles and breeds etc, and they wondered, if the little kigsdjdine group, would
they get bored and complain and then no-one would enjoy the groupinggRe

A critical incident

On the day that the small group of Horse Crazies kids plaonasit the lady with
the horses in the paddock down the road, things got out of cadhimainber of other
children, not members of the Horse Crazies group, arrivéeedtont office and
announced to Jenni that they intended to go too: they demandeukthaetable to
go and complained furiously that it was not fair that sorde iere getting to go and
not others.

Jenni politely but firmly explained that this was an agtiuivolving only the six
children in the Horse Crazies group, and that it wasn'’t pes@ilr a range of
reasons, including duty-of-care and the possibility of scariadpdnses) to take any
additional children. Jenni set off with her exuberant and happpgleaving behind
a small mutiny. In fact, by the end of the afternoon weevséifl dealing with the
outrage of a couple of girls who refused to return to @daslswho told us we were
being unfair, that we had ruined (literally!) their livaasd they demanded that they
immediately be included in the Horse Crazies group bechage&khew ‘way more
that those kids about horses’ and besides it’s ‘not fair’ tiegt touldn’t join in!

Jenni and | explained to the most vocal vigilante, that sonteedditls in the Horse
Crazies group had often asked (even pleaded) to be abla io gmd play with her
and her group of friends and that on many occasions she haddtddem away and
refused to let them play. This student, undeterred, wepivailed that we had hurt
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her feelings by not allowing her to join the club, and Jenni todkaftppoint to
explore and discuss the feelings of the Horse Crazies gittseamany occasions in
the past when they had been told they could not join inhéttown games and
group. It was a stressful and challenging and tearful afterandit left us with many
new questions and concerns.

After the crisis

Jenni met with the two special focus groups later that seee& and shared her

concerns about the incident and the associated issues. $ascigcused around:

» How are other kids feeling about these interest groups tddbhaed?

» Should anyone be able to join in? (The angriest child had alreadg ihclear that
she only wanted to join in the group activities when sheiketit because some of
the things the group had been doing at their lunchtime gathelikegseading ‘The
Man from Snowy River’ poem, were ‘dumb’!)

* What would be the advantages of letting anyone join the grouy Wbuld be the
disadvantages?

* How could we move forward in a way that made everyone happy?

The two focus groups took these arising issues very seriandlyere eager to
analyse what was happening and come up with some ‘inclissikgions that would
meet everyone’s needs as much as possible.

The Beanie Kids group and the Horse Crazies group decidethélyatvould continue
to meet on Mondays in their original form—they had come toevtla friendships
they had formed and the sanctuary they had created for tivesiseice the groups
had first formed. They also decided that they would nowaggtther two times a
week:

* On Mondays they would take on the role of ‘planners and initiatorsuaadheir
Monday meetings to plan bigger initiatives to be heldpéh lunch group times’
later in each week, as well as to continue to enjoy spaciiities just for
themselves, doing fun things that they are interested in etc.

» Then, on Thursdays or Fridays the two focus planning groups woulttirities
and events that were open to any child who was interesister® would be put up
giving advance notice of events and inviting interested otbgosn in. On these
‘open days’ the activities would be available to all ylegels and students and the
non-negotiables would be on working and playing together, building @acwep
and belonging, and having fun.

What does all this mean?

This is a long story and so if you have reached this pointyihiemave done well.
Thank you for your patience! What has concerned Jenni and me—antdasghat

confused us—is just how quickly our efforts to include one group camediately

exclude another!

When | spoke to other principals in nearby schools, they araghatic that ‘groups
and clubs’ should be, and indeed were, totally banned iinsiti@ools because they
caused too many feuds—and yet we can see that groups formllgatuany society
or organisation and they often develop around shared interegp@ssidns. Being
part of a group is often how individuals define their own senselohging.
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So, in the context of our research as part of the Socialdioel Project, what is to be
made of all of this? Does banning ‘clubs’ and focus groupsreim exclusion? Is the
exclusion that comes from forming focus groups inherently Badwe find a

middle space between the two extremes? We have soquastions and many of
them are grounded, | suspect, in studies of sociology, anthropploigysophy etc,
rather than educational theory.

Here are some more of the questions we have been grappting wi

* In human society, is the act of social exclusion as inevitaidenatural and
normal as is the need to feel socially included?

» Does ‘feeling included’ (at least in some instances) depeiidegpowerful feeling
individuals and groups get from deliberately and knowingly excludingrs?

» Should anyone be able to join any group they like in order for usntitdently
declare the school community to be socially inclusive?

* How can we allow for naturally forming and changing groupsrierge, thrive,
change and dissipate in ways that do not embed exclusibe aulture?

