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Stage 6 – 

‘One part holding on and one letting go’ Garth Brooks 

 

Permission granted for all images 

Stage 6, Year 11 and 12, are the last two years of secondary school in New 

South Wales. It is a challenging time for students and for those who live with 

them. This project and its associated program Senior Success is designed to 

facilitate a strong home-school partnership, a partnership which can scaffold a 

young person1 as they complete their school education and take their first steps 

into the world beyond.  

                                            

1
 Young person is the term employed by the Department of Education and Communities to define students 

in the latter years of their school education. 
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1. What is innovative about this project? 
 

This project is about a three way partnership Home-School-Student. It is about 

valuing the equal communication of information to all stakeholders and 

facilitating a scaffolding of the student which recognises and values the 

contribution of home and the emerging adult student to successful school 

completion. This project focusses upon effective communication of the 

expectations of Stage 6; the challenges of Stage 6 and strategies to maximise 

academic and social outcomes.  

 

Traditionally meetings are held for students and then meetings are held for 

parents where information is imparted about the Higher School Certificate and 

its expectations. This information is usually imparted early in the year and is 

presented very formally. This innovation is about ensuring the information is not 

only presented but workshopped in order to ensure that everyone understands 

the expectations of Stage 6 and how to go about meeting those expectations. 

 

The innovation is also about ongoing workshops in order to facilitate a sense of 

connectedness for the students and their support people. One off meetings do 

not facilitate connectedness. Connectedness is a key protective factor for 

students. This innovation aims at developing a connected partnership which can 

support the student effectively and proactively. 
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2. Navigating this Portfolio 
 

This portfolio is the formal presentation of an innovative practice for the purpose 

of evaluation and assessment under the auspices of the University of New 

England’s Professional Doctorate Program. This program is, in itself, an 

innovative practice as it recognises applied research that focuses on the 

research and development journey for an innovation2. The brief for this portfolio 

is to focus explicitly on innovation in context, which means that the innovation, 

and the research surrounding it, needs to be properly embedded within a 

candidate’s specific industry, workplace and/or profession. The brief also states 

emphatically that this portfolio is not a thesis. The intent of these documents is 

to illuminate a detailed story about the development of the innovation. 

 

The challenge of this innovation portfolio is to present a coherent and 

transparent account reflective of the expectations of the Professional Doctorate. 

A detachable guide is provided indicating where each element of the portfolio 

illustrated in Figure 1 is addressed in this portfolio. This portfolio is a report of 

the development of Mode 2 knowledge, knowledge embedded in how to 

address needs within practice, meeting the multifaceted demands of that 

context. 

                                            

2
 See Appendix 1 for the documentation of the expectations of this award. 
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Figure 1: The expectations for a Professional Doctorate Portfolio 

This portfolio of learning has been developed to illustrate the development and 

evaluation of an innovation to enhance the partnership between home, school 

and student during the last two years of secondary school. The portfolio is a 

process report. It has the purpose of illuminating a learning journey. The 

keystone of such a report is the integrity of the reflection. As such careful 

attention has been given to maintaining accurate representation of the 

knowledge held when a decision was made.  

 

Hindsight and more recent information can result in a different perspective than 

that held at the time of the decision. In order to maintain integrity there are two 

reviews of literature; one that was undertaken as the program was instigated 

and one undertaken as part of future directions discussion. Attention has also 

been paid to contextualised language use. This is particularly apparent when 

INNOVATION  CONCEPTION & 

DEVELOPMENT HISTORY

Coveys an integrated critically analytic 

story with respect to:
• the context(s) relevant to the innovation

• the boundaries/limitations of the innovation 

and surrounding contexts. 

• description of the innovation itself

• why it was developed

• how it was developed

• where the innovation may or may not be 

useful or productive

• intended users/beneficiaries of the 

innovation

• key stakeholders and communication 

protocols

• implementation and, where relevant, 

refinement processes 

• how information about the innovation was 

disseminated

• quality criteria used to guide the 

development process

• Outcomes from any early developmental 

evaluations and diagnostic evidence

INNOVATION IMPACT & CHANGE 

REPORT

Integrated story of the research 
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to:
• assumptions and quality criteria?

• method(s) and data collection approaches

• how did you get your evidence and from 

whom?

• how did you evaluate and learn from your 

evidence?

• using empirical data to address:
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o unintended consequences & impacts
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o clarifies who is using it/could use it?

o for what and how could the innovation 

be used?
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REFLECTIONS & ANTICIPATIONS

Integrated story, reflecting critical 

systems thinking, that looks both 

forward and backward and details:
• description of the reflective process  

• quality criteria used to guide the reflection 

process

• learning over the life of the project?

• What the innovation means for:

o the candidate

o the project
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o wider society
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• how to manage the innovation into the 

future & why?
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the Department of Education and Communities is mentioned. When 

contextually the name of the department was the Department of Education and 

Training, that title has been maintained. I have also changed my name over the 

course of the innovation development; Bricknell was my surname until late 

2012, however the portfolio is submitted under Wade-McCrohon. Attention to 

tense has also been important to ensure that contextual meaning is clear. This 

portfolio does not purport to be a thesis; written as an end product of research, 

rather it is a report of a process intended to honestly follow the genesis and 

growth of an innovation. 

 

The core schools involved in the innovation process have been named in this 

portfolio with the consent of the school principals at the time of that school’s 

involvement. Whilst all other schools have agreed to participation in the 

evidence collection, I have blanked their names as per original ethics protocols. 

 

In order to present the portfolio in an accessible and readily navigable form, it is 

presented in five parts. Table 1 outlines each part, its purpose, audience and 

context. 
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Table 1: Portfolio of the Innovation, Senior Success.  

Book Title 

Purpose: Audience: Context 

1 Research and Development 
Purpose: Describe the process of research undertaken to 
ensure a rigorous development of the innovation.  
Audience: Readers seeking an understanding of the research 
process, justifications of methodology, the ethical approach 
taken and literature reviewed. 
Context: Developed from 2008 to 2010. 

2 Senior Success: The Innovation  
Purpose: Illuminate the process of the development of the 
innovation. This recount and reflection includes the evidence 
analysis of various evidence collection tools and how this 
evidence informed the innovation’s development. 
Audience: Readers wishing to understand why the innovation 
has taken the form that it has.   
Context: Developed from professional reflection, written 
accounts and evidence collection from 2005 to 2012. 

3 Future Directions  
Purpose: To project the application of the innovation into the 
future. To undertake a final review of the literature that will 
support Senior Success into the future. 
Audience: Readers interested in the future of Senior Success. 
Context: Researched and written 2012 after the developer had 
presented the reworked workshops. 
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4 The Workshops  
Purpose: To guide the facilitators in their presentation of 
Senior Success in their schools. This includes the training 
package, the associated notes, organisational proformas and 
power-point presentations with facilitator notes. 
Audience: Facilitators of Senior Success 
Context: This is a dynamic resource. The resource is updated 
and additional resources added through the use of the 
educational social media site Edmodo. 

5 Additional Resources and Annotated Bibliography  
Purpose: Senior Success has had various spin off resources 
developed including workshops for various groups such as the 
NSW Parents & Citizens conference, the New England iTec 
conference, The North Coast Indigenous Students’ Traineeship 
- Parent support. 
Audience: The audiences for these resources have been 
varied. However, their inclusion in this portfolio is to illustrate 
the breadth of interest in the concept of Senior Success. 
Context: The resources have been created for different 
contexts and have been specifically designed to meet the 
needs of the group requesting the resource. 

 

Each of the first three books has their own appendix and reference list. This is 

because the books can stand alone for their specific audiences. For this reason 

there are some salient points repeated in each book so that independent 

audiences have that information. 
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3. Innovation Conception and Development 
History 

 

3.1. Introduction 
 

The Higher School Certificate3 is a high stakes series of assessment and 

examination that dominates the lives of over 60 000 young adults in New South 

Wales every year. These final two years of the education system are fraught 

with the joys of emerging adulthood and the co-existent challenges. There is a 

body of research and a plethora of popular media that establish the challenges 

of this period in the lives of young people. Sinclair & Smith’s (2000) report on 

the stress of this time, revealed that approximately 40 per cent of Year 12 HSC 

students and 25 per cent of Year 11 HSC students experience symptoms of 

depression, anxiety and/or stress, which exceeds the normal or expected value. 

The Commission for Young People (2003) attributes a total of 10 suicides of 

young people (aged 12 to 17, not including 18 year olds) between 1996 and 

2000 directly to the HSC. However statistically rare, these extreme responses 

are, they are the public surface of a unique developmental period of each 

individual’s life and education4. 

 

                                            

3
 Referred to as the HSC, as this is the commonly accepted term for this qualification. 

4 Diagnosed depression and suicide attempts were reported by one parent in the focus groups 

for the research component of this portfolio.  
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The HSC is seen as the key to the next stage of a young person’s life. It is the 

culmination of 13 years of schooling. How can educators, families and the 

community best scaffold young people through this period of their education to 

facilitate academic achievement and social competence? Educational 

researcher John Hattie (2003) identifies the following aspects of the educational 

experience, shown in Figure 2 as key contributors towards achievement. 

 

Figure 2: Hattie’s Influences upon achievement. 

(Developed from Hattie, 2003:2) 

These factors are interdependent, however it is clear that the home contributes 

as much to the student’s achievement opportunity as the school, peers and the 

principal. In the high stakes of the HSC, each factor must be optimised. This 

study is seeking a functional means of optimising the home-school partnership. 

  

Influence upon achievement

Student

Home

School

Peers

Principal

Teacher
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3.2. The context relevant to the innovation. 
 

The context of Senior Success evolved as the possibility for developing the first, 

school based version of the workshops was discussed in various communities 

and the potential for contextualisation in different schools was considered. The 

original context for Senior Success was a low socio-economic community where 

less than 5% of the parents5 had completed tertiary educations and 70% of the 

parents were educated to Year 10 or below6. The intent was to provide this 

community with the opportunity to gain an understanding of the HSC and the 

associated expectations for students and their support network in an 

environment that was familiar and culturally appropriate. Information was 

presented in ‘courteous translation’; language that is both respectful and 

accessible7. This context provided a rich opportunity as the school community 

was seeking effective means to support their children without their own 

                                            

5
 Parent is defined as those adults or adult who have the role of responsibility of primary care of 

a young person.  

6 This data emerged during the situational analysis undertaken in 2006 in preparation for 

Personal Learning Plans. I have permission from the principal of the school at the time of the 

data collection to use this data in support of the research for Senior Success.  

7
 This term was coined by Associate Professor Tom Maxwell and used by him when describing 

respectful adjustment of language and syntax to ensure effective communication with a 

particular audience or within a specific context. 
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educational experience, or lack of it, being scrutinised or acting as impediment 

in the support of their students. 

 

In the early stages of the workshop development, I sought input from colleagues 

at the University of New England and Hunter New England Health. Coincidently, 

these colleagues had recently experienced parenting through the latter years of 

school. They saw in the project potential for families who were from a broader 

socio-economic and educational background than I had originally envisaged for 

this innovation.  

 

Upon further investigation as to the relevance of the workshops, the context 

was broadened to include all interested schools within the New England Region 

of New South Wales, Department of Education and Training schools (now 

Department of Education and Communities)8. The workshop framework evolved 

to be directly suited to this context. However, as the network of teachers spread 

knowledge of Senior Success to other Regions, to systemic Catholic schools 

and Independent schools, the program has been adopted and adapted to suit 

                                            

8 Throughout the text, the Department of Education and Communities will be referred to as the 

contextually correct title ie as the Department of Education and Training (D.E.T) when the time 

being discussed was prior to the change of government in New South Wales in 2010, The 

Department of Education and Communities (D.E.C) when the timeframe being discussed in post 

2010. 
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these contexts. It has also been adapted by colleagues with HSC students in 

schools not implementing the program, to work independently within specific 

family contexts.  

