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Changing Places - Making Links are parallel programs that have a focus on improving 
outcomes for Indigenous students in the middle years of schooling (Grades 4 to 8), 
through an inclusive approach. In recent years there has been a move to improve the 
educational experiences of students in the middle years. In addition there are emerging 
conceptions of curriculum that have a different perspective on fields of knowledge and, as 
a consequence, demand changed approaches to assessment and teaching. This paper 
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Changing Places - Making Links: A Framework for Professional Development for the Middle Years of Schooling

describes the framework for professional development in Changing Places - Making Links 
that was developed to take account of these issues. 

Overarching organisers are drawn from the new Essential Learnings curriculum in 
Tasmania. Two major themes run through the professional development: Indigenous 
cultural and community involvement, and new approaches to assessment. The Essential 
Learnings are addressed through a focus on literacy, numeracy, and personal 
development. The professional development both models and encourages inclusive 
practice. 

 

Introduction

There has been much written about change processes and whole school involvement in change in recent 
years (see, for example Hargreaves & Fullan, 1998). At a system level this is important, and education 
departments spend considerable time and money implementing research projects and pilot schemes to 
develop schools' capacities and bring about whole school change (e.g. Hill & Russell, 2000). Despite 
these efforts, however, minority groups, such as Indigenous students, continue to achieve less well than 
their peers on various measures of educational outcomes (Ministerial Council on Education, 
Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA), 2000). 

This is recognised in special funding arrangements. Indigenous education programs receive federal 
funding through programs such as IESIP (Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives Program) that has a 
range of ways in which funds are provided to education providers with the explicit intention of 
improving educational outcomes for Indigenous students (Department of Education, Science and 
Training (DEST), 2000). Three factors have consistently been identified as important in the achievement 
of successful outcomes: cultural awareness and recognition, skill development, and participation levels. 
For successful outcomes all three factors need to be in place. These are enhanced by partnerships 
between educational institutions and Indigenous communities, and high expectations on the part of 
teachers (McRae et al., 2000). In schools with high numbers of Indigenous students, programs to 
enhance students' outcomes can become synonymous with broader efforts at school change. In places 
where Indigenous enrolments are numerically very small, however, efforts to improve learning 
outcomes for Indigenous students can become lost. It is difficult for teachers to explicitly target 
Indigenous parental involvement, for example, if there are only two Indigenous students in the class. In 
this situation, as is common in Tasmania, support for Indigenous education can become fragmented, or 
limited. 

An inclusive approach to education, however, can address some of these difficulties. Inclusive education 
is usually considered in relation to the education of students with disabilities. In these programs, 
however, it is simply defined as the education of all students, regardless of need, race, culture or any 
other signifier (Booth, 2000). Every child is unique and has the right to participate in education and 
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achieve success. The pedagogy advocated within an inclusive approach is child focused. In addition:

Regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means of combating 
discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society, 
and achieving education for all; moreover they provide an effective education to the 
majority of children and improve the efficiency and ultimately the cost effectiveness of 
the entire education system.

UNESCO, 1994, p. ix

Inclusivity as described here encompasses all the factors that are recognised as essential for successful 
Indigenous educational outcomes, and appears to provide an appropriate approach to issues of 
Indigenous education.

The Changing Places - Making Links programs aim to build on existing Tasmanian projects that used an 
inclusive approach to education and had demonstrated improved outcomes. INISSS (Improving 
Numeracy for Indigenous Students in Secondary Schools) provided professional development for 
teachers in 40 Tasmanian secondary schools over a period of four years. Student learning outcomes were 
evaluated through an innovative process of rigorous performance assessment using specially designed 
tasks in numeracy to track longitudinal change (Nicholson, 1999; Callingham, Griffin & Corneille, 
1999;). These demonstrated improved learning outcomes for all students, but particularly Indigenous 
students over the period of the program (Callingham & Griffin, 2001; 2002). Changing Places was a 
similar primary school program that explicitly involved Indigenous parents and community members 
Parents and teachers reported improved attitudes and attendance at school among students whose 
teachers were actively involved in the Changing Places program (Callingham, Smith & Nicholson, 
2001). Both programs took an inclusive approach to classroom practice, valuing the contributions of all 
students and other school community members, rather than a deficit view of 'fixing up the problems'. 
This allowed the needs of all students to be met, but particularly those who had traditionally achieved at 
low levels. 