* What is ‘social inclusion’ really? Who values it and who waints whose interest
is social inclusion; who benefits most and who benefitg laassocially inclusive
community? There are certainly those at Myponga PS who hitesént the move
towards a more inclusive school!

» To what extent should we focus instead on promoting realistisKifis, learning
to accept that we cannot always have what we want and bieéakcin everything
we want: should we focus on resiliency and constructive optiragaiternatives
to trying to make everyone feel they belong—indeed many daested interest
in ensuring that not everyone can or will belong.

Postscript

By the end of term 4 2004 the two focus groups were continuimgpéd with
enthusiasm every week. The Horse Crazies made their paigpiayed them around
the school; invited local community horse experts into the scbospkcial
discussions (about saddles, grooming, riding, feeding horses)venalssessions
open to children from across the school; and even arrangedrf@ horses to visit
the school for all classes to see and watch being ridden.

At one of these ‘open’ meetings, Jenni noticed that the stwd®o had been so
outraged at not being included in the original group was wandabiogt out in the
yard looking glum. Jenni asked her if she would like to go andl@nHorse Crazies
group meeting, but she declined and wandered off. After saomieagement, this
student finally peered into the room where the children wetleusiastically working
with a local horse owner who had come to visit the group ane esily polishing
saddles and stirrups and talking ‘horse talk’. One membeeadadriginal planning
group saw her and beckoned her in. The aggrieved studeninvaard watched what
they were doing—and, without a word, the other girls moved #ésideke a space
for her, handed her a rag and went back to their chattidgolishing. Before long
this child was engrossed too, joining in and being included wifiasator favour—a
treat that she had rarely afforded the very same winb were now welcoming her. It
was a priceless moment!

The Beanie Kids group also maintained their commitmenteeting regularly. In
fact, | even purchased my own Beanie Kid so that | too cattdshd meetings; join in
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their Beanie Kid musical chairs; watch their Beanie Kid puppetvs; and play their
Beanie Kid pass the parcel games at lunch breaks eesty. Whe children helped me
choose my Beanie Kid—it is the ‘Peace’ Beanie Kid—they delcilat this Beanie
Kid had lots of bright colours so it would be good for a boy orlaaplay with: it
carried the peace symbol and so, when children came intifiog after having an
argument with a friend, Peace Beanie could help sort tliaigaVhile the agreement
was that everyone needed to have a Beanie Kid to comméeting, every week
children would bring armfuls of their own Beanie Kids along dueah toffer them to
other children who didn’t have one yet, but who wanted to jotheractivities.

One Friday the Beanie Kids group were gathered on the fl@oranm playing a
‘Who am 1?’ Beanie Kid game. | stood back and observedeh#degy calm way in
which everyone was included, encouraged to join in, and hawe.aPart way
through the self-managed but very orderly game, a year 2 bayicacarrying his
Banana Beanie Kid. The other children, all the while contintheggame, moved
sideways to make a space for the boy, and then someorimak&isure “Sam” gets a
turn too’ and soon he was involved along with everyone elsadtnelusion in
action—not grandstanding, not directed, but embedded in the cuitilnis bappy

little group, led and guided by those same children who twostago were isolated
and excluded by so many of their peers. Another very ajpacment!

Schools are people-places. For every happy story there is an urdregpgay children
seek, with varying degrees of success, to find their @adebuild a positive social
network. We know there continue to be children at our school whexXeklded at
our school—for some it is a temporary experience, perhaps whebdkefriend is
away for the day and they are temporarily at a loss: forgthéer a more serious
falling out, it becomes a longer term situation. Whenevdéiild does not feel they
belong, whenever they feel lonely and disconnected fromphbers, it is a distressing
experience. Constantly seeking new ways to develop a sebs®oging and
connectedness is a primary goal of all educators—making sure werdmvertently
create the very exclusion we are trying to addres&eéy gart of our success in
achieving this.

...a socially inclusive society is a society whetgabple feel valued, their
differences respected, their basic needs, bothigdlyand emotional, met so that
as members of society they are empowered in thdicpation and

contribution (Cappo, 2003).
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In conclusion

Creating and sustaining a socially just, inclusive, ogtiilmiearning environment, in
which students, parents and teachers are able to takdeekstogether and
cooperate to make a positive difference for themselvestheds, is perhaps the
greatest challenge and the highest goal for all educataatiy such a learning
community doesn’t happen by chance. Nor does it happen by one graumther.
Every stakeholder has a part to play and a contribution ke.n@ur policies,
practices, procedures and decision-making structures must akeays$o identify
and challenge social exclusion, while at the same timecésg and valuing the
diversity and uniqueness of each individual within the school.

Our capacity to live with diversity in all its fosimay be the greatest challenge
of the new century. We must, and can, meet thitedga (evin, 2003).
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