 

The primary context of research, development and evaluation of Senior 

Success remains rural D.E.C schools that draw from a community that 

experience significant socio-economic disadvantage. The concept and the 

accompanying workshops offer a framework for adoption and adapting the 

content of Senior Success in a much broader context. The broader contexts of 

implementation provide an avenue for further research; however they are 

currently outside the professional responsibility of the developer and of the 

focus of this current innovation project. 

 

The Department of Education and Communities and the Federal Department of 

Education, Employment and Workplace Relations are the government 

departments under whose auspices this innovation is implemented. These 

departments have policies and expectations for the development and support of 

Home-School partnerships. These policies and procedures create the 

framework of expectations underlying this innovation. 
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3.2.1. Home-School partnerships are supported by the 
following documents: 

 

The following documents were mandated for all schools under the auspices of 

the New South Wales Department of Education and Training (now known as the 

NSW Department of Education and Community). They were the policy 

framework under which the development and implementation of Senior Success 

was undertaken9. 

 

The salient element of each policy is noted below. The relevant aspects of 

these documents are outlined in the Appendix 1.1 to 1.4.  

Our 15 to 19 Year Olds – Opportunities & Choice  

We are committed to increasing the retention rates and 
engagement of 15-19 year olds in education and training. 
 

The New South Wales Institute of Teachers.  

Element 7: Teachers are actively engaged members of 
their profession and the wider community. 
 
7.1 Communicating with parents and caregivers 
7.3 Engaging parents and caregivers in the educative 
process 

 

                                            

9 A change of government in New South Wales in 2011 is resulting in policy change in D.E.C 

schools during the final preparation of this portfolio. It is anticipated that home-school 

partnerships will continue to be a significant focus for educators and for schools as the new 

policy documents emerge.  
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 The NSW DET Office of Schools Plan  

Increased parental engagement in supporting their child’s 
learning. 

 
Family-School Partnerships Framework- A guide for schools and families, 

DEEWR 2008 document for all schools. 

Family-school partnerships are collaborative relationships 
and activities involving school staff, parents and other 
family members of students at a school.  Effective 
partnerships are based on mutual trust and respect, and 
shared responsibility for the education of the children and 
young people at the school. 

 
This framework iterates the core reason for this innovation to be undertaken 

and for the commitment of time and resources to be made to ensure that Stage 

6 students have the benefit of a strong and vibrant home-school partnership. 

 
Why are family-school partnerships important? 
Families are the first educators of their children and they 
continue to influence their children’s learning and 
development during the school years and long afterwards.  
Schools have an important responsibility in helping to 
nurture and teach future generations and families trust 
schools to provide educational foundations for their 
children’s future.  At the same time, schools need to 
recognise the primary role of the family in education.  This 
is why it is important for families and schools to work 
together in partnership.   
Research demonstrates that effective schools have high 
levels of parental and community involvement.  This 
involvement is strongly related to improved student 
learning, attendance and behaviour.  Family involvement 
can have a major impact on student learning, regardless 
of the social or cultural background of the family. 
Family involvement in schools is therefore central to high 
quality education and is part of the core business of 
schools. 
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3.2.2. Response to these Documents 

 

These documents establish an expectation that the student is supported in their 

learning by the school and the home and that these two dimensions of the 

student’s life work in partnership. There are extensive programs to support this 

expectation in the early years and middle years of schooling, in policy and 

development, fund-raising and volunteering (DEEWR, 2008). However, 

facilitating the explicit support of the student and the family in the latter years is 

an area requiring innovative practice and a courteous approach to the 

development of genuine partnership. This innovation portfolio is a response to 

the need for a practice to support the value of home-school partnerships. 

 

3.3. The boundaries and limitations of the innovation 
and surrounding contexts 

 

The possibilities of the adoption and adaptation of this innovation are limitless. 

Schools with boarding facilities need a different adaptation; schools with 

religious affiliations may wish to enhance the spiritual aspect of the workshops; 

schools with a highly educated, professional parent body may need to focus on 

the provision of further reading and research; schools in remote areas where 

students can live an hour or more travel time from the school may need to adapt 

so that families can access the program and schools where there is language 
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and cultural diversity may need to create appropriate opportunities for their 

families. 

  

However, for the purpose of this portfolio the research, development and 

evaluation of the innovation are limited to the professional context of the 

developer. This context is The New England Region of the Department of 

Education and Communities, with some involvement of other regional 

secondary schools, primarily in Wagga Wagga and Griffith. These schools have 

supplemented evidence from the New England Region as demographically they 

are similar to the New England Region schools. The potential in other contexts 

is evidenced in the adoption and adaptation of Senior Success by teachers from 

other education systems and in the Newcastle DEC area and the North Coast 

Region. However, the original intent of the program was to provide a way of 

strengthening Home-School partnerships for families in rural areas, primarily 

communities experiencing socio-economic disadvantage. It is this context that 

defines this portfolio. 
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3.4. Description of the innovation 
 

The transition from Stage 5 to Stage 610 is a period of significant change for 

students and for their families. Stage 6 is the last two years of school education. 

For many students it culminates in the Higher School Certificate. However, 

recent changes to compulsory education laws have seen an increasing number 

of students completing Stage 6 with trade and workplace qualifications. 

 

The expectations of Stage 6 involve a new language and new set of 

responsibilities for students. Consequently, the needs of students often change 

at home as well, with regard to space and storage, time commitments and 

demands on family routines. These changes have far reaching consequences 

not only for the student, but also for the people around them. 

 

The Higher School Certificate is dynamic and there have been significant 

changes in recent years that students and families need to understand. 2000 

saw new syllabi and significant changes in expectations in all Higher School 

Certificate subjects; there have been dramatic changes in vocational education 

and in the range of pathways students can take to their end qualification; there 

have been enormous changes in technology, including the provision of laptops 

                                            

10
 The New South Wales Board of Studies organises its syllabi into seven stages from Early 

Stage 1 through to Stage 6. Stage 5 is Year 9 & 10 and Stage 6 Year 11 and 12. 
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for all students and the expectations surrounding the use of social media for 

learning purposes. When the development of Senior Success was in its infancy, 

Facebook was little more than an American rumour; it now dominates the lives 

of many young people, its impact only being researched and analysed since 

201011.    

 

Families can face barriers and challenges to understanding what is needed to 

support their student. Stage 6 students and their families can spend a great 

deal of time trying to work out solutions to problems that could be avoided 

altogether with pre-knowledge and communication. At the heart of this project is 

the creation of a range of resources and presentations designed to support 

families and students in the journey through Stage 6. It aims at facilitating a 

strong home-school partnership with effective communication channels 

between all members of the learning partnership. The core of the project is a 

series of workshops entitled Senior Success. 

 

Senior Success12 is a program which encourages a shared understanding of the 

needs, language and expectations of Stage 6. It is designed to support students 

and their family members to develop communication skills, effective study 

                                            

11
 See Future Direction document for a discussion about the impact of this phenomenon on the 

workshops for Senior Success. 

12
 Hereafter, often referred to as, the program. 
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habits at home and positive approaches to conflict resolution. It also aims to 

develop an understanding of what the Board of Studies, the school and tertiary 

institutions expect of students and what students and families can expect of 

themselves in response to this experience. The importance of Senior Success 

has been recognised by the New England DET administrators who have 

included it as part of the New England Positive Learning Initiatives Program. 

 

When implemented in schools the program can be run by the Year Advisor, a 

member of the Senior Executive team, a Head Teacher, Careers Advisor or 

another member of staff with experience in Stage 6 teaching and learning. 

However, the early development work was completed by the researcher, as was 

the final evaluation of the 2012 version of the program. Input has been sought 

from other facilitators and their experiences to supplement the development of 

the innovation. This learning and development journey has been the focus if this 

portfolio and the reporting of the development of the program. 

 

For Senior Success to be fully implemented, students nominate a support 

person to work with them through the program. Ideally this is a parent, but this 

is not necessarily the person available for a Stage 6 student. Thus, the program 

encourages students to find a reliable, significant adult to be their support 

person. The student and the support person attend meetings in Week 2 and 4 
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of each term of the Preliminary13 year and Week 3 each Term of HSC year. 

These meetings are for 1 ½ hours with a clear start and finish time. 

 

There are a set of workshops prepared for this program. These workshops are 

a framework based upon the identified needs in the developer’s school. 

However, each school who adopts Senior Success needs to adapt the content 

to suit their context. Schools may also identify different needs for their students 

and community for each group of participants and adapt the program to suit 

each cohort. As the developer creates workshops to address the needs of 

differing groups of participants these are made available to those schools 

offering the program. The program is flexible but there are implementation 

guidelines and a values platform which the research and evaluation process 

has established which creates an implementation paradigm for Senior Success 

to operate within. 

 

Parents often feel very under prepared for this final period of schooling in their 

child’s life. Senior Success is a way for the school community and families to 

work together to support students in these final two years of school. The 

purpose of Senior Success is to provide the means to encourage a strong 

                                            

13 The New South Wales Higher School Certificate is a two year program. The Preliminary Year 

is the study undertaken from February to September – Terms 1, 2 & 3. The HSC Year begins in 

October, Term 4, and runs until the following October when the external examinations are sat. 
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partnership between home, school and student in order to optimise the learning 

experience of Stage 6. The triangle, Figure 3, below illustrates the equal 

commitment of the members of the partnership to success in Stage 6. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Student 

School Family 

Partnership 

Figure 3: Home, School and Student Partnership 
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3.5. Why Senior Success was developed 
 

Senior Success was a practical response to an issue that was one that the 

school Student Welfare Team acknowledged that ‘we really should do 

something about’ but never really got around to doing. It was a need that is 

ephemeral and yet, paradoxically, at the same time enduring. This is because 

for the student, parent and the Year Advisor14 who have the immediate 

responsibility for surviving Stage 6, it comes and goes in two years. However, 

they are immediately replaced with another group facing the same issues, 

concerns and tears as if they were the first to travel this journey (Gamble, 

2008).  

 

I was appointed to Peel High School in 1999. I was a Year Advisor for 6 years 

and a member of the Student Welfare Team for 7 years, as team leader for 

most of this time. In 2006 I was assigned the responsibility of leading the 

implementation of the Learning Support Team with the role of creating the first 

whole school Personal Learning Plan structure in a secondary school in New 

South Wales. In 2008 I was appointed Head Teacher English. This school is in 

                                            

14 A Year Advisor has responsibility for the pastoral care of the students in a year group. In the 

schools in which Senior Success   has been developed, this role is held by the one person for a 

year group as they move from Year 7 to Year 12. The Year Advisor only changes if a transfer or 

promotion occurs.  
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Regional New South Wales and is, literally, on the other side of the railway line, 

the other side of the river and the other side of the highway. The school was 

supported by Schools in Partnership, a funding program for low SES 

communities with high Indigenous populations, by Priority Schools Program for 

low SES communities and by other interventions provided to support a 

disadvantaged community.  

 

This was the school that I attended as a student. I was also a parent of two 

children attending the school and the foster-parent of one who had recently 

completed her HSC. I was in a most privileged and unique position. I was a 

trusted insider who was in a position to know the experience from the 

perspective of teacher, of parent, of educational leader and as a member of the 

community. I was trusted enough for people to admit that they did not ‘get’ what 

was going on at the school. 

 

Senior Success became a reality after a poignant cup of coffee with a friend 

whose daughter was about to embark on Stage 6 with my own daughter. 

Kathy15 was chatting about the back to school sales and what she had 

purchased for Alana to set her up for Year 11 and Year 12. She had bought a 

concertina file for her daughter to store all of her work. She had exercise books 

and pens. How was I to tell this supportive and organized parent that what she 

                                            

15 Pseudonyms are used for all individuals unless they requested to maintain their own name.  
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had purchased would not make it to Easter? How could I tell her that her 

daughter would need space and time to commit at least two hours per night to 

study and school work? How could I tell her that her daughter would struggle 

sharing her room with her little sister and that working 5 shifts at Woolworths 

would not see the results that both she and her daughter anticipated? Kathy 

had left school in Year 10. She had worked hard and had done everything that 

she could to support her daughter yet she had no idea about what was to come.  