The introduction of a new curriculum framework in Tasmania, the "Essential Learnings", (Department 
of Education, 2002), provided the impetus to develop these successful inclusive programs with a closer 
focus on the middle years of schooling, grades 4 to 8. These years were chosen as arguably the most 
problematic in education, but also the years in which context based learning has been most strongly 
advocated (Eyers, Cormack & Barratt, 1993). The Tasmanian "Essential Learnings" aim to meet the 
needs of students in the 21st Century. They move away from traditional fields of knowledge and 
disciplines, such as mathematics and English, and encompass cross-curricular competencies addressing 
concepts such as communicating, futures and social responsibility. In doing this they require changed 
pedagogy that supports new ways of thinking about education and teaching and the outcomes of 
schooling. The challenge for the project team was to develop an appropriate, effective framework for the 
professional development that would allow teachers in the project schools to implement the new 
curriculum in ways that support all students, but especially Indigenous students, to achieve successful 
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outcomes. 

The new project, Changing Places - Making Links, has been established as two parallel programs 
initially. Changing Places is a primary focussed program that retains the earlier name because of the 
local credibility that the name has achieved. The target grades will be grades 4 to 6. Making Links is the 
analogous program for the lower secondary area, grades 7 and 8. Ultimately the intention is to combine 
these into geographically based cluster programs addressing the middle years of schooling. Initially the 
programs aim to establish a shared language and culture through developing inclusive practice. This 
should help to meld successfully the different cultures of primary and high schools. A number of the 
schools involved in the program are district high schools (K-10) or schools where there is already a 
strong middle school perspective and these schools will be crucial in both Changing Places and Making 
Links to bringing about this goal. Both programs will experience similar professional development 
except that numeracy will not be explicitly addressed in the Making Links program because of the prior 
influence on INISSS in many of these schools.

Evaluation

The programs are being evaluated during the first year with the dual purposes of clarification and 
improvement (Owen, 1993). In order to clarify the program logic, during the planning phase questions 
were considered about the intended outcomes and related program design, as well as which aspects of 
the program would be formally considered for reporting processes. This component of the evaluation 
was undertaken through a process of naturalistic inquiry by the project evaluator (the first author of this 
paper) as a participant observer (Patton, 1990). The evaluation identified the essential elements and 
themes of the programs and how these were to be addressed, so that delivery of the professional 
development was coherent with the programs' aims. It is this evaluation that is the focus of this paper, 
since it provides the framework for the programs.

Professional Development Themes

Rather than focus entirely on curriculum content, or on affective aspects of schooling, planning for the 
professional development sessions started with a "big picture" view of the program. What elements were 
essential, what was desirable and what was not important? This allowed a focus to develop that 
addressed both the stated aim of improving educational outcomes for Indigenous students in grades 4 to 
8 and the underlying objective of addressing the new Tasmanian curriculum focus. Using these 
identifiers, it was decided, for example, not to "train" teachers in specific intervention strategies or 
programs but to take a more holistic approach. It was deemed desirable that schools should be asked to 
commit at least two teachers to the professional development sessions, and that these should be held in 
different parts of the state preferably in places that were significant for the local Aboriginal community. 
This would ideally have been seen as essential, but the impossibility of guaranteeing such a commitment 
was recognised. 

Central to the program is the notion of inclusivity. Thus the first essential element was identified as 
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close and worthwhile involvement of the Aboriginal community. This means, for example, that parents 
and Aboriginal Education workers will become partners in the program, undertaking the same tasks, 
participating in the same activities and with similar responsibilities to the teachers. There will be no 
difference in the way in which parents and paraprofessionals will play a part in the professional 
development workshops and activities. This models inclusive practice.