 

During the course of the conversation I started to ask Kathy what she was 

expecting with regard to time commitment and study needs. I asked her about 

access to the DVD player, the computer and the printer. I asked her what she 

understood about the demands of assessment tasks. Kathy looked at me as if I 

were speaking another language. I asked her about where Alana would keep 

her gear, where she would study, where she would work on her major art work. 

I did not even begin the conversation about what software she had on her 

computer, what she would do about extra assistance her daughter may need, 

how much mess will be involved in undertaking representation and art tasks, 

that she would need to access libraries and film texts to support her Modern 

History or that Alana would need to see the play that she was studying and that 

meant a trip to Sydney. 

 

I could see my friend and her daughter on the path to serious conflict. I realized 

that I had unwittingly sent numerous young people home with expectations and 
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requirements that would not be understood at home and that would lead to 

confusion and conflict. I knew that the following comments were sitting on her 

horizon and that each one had the potential to lead to conflict, 

misunderstanding and tension. 

 “ I need to watch the DVD of BladeRunner  (for the 10th time)” 

 “I have to submit this tomorrow – I can’t go to Nan’s birthday.” 

“ I need to spread my representation task out all over the kitchen table 

and NO-ONE is to touch anything!!” 

“I need two hundred dollars to go to Sydney to see a play.” 

 

This drew into focus other elements of knowledge that I held about our school 

community. I knew, having conducted the situational analysis for the 

implementation of Personal Learning Plans, that in our school of 450 students 

there were 11 students who had parents with university educations. These were 

the teachers’ children. We had identified 15% of the students who had parents 

who had completed Year 12 and that the vast majority of students had parents 

who had left school at or before the end of Year 10. Many students did not even 

know what level of education that their parents had attained at school. The 

students had spoken during the interviews to develop their Personal Learning 

Plans of no-one at home understanding what they had to do, of not being able 

to get things done at home and of getting into trouble when asking for 

resources. Many students spoke of not telling the folks at home about what they 

were doing. 
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I was also aware that our school did send between 20 and 25% of the Year 12 

students to tertiary studies, many on scholarships and special entry programs. 

The vast majority of students were in the first generation to undertake the HSC, 

many the first person in their family to attain this level of education. The 

proactive strategies to encourage school retention and academic opportunity 

were working in our community. 

 

The question was then how could we as a school community support parents in 

their understanding of a world that they had not experienced themselves? How 

could we mitigate the frustration and embarrassment for parents whose children 

made them feel inadequate and “dumb”? How could we facilitate the skills in the 

students to accept their parents’ support? How could we address issues with 

the potential for family conflict before that conflict arose, or erupted? How could 

we establish effective communication between school, student and home? 

 

I approached our school principal with these questions and we discussed them 

with other senior teachers on the school’s welfare team. The concerns that I 

held were shared but we could find no program or solution that suited our 

community. We could not send home information sheets, people did not read 

them. We couldn’t have parent information sessions, we had too many students 

without parents and they really had not worked in the past. We were already 

telling the students what was expected but the message usually stopped there. 

We had had a great deal of success with mentoring programs such as PlanIt 
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Youth (NSWDEC, 2011c) so I offered to prepare a workshop for students where 

they could invite a support person from home to come with them to learn about 

Stage 6. The principal and the Welfare Team supported this idea and I began to 

plan the first workshop. 

 

3.6. How it was developed 
 

The first workshop was designed to cover the basics. What did the student 

need, what could the family expect of the time demands, what were assessment 

tasks and what were the expectations of managing distractions? The second 

workshop was planned to develop strategies to support someone study 

something that you know nothing about. The parents who I had started to chat 

to about this program were saying to me that they could not help their child 

because they didn’t know anything about the subjects that their child was to 

study. They were surprised to know that from the moment my child started to 

work on a subject other than English or Modern History that neither did I. They 

were also surprised to know that even within my own subject area my daughters 

had thought that I ‘wouldn’t know what I’m doing’ (please read with rolled eyes, 

a flick of the hair and a sigh at the end). These conversations led to the careful 

explanations about the workshops and personal invitations to as many families 

as possible. 
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At this stage we were unsure of the uptake of the program or if there would be a 

call to continue after the first workshops. 

 

Like anything new, people were hesitant. Some parents felt that there was no 

point in their attending because ‘I didn’t go to Year 11 – I won’t be able to help.’ 

These parents were very concerned that they would be called upon to answer 

questions, to participate in the discussion, that they would not be able to ‘do 

anything’ of use for their child. These conversations were very sobering as I had 

not fully appreciated how alienated some of the parents felt from their child and 

their school experience. This was also sobering because some of these parents 

were the same ones that I had heard other teachers comment were ‘not 

interested’ in their child. These parents were interested; they were also 

‘shamed’ by their own educational experience. The complexities of this situation 

were compounded by the knowledge that some of these parents were educated 

at the same school as their child and were students of some of the current 

teachers. There were many reasons why being active participants in the 

education of their child was fraught with challenges. 

 

Aware of the hesitancy of some of the parents and aware that there were 

students in the Preliminary Year of 2006 who lived independently or who lived 

with people other than their parents, I proposed that we invite the students to 

bring along a Study Support Person (SSP) from home. The principal thought 

that this was a necessary step to take and he added that we should approach 
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teaching and support staff to provide a list of people within the school who could 

act as a SSP should the student not have anyone from home who could provide 

support.  

 

In conjunction with the Year Advisor, the principal and a small group of parents 

who were the parents of my daughter’s friends, I began to speak to people 

about Senior Success and telephoning parents. I also went to a friend who was 

well known in the Aboriginal community and asked her to hand out flyers and to 

talk to people about coming along. Subsequently the first night of Senior 

Success I saw 64 parents/carers/support people and students fill the Staff 

Common Room and participate in the first Senior Success workshop in the 

February of 2006. SSPs were primarily parents, however they were joined by 

two older siblings, a grandparent, two partners; one young couple had their 

baby with them, and two teachers who had been asked to be SSPs. My own 

daughter invited a family friend who was a teacher to be her SSP because she 

wanted support from outside our sole parent family. 

 

The workshop was well received and the overwhelming response was that there 

was a need for the information that was shared and that people wanted more 

workshops. One parent was a little disgruntled as she felt that we had scared 

her child with discussion about how much work would be expected. We spoke 

with this mother and discussed her concerns with the outcome that she finally 

understood why her older children had struggled with Stage 6 and that her 
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daughter would require some extra support through her studies. (This young 

woman successfully completed Year 12). This conversation was possible 

because of my privileged position, she told me of her concerns whilst we stood 

at netball, and I was able to suggest that the principal and I discussed her 

concerns after the next workshop. I doubt that she would have voiced her 

concern in another context. This voiced concern has enabled me to pre-empt 

this concern in later workshops and to train other teachers to cushion this 

information appropriately. 

 

Senior Success was a practice that suited our school, was designed for our 

community and was presented only by myself as the creator and facilitator of 

the program. This was a successful approach for our school and met our needs 

up to the point that I contracted glandular fever. I had not created a sustainable 

system for Senior Success to be maintained independent of my involvement. 

This had a negative impact upon the second year of the program and the Year 

12 workshops for the class of 2007. None-the-less we continued to run 

workshops whenever I was able and continued to return positive attendance 

and evaluations. Through this time I continued to develop further workshops 

based upon the requests from participants, knowledge of the school calendar 

and observation of my own children and their friends. I consulted with the 

principal and the Year Advisors and we came to a pattern of workshops that 

worked for our school. Table 2 outlines the Program. 
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Table 2 Workshop Structure 

Workshop 
Number 

Workshop  

Preliminary 1 What will I need to be organised for 
Stage 6? Understanding the new 
words. 

Preliminary 2 Helping someone with something that 
you know nothing about. (Study 
Skills) 

Preliminary 3  Examinations and Study 
 

Preliminary 4 What did you learn from the exams? 
Improving your study skills and 
preparation. 
Building your resume for the end of 
next year. 
 

Preliminary 5 The Balancing Act - Communication 
skills and challenges. 

Preliminary 6 Getting ready for Year 12. 
 

HSC 1 Major Works, planning and effective 
organisation skills. 

HSC 2 Study skills and examination nerves 

HSC 3 Paperwork!! Understanding all the 
forms that go with the end of school 
and the starting of your new life. 

  

 

In 2008 we had a slow start to Senior Success because we relied upon the 

belief that we had offered Senior Success in the school for two years and that 

people would know what the program was and what was expected of 

participation. This was an erroneous assumption. We had a very small 

attendance at the first and second workshops. It was not until the Focus Groups 

for this research included parents from this cohort that I discovered that many of 
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the parents had not realized that the program had been offered. This was a 

valuable lesson which has led to the inclusion of information and support on 

how to market Senior Success to each new Year Group of participants16. 

 

Early in 2008 I had recovered adequately from glandular fever and I wanted to 

resume my Doctoral Studies. I had previously discontinued my research into the 

implementation of Personal Learning Plans due to illness. The implementation 

had, by necessity, continued whilst my extended data collection and ultimately 

my involvement in the process had been discontinued as fatigue limited my 

participation in PLPs. I had undertaken research in this area at the request of 

my school principal. My studies were a workplace based award and research 

was intended to meet the needs of that workplace. Our school was responsible 

for being the first secondary school in New South Wales to implement PLPs for 

all students in the school. It was a challenging responsibility but also a great 

privilege. This preliminary research and the PLP program has been recognised 

by the Dare to Lead Team who support Aboriginal Education Programs across 

Australia operating under the auspices of the Australian Principals’ Council. I 

have had opportunity to continue to present my work in this area at professional 

development programs and in conference settings. 

 

                                            

16 See Senior Success Workshop Package 
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Prior to committing to researching PLP implementation I had begun 

investigating ways to support students in low SES communities as they 

undertake their HSC studies. This reading and investigation had been utilized in 

creating Senior Success for my school. Whilst working with colleagues at The 

University of New England as a guest lecturer I had the fortuitous opportunity to 

share the story of Senior Success in my school .These colleagues were not only 

impressed with the idea but also felt that the workshops would have assisted 

them with their own journey through Stage 6 with their own children. I had not 

anticipated an audience outside of my own school’s community. These two 

colleagues encouraged me to resume my research revitalizing my original 

research interest; supporting Stage 6 students in low socio-economic 

communities, and re-focus upon the support that parents and carers can give to 

their students. This topic challenged me to formalize the reading that I had 

undertaken and begin seeking a broader application for what was a highly 

contextual practice.  

 

In August 2008 I was appointed to a Regional position within the New England 

Region of The Department of Education and Training. The position was as 

Project Officer for Positive Learning Initiatives. I had primary responsibility for 

the introduction of Positive Behaviour for Learning17 (Sugai, Horner, & Lewis, 

                                            

17 Positive Behaviour for Learning, referred to as PBL, is the version of Positive Behaviour 

Intervention Systems implemented in the New England Region. 
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2011) in the Region. This framework is focused upon creating sustainable 

practices and systems in schools to ensure academic achievement and social 

competence. This regional role required me to also develop practices that 

supported schools and communities in achieving these goals.  

 

I offered Senior Success to my supervisor and to the Student Services Team. 

They felt that the workshops had merit for other schools and asked that I 

consult with Quality Teaching Team, the Equity Team responsible for Priority 

School Programs, and the Vocational Education team. These three groups were 

also very interested in the program. They suggested that I remove all school 

specific references and then offer training in facilitating the workshops to other 

schools on the Priority Schools Program18.This was supported by the Regional 

Director after consultation and discussion (See Appendix 1.5). 

 

At this point I was still assuming that the primary audience would be the Priority 

Schools Program schools and that interest would be limited from schools with 

more affluent and educated communities. I subsequently developed the training 

package for teachers that was reflective of the preliminary literature review that I 

had undertaken and upon the evaluations from the participants in the program 

from my home school.  

                                            

18 Priority Schools Program is an equity program which supports low SES communities with 

funding and with professional development support. 
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This training and professional learning19 program was offered to the schools in 

the New England Region as a face to face training or via video conference. The 

first training session was well received with the following schools represented: 

    Tamworth High School 

    Narrabri High School 

    Wee Waa High School 

    Peel High School 

    Oxley High School 

    Bingara Central School 

    Emmaville Central School 

    Inverell High School 

    Macintyre High School 

 

I was also contacted by the previous principal from my home school who had 

since transferred to Newcastle who asked if I could include his school in the 

training program. Callaghan College, also from the Hunter Region, requested 

participation in the program after hearing about the opportunity from New 

England teachers. This level of interest was unexpected for a new program, 

                                            

19
 For the purposes of delineating the various forms of professional growth the following 

definitions will be used. Training: develop the ability to demonstrate a new skill. Professional 

development: learning led by a facilitator. Professional learning: personal pursuit of new 

professional knowledge. 
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particularly one that attracted a $55 per person training fee and required six 

hours of training after school hours. Representatives of the Quality Teaching 

Team and the Vocational Education Team also attended the training.  

 

The evaluations from the first training and professional development indicated 

significant growth in capacity to facilitate the partnership between school and 

home in Stage 6 and the need to pursue this project20. 

 

After the interest in training was evident, I was invited to present a seminar 

about Senior Success to the combined consultants’ conference at the end of 

2008. With the support of the Regional Marketing Officer, I developed a 

pamphlet about Senior Success prior to this conference (see Appendix 1.6). 

These pamphlets were in demand and a number of requests for training 

resulted. Glen Innes High School paid for a separate training session and 

Armidale High School also undertook separate training. Early in 2009 I held an 

extra introductory training session and 6 hour training was conducted. Warialda 

High School, Walcha Central School and Duval High School joined the trained 

schools. 

 

                                            

20
 The data from these evaluations is presented and discussed in Book 2 The Implementation of 

Senior Success. 
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The uptake of training was primarily by experienced teachers. However, as the 

impact of registration requirements for the New South Wales Institute of 

Teachers (NSWIT) became increasingly apparent, it became evident that there 

was a gap in available professional development related to in Element 7 

Teaches are actively engaged members of their profession and the wider 

community, specifically Aspect 1: communicating with parents and caregivers 

and Aspect 2: Engaging parents and caregivers in the educative process 

(NSWIT, 2010: online). Senior Success explicitly addressed this element.  

 

The Student Services Team requested that I undertook the registration of 

Senior Success facilitator training with NSWIT. This was a complex process as 

our Regional Team was still at the formative stage of undertaking registration 

for our courses. The registration was accepted and Senior Success became the 

first course registered by the Student Services Team (see Appendix 6). Course 

number: 151NER009. The registration covered the training package for 

facilitators including the workshop content, readings and activities. As Senior 

Success explicitly addresses Element 7, a challenging element to find 

appropriate training hours, overtime there was an increasing number of New 

Scheme teachers, undertaking the training purely for professional development. 

 

In 2009, I was invited to present the availability of Senior Success at the North 

West Regional Careers Teachers’ Conference. This conference was a cross 

sectoral conference that involved Department of Education and Training 
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schools, schools from the Catholic system and independent schools. I 

presented an overview of Senior Success and my daughter, Emma Bricknell, 

presented her perspective on the program as a participant and a recent HSC 

student. This presentation was well received and created another issue for the 

ongoing development of Senior Success with schools outside of the public 

sector showing interested in offering the program. The program had been 

originally developed for a low SES community in a DET school. It had also been 

created under the auspices of the DET. This led to a series of meetings with 

teachers from the Catholic system to determine if the program met their needs. 

With an adjustment for the inclusion of appropriate spiritual references, the 

program was thought to be appropriate. 

 

I then had to seek permission from my supervisor, the School Education 

Director responsible for student services and the Regional Director to invite 

people from outside of the DET to share in training. It was decided that provided 

a contribution was made towards the development of the program and the usual 

training fees were paid then it was a training and professional development 

invitation that could be offered more widely.  

 

To date the following schools have been trained from outside of the New 

England Region of the DET: 

McCarthy Catholic College - Tamworth 

O’Conner Catholic College – Armidale 
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Wade High School – Griffith 

Kooringal High School – Wagga Wagga. 

The Armidale School – Armidale 

 

In 2011 my role changed again as I returned to a school-based position. 

Conventionally this would see a consultant withdraw from their previous work 

and refocus on to the myriad of responsibilities within their school. After 

consultation with the in-coming Positive Learning Initiatives Project Officer, the 

supervisors and the Regional Student services team, however, it was deemed 

appropriate and necessary for me to continue in the Regional role of 

development and providing training for Senior Success. 

 

In June 2011 the first registration for Senior Success with the NSW Institute of 

Teachers (NSWIT) expired. After analysis of the evaluations and the uptake of 

teachers it was determined that the course remains of more relevance to 

experienced teachers and that a shorter course should be registered when 

courses for teachers progressing through to professional leadership 

competencies are released. Senior Success continues as part of the suite of 

Positive Learning Initiatives for the New England Region. This is pending whilst 

the Australian Teaching Standards are prepared and implemented. 
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3.7. Where the innovation may or may not be useful or 
productive 

 

The innovation is useful in schools where the community is genuinely 

committed to enhancing the partnership between home and school. The 

teaching staff must be prepared for the time commitment out of hours and the 

preparation time required. The innovation needs a credible presenter, thus an 

established and experienced teacher needs to make the commitment. There 

also needs to be avenues of communication with all sectors of the school 

community, not only the avid readers of the school newsletter.  

 

The innovation is only productive if there is attendance. However, small 

attendance needs to be valued as each person attending has a network of 

contacts. This became evident when sitting watching cricket and listening to 

another parent sharing her new knowledge from a Senior Success workshop 

conducted by a colleague at a neighbouring school. She was giving quite 

detailed information to a group of parents also sitting at cricket. Where only one 

of this group had been in attendance at the workshop, the knowledge reached a 

far wider audience. 

 

The value of the innovation, in its unadapted form, is limited in boarding schools 

as the role of the parent is different from those who have their student at home 

each night. However, one boarding school is using the workshops to train 
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houseparents and boarding masters in methods to support their students. This 

school also responded to their training by re-examining their communication 

with parents and carers and addressing the issues associated with jargon laden 

explanations. 

 

The innovation also poses challenges for schools with students who live long 

distances from the school or who have significant numbers of shift workers as 

attending a meeting at school on a given evening can be impossible. 

 

3.8. Intended users/beneficiaries of the innovation 
 

The intended users and beneficiaries of Senior Success are the school 

communities of the New England Region. The focus is for Stage 6 students and 

their families and teachers. This focus has the demonstrated potential to be 

extended to a broader group of users and beneficiaries. However the research 

and development process is bound by the professional responsibility of the 

developer to the communities of the New England Region. 

 

3.9. Key stakeholders and communication protocols 
 

Key stakeholders involved in the project are the students, families and teachers 

undertaking Stage 6 in the New England Region of D.E.C. This therefore 

designates the Department of Education and Communities as one of the central 
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stakeholders. As such the development of Senior Success has been monitored 

by the respective supervisors of the developer and by the Regional Director of 

the New England Region as part of the researcher’s Doctoral committee. 

 

As teachers require professional learning to prepare to present the workshops, 

the New South Wales Institute of Teachers was also a minor stakeholder in this 

project. The application is included in the appendix. 

 

After addressing the protocols associated with the ethical and legal 

requirements of research and development within a school context21, the 

essential protocols of interpersonal communication and researcher-school 

communication must be articulated. This research is embedded in school 

contexts. The people presenting the program are already working above and 

beyond their role statement in facilitating and presenting Senior Success. The 

students and parents are attending the workshops for their own benefit, not for 

the purpose of participating in a research project. Thus, it is imperative that all 

evidence collection requires minimum time and financial commitment from the 

participants and that evidence collection is not onerous.  

 

The actual use and presentation of the developing innovation was the 

paramount consideration. The first schools interested in the program were 

                                            

21 These protocols are outlined in Section 3 of the first book of this portfolio. 
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confident enough with early versions of the innovation that they embarked upon 

presenting Senior Success in their schools. It was an example of meeting a 

need with what is available at the time. The students in Stage 6 between 2007 

and 2010 would not even be at school if the implementation of the innovation 

was delayed until all research and development was completed. The priority of 

the teachers presenting the program was to meet the needs of their students 

and their community, not to assist with the research and development of the 

program. Thus, the protocols of returning evidence were by invitation only and 

could not be mandated. Whilst many of the participating schools were more 

than co-operative in collecting and returning evidence, it was not consistent that 

every school returned evaluations or attendance data. Subsequently accurate 

participation data is not available at the level of how many people have 

participated in the program. Whilst it would be ideal to have more statistical 

data, the communication protocols preclude demanding data be contributed. 
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3.10. Summary of the Learning Framework over the 
Development of the Project. 

 

 

 

 

• A program is needed - PLP data 

• Who? Where? When? How? 

• Proactive information  needed for 
changing the learning  partnership as 
evidenced by PLPs . 

• Importance  of home-school 
partnership. 

2005 

•Development of 1st workshops 

•Creation of workshop times and 
the organisation strategies 
developed. 

•Students were keen to attend, 
the information was making a 
difference and relationships 
were enhanced 

2006 
• Second Groups  organised Year 12 

program developed. 

• Program run for Year 11 and Year 12 
with positive evaluations. 

• One person  cannot be the only 
presenter. 

2007 

•Senior Success is 
included in the school 
improvement plan. 

•Marketing is important! 

•SS can be of great value 
to students  with  
particular learning 
needs 

2008 

•Extension to other 
schools required 
extensive writing of 
explicit support 
materials. 

•Professional  Learning 
needed  development. 

•SS met perceived 
needs in a wide range 
of schools. 

2009 

•Research needed into 

perceived needs of a range of 

parents/carers. 

•The dynamic nature of 

education means that the 

program needs to also be 

dynamic in its information. 

•The program needs to be 

published in a format which 

can be modified. 

•Regardless of background 

parents/carers need both 

information and affirmation. 

2010 
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3.11. Conclusion 
 

Senior Success and the associated products emerged through professional 

judgement and a commitment to reflective practice. The formal research was 

undertaken to ensure that this judgement and reflection were triangulated with 

evidence collected in a thorough, rigorous manner. However, at all times the 

formal process had to be complimentary to meeting the needs of the students, 

teachers and communities using the Senior Success. 

 

  

•Need to develop SS to suit 
schools without Year 11 exams. 

•SS is more likely to attract 
participants with a known 
presenter. 

•SS can have significant  impact 
with small numbers. 

2011 

•Refocus on the  promotion 
of SS in a range of schools. 

•Investigate  the 
adaptations, if any, that an 
urban school would require. 

•Ensure that SS meets the 
needs of  the rapidly 
changing Stage 6 
demographic. 

2012 
•Develop a publishable 

version of the program. 

•Develop further strategies to 
enhance the  partnership  
between home, school and 
student. 

Future 
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4. Literature Examined to support the 
Development of the innovation 

 

The review of the literature that underpins the development of Senior Success 

was undertaken from two perspectives. One perspective was from academia, 

the other from the popular texts available for parents and students to buy at the 

local bookstore. I have sought to link the two branches of literature on the 

various topics being examined in order to analyse both what is available to the 

professional and to the parent, ultimately seeking the interface of information. 

The annotated reference list of readily available books and articles for parents 

and educators, that is part of the resources of Senior Success, identifies the 

target audience for the texts examined in this literature review. 

 

This review of literature has sought to examine the micro world of the student, 

the New South Wales context, the Australian context and the international 

context with regard to the areas around which this review is framed. The 

framework for the review of literature is outlined in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4 Framework of Literature Review 

This project examines the body of research and the knowledge available to 

practitioners and parents, seeking a strategy to respond to this understanding. 