A second essential element is the need to gather rigorous evaluation data, including information about 
students' learning outcomes for reporting purposes. This raised a dilemma since the program developers 
did not want evaluation demands to drive the professional development. It was considered essential, 
however, for two reasons. Firstly and most importantly, feedback from evaluation processes in INISSS 
and Changing Places, including video of classroom interactions and data about students' progress, was 
an important element in their success. This had enabled teachers to see, in a very concrete way, that they 
were not alone, that their goals for their students were congruent with those of Indigenous parents, and, 
most importantly, they were making a difference. A second aim of this element was to meet 
accountability requirements. It was decided to implement performance assessment, sometimes described 
as "rich tasks", that would also meet the aims of the Essential Learnings curriculum. This built on the 
INISSS experience in which alternative assessment methods were built into the program (Callingham, 
2000). In order to do this, however, the developers recognised that teachers had to have time to 
understand and practice new assessment methods. Thus, a focus on assessment was included as an 
essential element in the program.

Other ideas were canvassed. For example, a focus on Aboriginal Studies was considered. This was 
rejected not because it was considered unimportant, but because the curriculum focus desired was one 
that was in keeping with the Essential Learnings and that moved away from "subjects" or learning areas. 
One aim of the programs is to provide a professional development experience that encourages connected 
learning rather than a number of worthwhile but unrelated activities. Over the period of the programs, it 
is hoped that teachers will build both confidence and expertise in delivering a quality curriculum 
focussing on the needs and interests of students in the middle years. For these reasons, it was decided to 
narrow the content of the professional development to some extent in favour of depth of experiences. 

Essential Learnings

What are, then, the Essential Learnings? This framework has been developed through a consultative 
process to guide curriculum planning in Tasmania for the foreseeable future. It is guided by a set of 
values and purposes and describes the important aspects of schooling that must be considered in 
planning and delivering the curriculum (Department of Education, 2002).

At the core are five key elements: Communicating, Personal Futures, Social Responsibility, World 
Futures and, linking all of these, Thinking. An Essential Learnings curriculum is expected to incorporate 
these elements to provide a connected program of learning and teaching. This approach appears to be 
particularly relevant to students in the middle years. One characteristic of students in this age group is 
their curiosity about their world, a movement away from focusing on self and family to engagement with 
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the wider community (Earl 2000). The Essential Learnings framework also strongly supports an 
inclusive approach to education. It is, however, a new way of thinking about the curriculum that makes 
different demands on teachers and students. One aim of the professional development in the Changing 
Places - Making Links programs is to explore ways in which this curriculum could be implemented 
through an inclusive approach to enhance students' learning outcomes, and particularly those of 
Indigenous students. 

From each area of the Essential Learnings framework a core focus was chosen around which to build the 
professional development experiences. These are briefly described below.

Personal futures

Central to this component of the curriculum is the need for students to have a sense if identity - who they 
are and where they come from. This is important for all adolescents, but may be particularly true for 
Indigenous students, since many of them have a fractured relationship with their cultural roots through 
policies such as assimilation (McRae et al., 2000). By incorporating their life stories into the curriculum, 
opportunities can be taken by teachers to reinforce students' identities in positive, long-lasting ways.

Social responsibility

Recognising and valuing diversity is a core aspect of developing social responsibility. Understanding 
something about the different cultural backgrounds of all students, even those who appear to be the 
same, was seen as an important basis for developing social responsibility. The inclusive approach also 
supports this.

World Futures

The understanding of relationships within the environment and between people and the environment are 
at the heart of this curriculum component. It relates particularly well to Aboriginal perspectives and 
cultural practices, even in the relatively urban communities in Tasmania. For all concerned, our very 
being in the world can be enriched by this direct encounter with the reality of our shared multi-cultural 
heritage.

Thinking and communicating

If the other three aspects of the curriculum are to be realised, then the capacity to engage in high order 
thinking, identify problems and suggest solutions, and then communicate these in various ways becomes 
crucial. In these two areas, the skills and processes needed to develop critical approaches to information 
or texts are developed. Literacy and numeracy are core components, as well as improved self-awareness. 
To meet the demands of this new approach, personal development, literacy and numeracy will be key 
components of the professional development. 
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Implications for the professional development program

The nature of the professional development was a consequence of the elements identified as essential. 
The themes of inclusivity and accountability, together with the Essential Learnings curriculum led 
logically to a framework for the professional development.