Knowing what is needed must be translated into ways of doing what is needed 

in order to maximize the outcomes of social competence and academic 

achievement (Sugai, et al., 2011). Figure 5 summarises the personal skills and 

qualities which emerged from the literature as protective factors for students 

during their participation in the HSC experience. The challenge which faces 

educators is how to facilitate the qualities and skills on the left of the Figure 5 in 

order to ensure engagement, the essential foundation for achieving outcomes. 

 

Issues with 
Parental 

Involvement 

Home-School 
Partnership 

What is the 
HSC? 

Developing 
Partnerships 

Adolescent 
Development 

Connectedness  
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Self esteem 
Connectedness 
Self efficacy 
Well-being 
Positive goals 
Hope 
Resilience 
Organisational Skills 
Learning/Studying skills 
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Social competence 

and 

Academic Achievement 

 

Figure 5 Protective Factors which support the outcomes of Social competence and 

Academic Achievement. 

 

Senior Success is a strategy for doing what is needed based upon the solid 

foundation of knowing what is needed. 

 

The following salient quotations are the cornerstones for the framework of this 

literature review. It was through this review of literature and the early evidence 

collection that the innovation’s first versions were developed. 

The Higher School Certificate (HSC) is the highest award 
in secondary education in New South Wales. To be 
eligible for the award, students must complete Years 11 
and 12, satisfy HSC course requirements and sit for the 
statewide HSC examinations. 

        (NSWBOS, 2011) 

The partnership between educators and parents increases 
the potential for students to maintain healthy connections 
at school 

(D. H. Young, 2005) 
 
… the adolescent frontal lobes have essentially gone 
missing in action for a time. This means that teenage 
brains are all tuned up for emotions, fighting, running away 
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and romance but not so well tuned up for planning, 
controlling impulses and forward thinking. 

(Fuller, 2005b:9) 
 

Adolescents experience the highest rate of academic 
success and the lowest rate of at risk behaviours when 
they have strong connections to their school. 

(D. H. Young, 2005:9) 
 

4.1.1. What is the Higher School Certificate? 

 

The Higher School Certificate was introduced in 1967 under the Wyndham 

Scheme (NSWBOS, 1996). Over the ensuing years the HSC has experienced 

changes in syllabi, changes in assessment requirements and changes in 

outcome expectations and is currently undergoing further changes as the 

National Curriculum is incorporated into the HSC. 

The Higher School Certificate (HSC) is the highest award 
in secondary education in New South Wales. To be 
eligible for the award, students must complete Years 11 
and 12, satisfy HSC course requirements and sit for the 
statewide HSC examinations. 

        (NSWBOS, 2011) 

In the New South Wales education system, students work through a series of 

stages of learning that culminate in Stage 6 and the Higher School Certificate 

examination (hereafter: HSC). The New South Wales Board of Studies 

(hereafter: NSWBOS) is the governing body overseeing the syllabus and 

assessment of the Higher School Certificate. The NSWBOS defines the Higher 

School Certificate in the following manner: 

What is the Higher School Certificate? 
The HSC is an internationally recognised credential that 
provides a strong foundation for students whether they 
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wish to pursue tertiary qualifications, vocational training or 
employment. 
What must students do to gain the HSC? 
To gain an HSC, students must have completed a 
minimum of 12 units of Preliminary courses and 10 units of 
HSC courses. All courses in the HSC have a unit value. 
Most courses are 2 units. Students must satisfactorily 
complete the Preliminary course (usually studied during 
Year 11) before they are eligible to commence the 
corresponding HSC course (usually studied during Year 
12). English is the only compulsory subject for the HSC. 

     (NSWBOS, 2011) 
 

The examinations and assessment in Stage 6 can be high stakes for the 

student, whether it is in striving for marks to attain a desired university entrance 

or for the personal goal of completing Year 12 in order to pursue a trade or job 

(Harmer, 2003). Schools and society also place value upon the achievements 

of Year 12 students, by publicising results and celebrating achievement (see 

Parker, 2010: online or any NSW newspaper in mid December). The American 

Educational Research Association defines ‘high stakes’ testing as those tests 

that have serious consequences for the student and/or the educator (AREA, 

2000). Such testing and assessment can impacts upon both the student and 

their families (Gonczi, 2004) by influencing the way in which time is spent within 

the family, by contributing to stress and conflict and by placing financial 

demands upon the family.  

 

Each year about 60,000 students complete the HSC. In 2009 the figure 

reached 65 171 (Firth, 2009) The vast majority of those completing the HSC are 

late adolescents, aged between 17 and 18 years of age. These students 
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undertake two years of ongoing school based assessment tasks and then sit 

the external examinations set and marked by the New South Wales Board of 

Studies. Some students undertake alternative courses through vocational 

education or the TAFE institutes. Other students complete school based 

traineeships in conjunction with their other studies. In 2011 it is expected that 

there will be an increase in students completing the HSC or equivalent as the 

first group of students who must remain at school or in training until 17 years of 

age (NSWDEC, 2011a) , reach the end of their schooling22. 

 

The school based assessment requirements include at least four tasks per 

subject. At a minimum this equates to 20 tasks for the minimum of 10 units of 

study. More commonly it equates to between 24 and 30 tasks depending upon 

the subjects selected and the school’s assessment schedule. Students have 40 

weeks of school in Year 12. Realistically, once long weekends, school 

development days, sports carnivals and the days between examinations are 

factored into this timeframe, most students scrape 35 weeks of school time. 

Given that few schools undertake assessment task in the first 5 weeks of their 

course and no assessment can occur in the final 4 weeks of the course as 

marks are already submitted to the New South Wales Board of Studies, 

                                            

22 Data surrounding retention post the change to the leaving age is still being analysed (2012). 

Anecdotally, more students begin Year 11 but those who would have previously left at the end 

of Year 10 are tending to leave immediately they attain their 17
th
 birthday.  
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students can average, at a minimum, an assessment task per week during both 

Stage 6 years. This results in sustained expectations, sustained experience of 

being judged and sustained commitment for close to two years (NSWBOS, 

2011).  

 

The dynamic nature of the qualification has some important constants. The 

most significant is that it is a qualification that provides the keys to the training 

and employment futures in the adult world for young people who are on the 

cusp between childhood and adulthood. This constant and the constant of the 

HSC being the exit qualification from school mean that it has been, and 

remains, a watershed in the lives of many New South Wales students. 

 

The experience of the HSC is reported annually in the popular press. The 

stress and social issues are discussed in newspaper and magazine articles, 

there are talk back radio comments (Gonczi, 2004) and debates. Resources 

such as the BOS NSW Online Living with a HSC student (NSWBOS, 2011) and 

Secrets of HSC Success (Kunz, 2009) reflect the commonly accepted belief 

that the HSC is a personally challenging experience for many young people 

and their families (Cracknell, 2001). However, as Smith (2004) acknowledges 

there are very few published research papers focusing upon this experience. 

As Smith suggests this may be due to the reticence of schools, students and 

parents to allow the time to participate in research studies during this crucial 

time of study. Thus, advice from popular psychologists such as Michael Carr-
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Gregg dominates the available information about how the HSC impacts upon 

students and their families (Carr-Gregg, 2004; Carr-Gregg & Shale, 2002). This 

information tends to be provided for the audience of either students or parents 

or teachers. They are not focused upon developing the partnership between 

these groups. They are also intended for a literate audience who has the 

disposable income available to purchase books or have access to a library. 

There appears to be a gap in the literature regarding how to facilitate a 

collaborative approach to the HSC that includes the student, their school and 

their home. 

 

The HSC years are full of many opportunities to learn, grow, mature and 

celebrate. However, for a small number of students it is a time of extreme 

emotional and personal challenge. The 2003 report from the NSW Commission 

for Children and Young people reported 10 suicides of young people under 17  

(not including 18 year old suicides) between 1996 and 2000 (Sankey & 

Lawrence, 2003:29)23 that were directly attributable to HSC stress. Statistically 

this is a small group of students; however, the impact of such loss is 

immeasurable. The loss of a student is worst case scenario, yet it is a solemn 

reminder that the HSC experience may be one of damage rather than growth. 

One parent in Focus Group 1 had an attempt suicide experience with her son 

                                            

23 This disturbing statistic is referenced in a range of sources. I have selected the source where 

the context of the discussion is most pertinent for clarification of this review. 
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linked to the HSC and school stress, a salient reminder that this statistic has a 

personal reality. 

 

How to ensure students achieve their potential in this assessment process is 

the subject of considerable research, such as the work of Ayres, Dinham & 

Sawyer in 2000 who focused upon teacher quality and best practice for HSC 

teachers (Ayres, Sawyer, & Dinham, 2004). The factors that contribute to 

achievement have been anaylsed by researcher, John Hattie. Hattie recognizes 

that 50% of achievement is a response to the student and their commitment to 

their studies, 30% is related to teachers and their pedagogy and 5% is linked to 

the leadership of the principal. Whilst these are significant contributions, the 

impact of the home and the adults within that home also impact upon success 

for students. Hattie attributes 5 to 10% to the home influences. It is this sphere 

of influence that is the focus of this study (Hattie, 2003).  

 

This section of the literature poses challenges for creating an innovative 

response to the needs of students and their families. These challenges have at 

their core the experience of attaining a HSC. Thus the literature poses 

questions for contemplation: How can schools support parents and other 

significant adults in maximizing the success of young people through Stage 6? 

How do school personnel share knowledge about the experience of Stage 6 

and ensure that the partnership between the school, the home and the young 

person is functional and effective? 
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4.1.2. Partnership between Home and School 

The partnership between educators and parents increases the 

potential for students to maintain healthy connections at school 

(D. H. Young, 2005) 

The significance of the role of the family in a child’s education is undisputed. 

The HSC is the culmination of a child’s schooling and is thus the time when it 

becomes tempting to allow the home-school partnership to diminish, when it is 

actually a time when the partnership needs to be at its strongest. This is 

because Stage 6 is the crucial time to ensure that the young person can 

optimise their future opportunities. 

  

Decades of research show that when parents are involved students 

have 

 Higher grades, test scores, and graduation rates  

 Increased motivation  

 Better self-esteem  

 Lower rates of suspension   

 Decreased use of drugs and alcohol  

 Fewer instances of violent behaviour 

(Michigan Department of Education 2002) 

 

Results from evaluations in UK schools in the 1990’s show that there are 

substantial benefits from involvement in home-school partnership, with regard to 

the confidence of parents in their parenting and in improved communication with 

their young people (Coleman & Hendry, 1999). American research also 
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supports the invaluable role of home-school partnerships and the significance of 

nurturing this relationship being explicit in policy and actuality (Edwards, 2002). 

One of the keys to ensuring a healthy life experience is to strengthen families as 

“it is evident now that parental influence does not decline across the adolescent 

years” (Blum, 1998:185). 

 

In New South Wales Department of Education schools, home school 

partnerships are at the core of policy and planning expectations. This 

partnership is a pillar of The Office of Schools Plan (NSWDEC, 2011b), Our 15 

to 19 Year Olds Strategy (NSWDET, 2006), The Priority Schools Program 

(NSWDEC, 2011d), the Schools in Partnership (SiP) program (NSWDET, 2010) 

and the Aboriginal Educational Policy (NSWDEC, 2010). It is expected that the 

community develops partnerships with the school to support the learning and 

development of all students. Improving the participation of Indigenous parents in 

school education is also a national priority, with the aim of ensuring that 

Indigenous communities are supported in developing effective partnerships with 

schools (Australian College of Educational Research, 2005) . 

 

The report, Raising Expectations: Improving expectations in New South Wales 

Schools (Helme, Polesel, Teese, Nicholas, & Walstab, 2005) states, as 

Recommendation 9, that schools need to initiate programs to increase the 

participation of parents and carers in the education of their students. 

Adolescents, their families and their schools clearly need to form a learning 
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partnership if the significant benefits of parent participation are to be gained for 

the each student. This partnership cannot discriminate concerning which 

parents will be involved. Opportunity for all parents to be in partnership with the 

school must be facilitated. 

Regardless of income, education level, or cultural 
background, all families can – and do – contribute to their 
children’s success. When parents encourage learning and 
voice high expectations for the future, they are promoting 
attitudes that are keys to achievement. Students who feel 
that they have some control over their destiny, that they 
can earn an honourable place in society, that hard work 
will be recognized and rewarded, are students who do well 
in school. Although these attitudes are formed at home, 
they can be either strengthened or discouraged at school. 

 (Henderson & Berla, 1994:14) 

 

During adolescence many students are frantically flapping their wings and 

wanting to be independent, often actively discouraging and even hindering 

parental involvement at school (Edwards, 2002). Young people appear to have 

an entrenched fear that they will be ‘talked about’ by their parents and teachers 

if ever they are foolish enough to allow them to communicate with each other! 

Difficulty in establishing an effective partnership is then coupled with 

demographic differences that often exists between the school community and 

the teaching staff; socio-culturally, financially and educationally (Coco, Goos, & 

Kostogriz, 2007; Mahler & Zehm, 2000). Such differences can create 

communication barriers that decrease the likelihood that parents of Stage 6 

students will have when seeking to establish an effective partnership with the 

school.  
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There are, however, numerous opportunities for parents to be involved in the 

learning partnership within their children’s schools. These are evident in most 

primary schools and include parent helpers for group work, reading and other 

activities, inviting parents to assemblies, involving them as canteen helpers, 

active involvement at sports carnivals, and participation in cultural activities. 

Parents are encouraged, often expected, to be able to teach their children at 

home as they work through homework activities and assignments (NSWDET, 

2009). However, in the early years of secondary school, as students progress 

through school, the opportunities offered to participate appear to diminish, and 

the available time that parents have also diminishes. Therefore, partnership 

opportunities need to be genuine and effective (DEEWR, 2008), supported by 

time-effective and contextually appropriate programs. 

 

Parents also experience a shift in the curriculum expectations of students’ 

learning experiences as they enter secondary school. It takes a minimum of four 

years of university training to prepare individuals to teach secondary subjects; 

the learning is far more demanding than elementary literacy and numeracy. This 

is rarely explained to parents who innocently try to continue to assist their 

secondary students only to end up in frustrated arguments because ‘You don’t 

know what I am doing!’ The learning partnership needs to shift focus as parents, 

and in many cases teachers, move from guide and expert to facilitator and 

support person. This needs explicit support and cannot simply be an assumed 

transition. It must also remember that even the smartest, most well educated 
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parent can become very dumb in their children’s eyes as those children move 

through adolescence. 

 

4.1.3. Issues with Parental Involvement 

The involvement of parents as well as other community members is usually well 

structured and supported in primary schools (Coleman & Hendry, 1999). As 

discussed in the last section, when children cross the great divide into 

adolescence and the secondary school there is a sharp decline in parental 

involvement (DEEWR, 2008). This is not just an Australian phenomenon; it is 

recognised internationally as a common occurrence as children move into High 

School (Gregory, 2000). Work-hours, child-care commitments, transport, 

responsibilities to younger children; who are more obvious in their need for 

parental support, all pose challenges for participation in the learning partnership 

for families with Stage 6 students. Additionally, schools can also be a very 

daunting place to enter for parents who had negative experiences during their 

own education. In communities where students’ parents are ex-students of the 

same school, this can be a particularly significant issue. When the teacher is the 

same person who taught the parent, shifting roles from a student to an adult in 

partnership with the teacher can pose further obstacles. The ‘shame factor’ is 

another significant barrier for many parents to overcome. The fear that their own 

education may be called into question can also hinder parental involvement, 
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particularly once students move beyond the level of education that their parent 

achieved (Helme, et al., 2005; Mahler & Zehm, 2000). 

 

Students who come from families where the adults have educated backgrounds 

also need their parents to be updated regarding current expectations and ways 

of meeting those expectations. The Higher School Certificate today is very 

different from the HSC of twenty years ago and parents need to understand 

these differences. Parents also need the opportunity to explicitly discuss 

learning expectations with their students. It is important to recognise that the 

last experience with school for most adults is usually their own experience, 20 

to 30 years prior to their child’s experience. 
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4.1.4. Considerations for the development of Parent 
Education Programs. 

 

The importance of the involvement of parents in the education of their children 

is an accepted paradigm in Australian Education (ACER, 2005; DEEWR, 2008; 

NSWDEC, 2011b; NSWDET, 2009). The Department of Education, 

Employment and Workplace Relations have released a framework for Family-

School Partnerships that iterates that the involvement of the family in the 

education of the child is part of the core business of schools (DEEWR, 2008). 

The Department of Education and Training in New South Wales values the role 

of this partnership as does the New South Wales Institute of Teachers. The 

commitment to this partnership is a commitment to enhanced learning, 

behaviour and attendance outcomes. 

 

This partnership is easier said than done. It seems logical, and it seems that 

this would be what all stakeholders would wish for, however it is not that simple, 

it is a partnership fraught with challenges. These challenges involve the differing 

understanding of the expectations of schools, of the changes in educational 

practice since the parent was at school, challenges with the language of the 

partnership and with the baggage that each adult carries from their own school 

experience. As previously stated, this challenge can be exacerbated when the 

parent was the student in the same school as their child, a common occurrence 

in rural areas. 
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The work of Dr Dorit Braun, current Chief Executive, U.K Parentline Plus and 

formerly the Chief Executive, U.K National Stepfamily Association, examined 

the challenges and the considerations necessary to develop effective parent 

programs in the complex area of health and child development (Braun, 1997). 

Her work identifies considerations that provide a scaffold for the development of 

a family-school partnership that is proactive in responding to possible barriers to 

effective and genuine partnership 

 

Braun advocates planned and structured interventions that facilitate learning 

about the role of parenting and an opportunity to meet with others working 

through the same developmental experiences. These interventions need to 

meet the needs of all stakeholders (Braun,1997). A particular challenge of 

parent support programs during late adolescence is that a vocal and 

increasingly autonomous stakeholder in the intervention is the young person 

themself.  

 

Once the aim and purpose of the intervention is articulated, it is important to 

consider how to ensure that learning occurs. For this to happen there needs to 

be an opportunity to engage in the learning for the participants. Direct 

information delivery without the opportunity to engage in the learning rarely 

results in changes in parenting practice (Braun,1997). Partnership, by definition, 

is a two-way relationship. One person telling the others what they should know 

and do and the other listening and contributing only by a possible response to 
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the polite enquiry ‘Any questions?’ cannot develop a relationship. Home-school 

partnership requires an engagement in the partnership and engagement in the 

learning associated with the partnership. Effective parent education must be 

rather more sophisticated than the straight forward imparting of information 

(Braun, 1997). 

 

The opportunity for parents, their young person and the school to engage 

collaboratively provides a forum to share experiences, ideas, and questions. 

Thus there is a distinction between parent information evenings that impart 

information and an intervention that explicitly addresses the multifaceted 

experience of parenting and supporting young people through Stage 6. For an 

intervention to have sustained impact, the program must engage with the 

emotional, social and behavioural aspects of the parenting experience. The 

intervention must also respond to the real concerns of the participants (Braun, 

1997) and delineate the differences between assumed knowledges and genuine 

knowledge. 

  

Parenting is a complex mesh of feelings, emotions and aspirations. Regardless 

of the background of the parents 95% will state that they want their children to 

have a good school education (Helme, et al., 2005:43) but what this looks like 

and how this experience develops requires support from the school. 

Traditionally parent education has focused on working with the mother and with 

young children. Family-school partnerships also tend towards supporting 
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families of primary school and middle school aged students (see DEEWR, 2008 

for examples of best practice interventions). However, parent education 

programs are important for both, or all individuals and parents, depending upon 

the family structure, and at all stages of parenting (Braun, 1997). This includes 

the parenting of late adolescents through the last years of their schooling. 

 

The Australian Federal Government Department of Education, Employment and 

Workplace Relations (Hereafter: DEEWR) acknowledges the primary role of the 

parent in the education of the child and that the family has a strong influence on 

educational outcomes both before and after the formal years of school 

education (DEEWR, 2008). This role is not a simple role. It can prove a stressful 

role for parents regardless of their circumstances. The pressures and conflicts 

inherent in parenting can interfere in the relationship between parent(s) and 

child. Parenting has become increasingly more isolated and unsupported with 

the societal changes of recent decades; this isolation can peak in late 

adolescence. The provision of opportunities to decrease stress and isolation 

has potential to support parents in avoiding negative relationship cycles with 

their children (Braun, 1997) thus enhancing their abilities to support the young 

person in achieving the desired outcomes from their school education. 

 

Given the importance of the role of parents in the education of their children, 

parents need to understand the school system (Braun, 1997; DEEWR, 2008). 

This is never more important than when understanding the complexities of the 
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New South Wales Board of Studies rules in conjunction with the Department of 

Education and Training policies and expectations, coupled with the policies and 

expectations of the school that the young person attends. These three 

institutions have a complex interdependence that must be understood in order 

to maximize learning opportunities and minimize the stress of meeting 

requirements for HSC assessment. Parenting students travelling through this 

experience has its own set of needs and knowledges, different from other 

experiences of parenting. 

 

DEEWR acknowledges that the development of a partnership between family 

and school requires commitment and time. These are not only needed for the 

development of the functional tasks associated with an intervention but also to 

build a relationship between participants. Professionals need to be mindful that 

they are respectful and genuine in their work with families. Any intervention 

must avoid being perceived as being a suggestion that the school is critical of 

the efforts that parents are already making. It should not be in any way inferred 

that the professionals believe that their knowledge makes them superior to 

participants. A parent who senses that any professional is either hostile or 

judgmental about their parenting style will be quick to reject the advice of the 

intervention (Braun,1997). As the desired outcome is to improve the confidence 

of parents in supporting students in their learning, such a perception would be 

not only counter-productive but it would also be detrimental to the student. 

Effective partnerships are based on mutual trust, respect and shared 
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responsibilities for the education of young people (DEEWR, 2008). Time and 

commitment are needed to create such relationships. 

 

Parents play a central role throughout life’s stages. Many adolescents get on 

well with their parents and seek their advice, yet this relationship becomes 

strained when parents are at a loss as to what is expected of them and what the 

expectations of the school system are (Coleman & Hendry, 1999). 

 

Involvement in the partnership between family and school is not without barriers 

(Braun, 1997). DEEWR documents state that schools must address these 

barriers to involvement. Amongst the groups that Braun (1997) identifies as 

hard to reach demographics are parents of teenagers, low SES communities, 

minority groups and fathers (Braun, 1997:115). Additionally parents with limited 

educational experiences themselves can be a hard to reach group to involve in 

family-school partnerships. Single parents and shift workers, those from rural 

areas; farm workers, and those with limited financial means to access transport 

are also experience barriers to their participation in partnerships and 

interventions that aim to facilitate that partnership. Parents of late adolescents 

may have barriers compounded by their young person wishing to avoid the 

opportunity for their parents to be better informed about their education. 

However significant these barriers are many parents are in great need of 

support, education and information. They want to support their children, to 

manage the stress and conflict involved in Stage 6 and to provide opportunity to 
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succeed for their child. It is the business of the school to overcome the barriers 

and create the conditions for an effective home-school partnership to flourish. 

4.1.5. Adolescent Development  

 

… the adolescent frontal lobes have essentially gone missing in action 

for a time. This means that teenage brains are all tuned up for 

emotions, fighting, running away and romance but not so well tuned 

up for planning, controlling impulses and forward thinking. 

(Fuller, 2005b) 

The challenges of understanding the period of adolescence have been known 

for centuries. This was acknowledged as far back as Aristotle who is attributed 

with the statement; Youth are heated by nature as drunken men by wine (Dahl, 

2004: 9). 