Personal development

Students in the middle years are characterised by instability and a search for identity (Earl 2000). 
Teaching these young people is demanding, but also rewarding. Nevertheless, many teachers feel 
inadequate to cope with the range of emotions and challenges. Some of the techniques used to explore 
personal growth appear to be appropriate for teachers to use in middle years' classrooms to support their 
students through these tumultuous years. One aspect of the professional development program will be 
development of skills in this area. Teachers will experience alternative ways of viewing the world and 
expressing these views. These will include the use of symbols, movement and dance as well as more 
usual strategies such as story telling. Wherever possible the local environment will be the major 
resource. For this reason the professional development workshops are scheduled to take place in some of 
the most beautiful parts of Tasmania. The nature of the strategies used is in keeping with Aboriginal 
traditions, thus maintaining the Indigenous focus, but expressed in ways that include non-Aboriginal 
people, ensuring inclusivity. One aim of this aspect of the program is to enable teachers to use new 
approaches with their students, tapping into alternative learning styles and diverse experiences.

Approaches to literacy and numeracy 

One important skill that today's students need is that of being able to appraise different texts in a critical 
way. Writing multigenres can become a real introduction to understanding how texts work. Multigenre 
Projects provide a new way of focusing and coordinating the teaching of traditional and new fields of 
knowledge. The teachers ask their students to explain why they are passionate about particular topics 
and then use these interests as the basis for investigations. The results of the inquiries are presented 
using genre/text types that would best persuade, inform and demonstrate learning. Children are 
passionate about many things from saving whales to banning cosmetic experimentation on animals. In 
the earlier Changing Places program, the parents and teachers were introduced to the idea of multigenres 
at a workshop where they saw examples of children's work and discussed the potential of this way of 
working for their classrooms. As a result, one group created a frog pond in a disused courtyard at their 
school and produced texts that were, among others, procedural (Rules for looking after the frogs), 
persuasive (Why frogs should be cared for), reflective (How I feel about the frogs), creative (Poems 
about the frogs) and descriptive (What we did to create the pond) (Smith, Callingham & Nicholson, 
2002). This is an example of how literacy may be used to initiate social change.

The new programs will build on this idea, but this time focussing more directly on issues of identity and 
community, appropriate for the older age groups in the target grades. In this way teachers' awareness of 
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Indigenous issues will be raised, and they will develop confidence to bring these issues into their 
classrooms. Middle years students are intrinsically interested in these kinds of concerns so the hope is 
that they will be motivated to explore the ideas and thus meet core foci of the Essential Learnings. 
Workshop sessions for teachers will use texts of various kinds to initiate inquiry, including materials 
developed by the Aboriginal Education Unit in Tasmania, such as From Gumnuts to Buttons (Equity 
Standards Branch, 2001) - a role play about Aboriginal history in Tasmania - and As I Remember 
(Equity Standards Branch, 2000), a beautiful package of oral and visual remembrances by members of 
the Aboriginal community. Although these materials explicitly address matters of interest to the 
Aboriginal community, they are also relevant to all students, thus meeting the goal of inclusivity. 

From these stimuli, it is intended that the participants be encouraged to develop personal, social and 
cultural connections through photography, as well as other strategies, thus adding another genre to the 
learning process. Photography with the students and family will allow the extension of the classroom 
community to include home communities, and so further explore linked identities - extended 
communities, children, family members, teachers. Finally it is hoped that the students will envision 
themselves in new roles, relationships and identities. The photographs and narratives in the resources 
described above provide a springboard for helping children do this - a journey from isolation to 
inclusion. 

Numeracy skills are not forgotten either. Teaching through problem solving allows the critical skills of 
mathematics, that underpin numeracy, to be developed within a framework that allows higher order 
thinking in numeracy. All schools use Task Centre materials (Williams, 1997) that support and 
encourage investigation and exploration of mathematical ideas. The skills thus developed can be used in 
applied situations, such as understanding information presented in graphical format, or using diagrams to 
represent a group of relationships. This ties numeracy into the multigenre approach.