 

This is a period of life through which every adult has passed and yet it continues 

to pose challenges in terms of understanding and support needed for young 

people in this stage of life. The World Health Organization defines adolescence 

as the period of life between 10 and 19 and late adolescence as 15 years to 19 

years (WHO, 2011:14). More specifically, The Adolescent Development Affect 

Regulation and Pubertal Transition Research Network (cited in Dahl, 2004:9), 

defines adolescence as that awkward period between sexual maturation and 

the attainment of adult roles and responsibilities. Adolescence begins with the 

physical and biological changes related to puberty. However, the conclusion of 

adolescence is defined by the social acceptance of adult roles and 

responsibilities (Dahl, 2004). It is this combination of physical, neurological, 
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behavioural, emotional and social changes that defines this period of life. As 

such, developing understanding about adolescence, its needs, its challenges 

and its joys, requires a multi-disciplinary approach to research and to the 

development of proactive interventions that mitigate the negative trajectories 

established during adolescence and support the positive trajectories (Dahl, 

2004). 

 

This period of life is also the period of time which covers some of the most 

crucial events of academic development (Bradley & Dubinsky, 1994), 

particularly the move to the complexities of abstract thinking (Vialle, Lysaght, & 

Verenikina, 2005). It sees the move towards being critical thinkers and to 

engaging in learning that is driven by more autonomous interests. 

 

The experience of adolescence is as unique as each individual passing from 

childhood to adulthood (Carr-Gregg & Shale, 2002). It is important that 

generalizations about the dramatic and disturbing manifestations of adolescent 

impetuous and passionate behaviours do not cloud the understanding that for 

each individual this is a period of life when they seek the answer to the 

question, “What is my place in the world?” (Carr-Gregg & Shale, 2002:2). It is 

not surprising that many young people find this stage daunting and, for some, 

quite frightening (Carr-Gregg & Shale, 2002). The stakes are high and at this 

stage even the most intelligent young person can be prone to impulsivity, 

irrational responses and an inability to deal with adversity in a rational and 
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logical manner (Dahl, 2004). Into this challenging developmental stage, when 

creating strategies, goal setting and logical planning are difficult, our society 

offers the keys to cars and demands that the young person commit to the 

sustained application of preparing for and sitting the Higher School Certificate, 

often simultaneously. 

 

Late adolescents have, usually, completed the dramatic physical changes of 

growing from child to adult. However, the emotional and social changes 

continue to occur with the rapidity that height and weight changed early in 

adolescence (Carr-Gregg & Shale, 2002; Hilbrecht, Zuzanek, & Mannell, 2008). 

Through this time the adults who are the spectators, supporters, and financiers, 

of the late adolescent need to develop skills and understanding to facilitate their 

children’s positive life trajectories. In order to do this, they must understand the 

need adolescents have for reassurance (Carr-Gregg & Shale, 2002), explicit 

care  and the challenges of generational difference (McQueen, 2009). The 

adolescent’s ‘support team’ will need to create space which facilitates 

conversation (McQueen, 2009), the articulating of emerging adult values and 

beliefs, the listening to the creation of ideas and for understanding the 

tumultuous nature of the life experience of the adolescent (Carr-Gregg & Shale, 

2002).  

 

The transition to adulthood has been increasingly delayed in modern times 

(Coleman & Hendry, 1999). Definitions of adulthood and points of 
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independence from the parental home vary dramatically from 16 years of age, 

when a young person may choose to leave home, to 22 years of age, when a 

young person is, according to Centrelink, the Australian Government’s social 

welfare agency, financially independent of their parents24. This poses significant 

challenges for parents of late adolescents as they help their offspring to 

negotiate the line between independence and dependence (Coleman & Hendry, 

1999). This transition is compounded by being characterized by the excitement 

and anticipation adolescents have for the next stage of life and underlying, and 

usually hidden, grief for what will not be again. This ambiguity of emotion leads 

to anxiety for both young adult and their parent, anxiety which needs negotiation 

and discussion (Coleman & Hendry, 1999).  

 

The life trajectories established in adolescence have major impacts on the life 

experience. Adversities and challenges are part of the life experience as one 

moves to adulthood. Unfortunately some of these adversities and challenges 

have life defining consequences and need to be addressed and early 

intervention put in place in order to minimize the possible long term negative 

consequences of adolescent behaviours (Dahl, 2004). Being connected to 

family, school and community serve as a protection against some of the more 

negative experiences of adolescence (Fuller, 2005a).  

 

                                            

24 See http://www.centrelink.gov.au/internet/internet.nsf/payments/ya_independent.htm 
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In 2005 it was estimated that 20% of Australian adolescents will experience 

substantial difficulties during this period of life (Fuller, 2005a). It is also believed 

that 1 in 4 young people experience depression before their 18th birthday 

(Fuller, 2005). 2004 American statistics indicate a 200% increase in morbidity 

and mortality during the adolescent years in comparison to childhood (Dahl, 

2004:3). In New South Wales in 2009 twenty per cent of all drivers and 

motorcycle riders involved in fatal crashes were young persons aged 17-25, but 

this age group accounted for only 14% per cent of license holders. The high risk 

taking behaviours associated with alcohol accelerates in late adolescence. By 

Year 11 (which is below the legal drinking age in New South Wales) 89% of 

boys and 87% of girls have had experience with alcohol. Also of significant 

concern are the 48% of boys and 37% of girls who have had experience with 

marijuana, an illegal drug (Fuller, 2005a:6). As other indices of adult life are 

delayed in western society, the need to express emerging adulthood can lead to 

negative behaviours. Whilst most adolescents emerge relatively unscathed by 

these experiences, those who are living the experience of adolescence; and 

those who are watching it, need to reflect upon the fear of witnessing the 

moment when ‘another statistic’ is created. 

 

In order to protect their children without stifling the process of development, 

parents, teachers and other adults need to provide appropriate social 

scaffolding through establishing a balance between monitoring and 

management and allowing increasing autonomy over time (Dahl, 2004). For 
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parents this is often a time of confusion and isolation as there are limited 

opportunities to articulate the challenges and to seek support in finding 

solutions to these challenges. Carr-Gregg and Slade (2002) describe the 

experience of raising adolescents as picking up mercury with a fork. It is 

exciting, unpredictable and daunting. It is a time when society needs to work 

collaboratively to provide scaffolds for young people to develop positive life 

trajectories through enhancing social competence and academic achievement.  

 

4.1.6. Connectedness 

 

Adolescents experience the highest rate of academic success and the 

lowest rate of at risk behaviours when they have strong connections to 

their school. 

(D. H. Young, 2005:9) 

 

Teachers and other adults within the school community need to take a proactive 

and explicit role in fostering connectedness within the school community and 

involvement with the learning in that community. Higher achievement scores are 

the outcome of strong school connections (D. H. Young, 2005). School 

connectedness deals with the emotional affiliation that students have with their 

school, family and community. Connectedness is developed through a sense of 

belonging to a community. It includes a sense of trust and encompasses the 

commitment of the community to the individual and of the individual to the 

community (Shochet, Homel, Cockshaw, & Montgomery, 2008:2; D. H. Young, 

2005). It includes the connectedness of the home with the school. Whilst 
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significant bonds can develop naturally within the school community, there is a 

risk of random “hit and miss” relationship development that can see some 

students and families with very strong connectedness and others with a 

profound sense of isolation within the school community. Adults are needed 

during the late teen years more than ever and it is the partnerships between the 

adults in the student’s life that support a healthy and well-adjusted student 

(Liebel, 2004). 

 

School connectedness helps to build the bridge between childhood and 

adulthood (Blum, 1998; D. H. Young, 2005). It is what strengthens the student 

as they prepare for a bright future (D. H. Young, 2005). It is also the creation of 

the ties that hold a student securely when faced with the disappointments and 

the challenges of the latter years of school (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003; 

Shochet, et al., 2008; D. H. Young, 2005). School connectedness is not the sole 

responsibility of the teachers and school administration. The attitude towards 

school developed in the home environment contributes to a student’s propensity 

to connect with their school (D. H. Young, 2005). It is therefore important that 

the school and the home work in partnership in order to facilitate and sustain 

connectedness to school (Shochet, et al., 2008).  

 

Engagement in learning is the essential precursor to achievement of social 

competence and academic achievement (Klem & Connell, 2004). Engagement 

is the “psychological process, specifically, the attention, interest, investment, 



 

 Katherine Wade-McCrohon Page 79 

 

and effort students expend in the work of learning” (Marks, 2000). Students are 

most engaged in their learning when they have a sense of well-being and 

belonging (Blum, 1998; Klem & Connell, 2004; D. H. Young, 2005). Belonging, 

or the sense of connectedness, has a reciprocal relationship with engagement 

(Van Ryzin, Gravely, & Roseth, 2009). Thus, ensuring explicit opportunities to 

foster belonging and connectedness are critical to success at school (Van 

Ryzin, et al., 2009). 

 

Engagement in learning requires attendance at the site of that learning. For the 

majority of HSC students this site is the school. School attendance is a 

necessary precursor to achievement at school. Croninger & Lee (2001) 

hypothesise that students who have resources to draw upon, based upon their 

network of relationships with adults are more likely to complete school than 

those without such connectedness (Croninger & Lee 2001). Positive 

connections with the school, are the result of positive relationships which create 

lasting incentives to attend school (Croninger & Lee, 2001; Klem & Connell, 

2004). The New South Wales education system has mandatory engagement in 

education until the age of 17 (NSWDEC, 2011a). This often means that the last 

year of school, the year of the HSC is the only non-compulsory year of 

education. Supporting students who are no longer compelled to attend school is 

an important task as school, or educational, completion is a protective factor 

against unemployment, lower lifelong earnings, welfare dependence and 

associated negative cycles of life-experience (Croninger & Lee, 2001). 
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The seminal work on HSC stress conducted in the late 1990’s by Sinclair and 

Smith (2000) noted that 40% of students experience higher than normal levels 

of stress and anxiety through the HSC. This work notes the research challenges 

associated with accessing students during their HSC years in order to study 

their experiences. As an experienced Higher School Certificate teacher, I fully 

concur with Sinclair and Smith’s ethical dilemma, HSC students do not need 

any further disturbances to their learning time. However, whilst this work is 

dated by the changes in structure to the HSC in 2000, there is no evidence of a 

decrease in potential stressors. Rather popular media and the experience of 

teachers and students indicate that the concerns expressed in 1999 have 

probably been exacerbated rather than diminished with the 2000 HSC.  

 

Connectedness acts as a mediator against the trauma of stress and anxiety 

(Blum, 1998). Students who feel connected are less likely to engage in high risk 

taking behaviours, less likely to become pregnant, less likely to drop out of 

school and less likely to suffer mental health problems, particularly depression 

and anxiety (Shochet, et al., 2008; Van Ryzin, et al., 2009; D. H. Young, 2005). 

This is because students who feel connected have avenues to express their 

concerns and to engage in discussion about the self-management of negative 

beliefs and behaviours (D. H. Young, 2005). Van Ryzin, Gravely et.al (2009) 

suggest that connectedness with the ability of a person to develop and sustain a 

sense of hope. They write that, 
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Hope correlates positively with extant measures of 
adjustment such as self-efficacy, dispositional optimism, 
self-actualisation and general wellbeing, and correlates 
negatively with measures of maladjustment such as 
depression and anxiety. 

(Van Ryzin, et al., 2009:2)  
 

Importantly hope leads to a propensity to view problems as challenges rather 

than threats (Van Ryzin, et al., 2009). This attitude leads to engagement, the 

foundation for positive academic outcomes. 

 

Given that stress in evident in the experiences of significant numbers of HSC 

students, school connectedness is important for all students and their families. 

However, it takes on particular significance for students who are vulnerable 

because of endemic, generational unemployment, socio-economic 

disadvantage, low parental education levels and under-resourced school 

infrastructure (Helme, et al., 2005). These students need extra support from the 

school community (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003). This is not to suggest 

that the parents do not care about their students’ academic achievement. 