These approaches also meet the ideals of the Essential Learnings framework. They explicitly address 
aspects of Personal Futures, Social Responsibility and World Futures and allow for students to develop 
thinking and communicating skills. The approach is integrated and holistic but also addresses individual 
skills such as literacy and numeracy. 

Implementation of the Professional Development Program

How will such an unapologetically ambitious program be implemented? The budget allows for three two-
day residential workshops. These will be held in parts of Tasmania that have significance for the 
Aboriginal population. Several of these locations are relatively remote - in the Central Highlands for 
example. This means that participants will become a community of learners in their own right, isolated 
from the stresses of day-to-day classroom activity for the period of the workshops. This approach has 
already been shown to be successful in the previous programs, INISSS and Changing Places. 
Participants in these programs have developed strong networks through their communal experiences. 

Aboriginal elders and workshop leaders will be an integral part of each residential session. Wherever 
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possible sessions will make use of the local environment - bush, beach or town - to stimulate discussion 
and construct understanding about Aboriginal perspectives. This will include, for example, the use of 
symbols, story telling and movement. The thinking behind this is to emphasise different ways of 
knowing and seeing the world. It links with the personal development aspects of the professional 
development and addresses all aspects of the Essential Learnings.

As well, there will be formal sessions on literacy and numeracy. This connects with the participants' 
current knowledge, modelling good teaching practice. These sessions, however, will also use a range of 
material that emphasises a broader perspective on the core curriculum elements. Alternative approaches 
to assessment will also be an important aspect of these sessions. The idea of profiling learning in order 
to identify individual development and target intervention appropriately will be introduced and teachers 
will be asked to use this in their classrooms. Information gathered through this process will provide one 
component of the evaluation data.

One aspect of assessment that will be explored is that of presentation. Although well accepted in areas 
such as performing arts (Campbell, Hill & Ruptic, 1994), where presentations have been used for 
assessment of literacy or numeracy outcomes they have been criticised as valuing not so much the 
English or mathematics as other, equally desirable outcomes (Moschkovich, 1998), or not being clear 
about what is the focus of the assessment (Stephens & Izard, 1992). If alternative methods of assessment 
are to be used for core curriculum areas then defensible and rigorous methods must be developed. 
Teachers will both present material to their peers, experiencing what will happen in their classrooms, 
and develop rigorous scoring rubrics to assess their students' presentations and other forms of work. This 
builds on a process already being used in a variety of situations (Callingham & Griffin, 2001; Griffin, 
2000) Teachers will also develop a common rich assessment task that will provide information about 
students' learning outcomes for accountability. It is anticipated that this will make use of the multigenre 
work, as well as some aspects of the personal development component. 

Conclusion

Using a process of evaluation for clarification (Owens, 1993) allowed a professional development 
program to be planned to address the aims of the Changing Places - Making Links programs. Change 
processes in schools assume that the professional development of teachers will make a difference to the 
students that they teach. The framework developed for the Changing Places - Making Links programs 
provides a sound basis for enriching teaching practice in a variety of ways. The ultimate goal, however, 
is to see measurable improved outcomes for students so rigorous and defensible assessment is built into 
the program so that teachers' classroom work will be informed by useful, relevant assessment 
information that is also used for evaluation. This approach has been developed from programs that have 
been shown to be successful in improving outcomes for all students, and particularly Indigenous 
students. 

The professional development framework incorporates factors that have been shown to be crucial to 
Indigenous students' success, such as involvement of the local community, cultural awareness and high 
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expectations by teachers. Taking an inclusive approach allows for a positive view of students' learning, 
rather than the deficit models so often advanced. It also incorporates changed perspectives on the 
curriculum, allowing core skills of literacy and numeracy to be developed through genuine explorations 
of topics real and worthwhile in students' eyes addressing such matters as identity and cultural heritage. 

For the students, the opportunities to read, research life stories, write and transform learning through art 
and other forms of expression can validate a positive sense of personal potential. A true assessment 
would show how these students used writing as not simply a tool to express a self that they already 
possess but as a means by which they form a new self to express. Time will tell whether these ideals can 
be achieved.
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