Helme, Polesel etal’s (2005) research into Priority Schools Funding Programs 

(PSFP – now known as PSP) suggests that 92% of students from PSFP 

schools agree or strongly agree that their parents/carers want them to do well at 

school (Helme, et al., 2005). However, there is a gap between some parents 

desire to see their children successful in their education and their access to 

skills and cultural capital needed to make this happen. This report stated: 
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It was evident that, despite high expectations of their 
children, many parents had limited ability to support them 
because they had not finished school themselves. 

(Helme, et al., 2005:431) 
 

Connectedness with school is too significant to leave to chance. Teachers and 

administrators need to create opportunities to encourage, enhance and reinforce 

this connectedness (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003). Teachers need an 

understanding of the role they play in supporting connectedness and developing 

a strong partnership between home and school. Schools need to create 

opportunities to develop the skills for teachers in communicating with parents and 

carers and in facilitating the engagement of parents and carers in the educative 

process. This is a requirement of the New South Wales Institute of Teachers – 

Element 7 (NSWIT, 2010). Teachers need to demonstrate their interest in 

fostering connectedness through their participation in a wide range of school 

activities and an awareness of their school community (D. H. Young, 2005). They 

also need to create opportunities for discussion and the sharing of ideas and 

concerns as it is only through open dialogue that possible negative issues can be 

circumvented and the focus of students returned to the engagement in the 

learning experience. 

 

Connected relationships at school can bridge this gap with sensitivity and 

avoidance of paternalistic attitudes, which often further alienate students and 

families from the school. Schools cannot prevent the challenges that students 
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and families face in their communities, but they can equip members of their 

communities with the knowledge, skills and confidence necessary to understand 

the expectations and requirements of Stage 6, to be resilient and to strive to 

achieve their own goals.  

 

The value of connected relationships between home, school, community and the 

student is supported by a range of policies, research and school system 

expectations. Unfortunately for such a relationship to be established there are 

many accepted paradigms that need to be challenged and learnt behaviours 

addressed. Adolescents and their parents tend to grow into the belief that parents 

are best seen and not heard. There is an acceptance that parents should limit 

themselves to showing up, smiling and nodding at presentation evenings or 

frowning and shaking their heads when their child has been in trouble (M. D. 

Young, 2000). Young people often develop the habit of not handing notes to 

parents, avoiding opportunities for their parent to have contact with their teacher, 

particularly if that contact is ‘unsupervised’ by the young person. These beliefs 

create barriers for the development of positive collaboration and scaffolding of 

the young person. Additionally there are increasing numbers of young people 

who live independently or who are in the care of people other than their biological 

parents, for whom the constant reference to parent is a further alienation from the 

school system that they are trying to navigate on their own. For these reasons 

there is a need to establish a different language for developing connectedness 

that enables an avenue for all students to kindle, or re-kindle, a partnership 
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between their homes and their school. Such a language is available through the 

adaptation of mentoring program language to the context of a home, school, 

student partnership. 

 

Traditionally youth mentoring involves the participation of a non-parental adult in 

the scaffolding of the young person towards autonomous adulthood. 

The classic definition of mentoring is of an older 
experienced guide who is acceptable to the young person 
and who can help ease the transition to adulthood by a 
mix of support and challenge  

(Philip & Hendry, 2000:216) 

This definition is also supported by the American National Mentoring 

Partnership,  

Mentoring is defined as a ‘‘structured and trusting 
relationship that brings young people together with caring 
individuals who offer guidance, support, and 
encouragement aimed at developing the competence and 
character of the mentee’’ 

(Chung, 2005) 
 

These definitions also reflect the purpose of parents and teachers seeking a 

means of supporting young people through the vulnerable and demanding latter 

years of schooling. They also support the need for young people who live 

outside the structures of traditional families to have the same level of scaffolding 

as those who have the presence of a parental figure in their lives. 

Young people need support. Parents and other adults need entrée into the 

school and teachers need a means of welcoming involvement of the home. The 

use of the language of mentoring is a possible means of, not only addressing 
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barriers but also of creating bridges to effective home, school, student 

partnership. This language removes the distinction between those students who 

have parental support and those who do not. It also ensures that each student 

has the language to ask for assistance and to articulate their needs from a 

home school partnership. 

 

4.1.6.1. Challenges posed to teachers and parents by the body of 
research 

 

The literature indicates that a strong home–school partnership and the 

connectedness that such a partnership can create can ensure that young 

people are effectively scaffolded through this challenging period of life. How can 

parents support their student to achieve their goals during the often challenging 

Stage 6 years? What skills do parents/carers need to communicate 

expectations and responsibilities to their students? What skills do young people 

need to communicate effectively with their families as they move from child to 

adult? How can Stage 6 be managed effectively by students, families and 

schools? These are the questions posed by the body of literature. 
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Summary of The body of research underpinning the genesis of Home-
School-Student Partnership for Stage 6  

 Young people experience many challenges in the last two years of 

schooling. 

 Young people can become disengaged from learning and subsequently 

place themselves at the risk of not completing schools. 

 There is an increase in risk taking behaviour during the latter years of 
school. 

 The incidence of depression in late adolescence is 1 in 20 at any given 
time  

 Students need to engage in effective learning, revision and study 
practices in order to maximize their outcomes in Stage 6. 

 Students need a myriad of support structures and scaffolding in order to 
maximize their outcomes in Stage 6. 

 Students need to feel connected to both school and home to maximize 
their resilience to the challenges of Stage 6. 

 Families have an ongoing role in the support of their students throughout 
their education. 

 Understanding late adolescent development facilitates effective support 
of students. 

 Conflict resolution skills are essential for adult participation in 
relationships and the community. This is part of successful completion of 
schooling. 

 Students disengage when under stress, when involved in conflict, when 
their self-esteem is compromised or when contending with conflicting 
priorities. 

 Proactive strategies to minimize risk situations improve outcomes. 

 Engagement in learning must be maximized in order to achieve positive 
outcomes. 

 Engagement must be facilitated by all available structures. 
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5. Innovation Development  
 

5.1. Framework of the Innovation Development 
 

This innovation has been undertaken as Teacher Research. Teacher 

researchers are defined as classroom practitioners who are engaged in self-

motivated and self-generated systematic and informed inquiry with a view to 

enhancing their vocation as a professional educator (Lankshear & Knobel, 

2004). Teacher research is motivated by the desire to directly enhance the 

learning experience of students (Hostetler, 2005). Given that this is the primary 

purpose of teacher researchers, engaging in the research, development and 

implementation of an innovative practice is an effective approach for the teacher 

researcher. The needs of academic communities are constantly changing; 

educators are challenged to become innovative practitioners in their attempts to 

address these challenges. An educational innovation is a practice which is new 

to, or only marginally implemented, in a particular academic context and is 

designed to develop, improve, make more relevant or be more responsive to 

the needs of learners and enhance the learning process (Jacobs, 2000).  

 

Educational innovation shares many of the same paradigms as other innovation 

research. These paradigms will be discussed employing the consideration of 

Gamble’s (2008) guidelines for Developmental Evaluation. The explicit needs of 

the educational setting are reinforced by Jacobs (2000) with the salient 
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reminder of the complex, dynamic and unreproducible variables of the 

educational setting (Jacobs 2000). Educational innovation may be highly 

effective in one manifestation and yet not be effective in the next, returning to 

effectiveness with a new cohort of students. This variable is one of the great 

challenges of educational research, thus, the need for detailed and explicit 

information concerning context and policy frameworks. Throughout the research 

and development process of this project there have been major policy changes 

in school leaving age, the introduction of student laptops and the changes to 

School Based Traineeship and vocational education and training opportunities.  

 

As a teacher I have also changed roles and then changed schools. This 

impacted upon my role as a facilitator of Senior Success. For two years I did not 

have a home school in which to run the program, my work then had to focus on 

supporting other teachers in their own contexts to facilitate the program. My role 

was as a consultant or ‘outside expert’. In 2011 I returned to a school based 

position and resumed my role as a program facilitator whilst maintaining training 

and support for colleagues in other schools. As a new, unknown teacher, 

participation in my own school was very low, sometimes only 3 or 4 participants 

would attend. In 2012 as a known person and someone who now held credibility 

in that school’s community, participation increased significantly, the group 

exceeding 35 participants for every workshop. The dynamic nature of the 

environment, and my role within that environment, have been articulated in the 

Innovation Report – Book 2 of the portfolio.  
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Before embarking upon the process of evaluation of an innovation, Jacobs 

(2000) poses the question of What are the goals of the evaluation? Is the 

evaluation to inform practice, to improve delivery and outcomes? Or is the 

evaluation for the purposes of accountability? Jacobs suggests that educational 

innovative needs to meet these two purposes, purposes that are, at times, in 

tension. An eclectic approach to evaluation meets the multiple purposes of 

evaluation, improvement and accountability. 

 

A formative approach to evaluation seeks to identify weaknesses and aim at 

improving and a summative approach to evaluation seeks to highlight 

successes and provide evidence of worth (Gamble, 2008). Both of these are 

important in the evaluation of educational innovation. Jacobs also advocates the 

use of an illuminative approach which gathers ideas and the challenges of the 

evaluation and opens debate around the innovation. This project needed to 

undertake evaluation to inform practice and to give accurate information for 

accountability. Thus, an eclectic approach to the evaluation process was taken. 

This was undertaken in a chronological manner with the development cycle of 

one school year. This timeframe was because the implementation of each 

aspect of Senior Success is part of the annual cycle of the school calendar. 

Throughout the process of developing the innovation various forms of evidence 

were collected to inform the reflective practice. The term evidence is used 

where the term data is traditionally employed because the purpose of the 

information gathered is to inform Mode 2 knowledge, knowledge for action or 
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response within a dynamic context, rather than data to inform Mode 1 or pure 

knowledge. 

 

Perrin (2002) defines innovation as ‘novel ways of doing things better or 

differently’. Innovations, by their nature are risky. Aspects of the innovation may 

be perceived as ‘failing’, yet it is in the ‘failures’ that learning for improvement 

can be at its optimum. Perrin also argues that for an effective evaluation of 

innovation to occur that there should be examination of the key impacts 

experienced by participants rather than seeking meaningful change in mean 

scores. Mean scores in educational settings may not be experienced 

immediately, particularly if cultural change is an aspect of the innovation (Perrin 

2002).  

 

The score most commonly associated with Stage 6 is the HSC result. This 

poses the question does this innovation improve HSC scores? The answer is 

probably it does. Can this be substantiated? The answer is, no it cannot be 

because there are too many variables between each HSC student and cohort to 

attribute one program to results that are a culmination of 13 years of school 

education. Can those who attend be compared with those who do not attend 

Senior Success? Not with accuracy as those who attend are those seeking to 

attain the best possible results, those who ignore the invitation are often not 

motivated within the school setting and this would unrealistically inflate results 

around the value of the program. Thus, the value of the innovation is best 
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judged through the reported learning and growth through the cycles of 

development. 

 

The openness to learning through the experience of the innovation, rather than 

pretending that you have all of the answers is essential in innovative practice. 

The accurate identification of the extraordinary accomplishments of the 

innovation is without depth without the examination of the challenges of the 

innovation. These are the aspects that are distanced from the mean and these 

are the aspects which will make the development of the innovation most 

effective. 

 

Based upon the premises established by Jones and Perrin, the work of Gamble 

encapsulates the quality criterion that was used to undertake this innovative 

project. Gamble states that “initiatives that are innovative are often in a state of 

continuous development and adaptation, and they frequently unfold in a 

changing and unpredictable environment” (Gamble, 2008:13) This project 

epitomises this statement. The development of effective home-school-student 

partnerships in Stage 6 requires a reorganisation of the conceptualisation of the 

role of the home in relation to the student and their learning experience. It has 

been dependent upon feedback loops, illustrated in the chronological reflection 

of the developmental process, and it has utilized a range of evidence collection 

methods to attain the feedback needed for the continual improvement of the 

project. 
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Three key features of Developmental Evaluation are identified by Gamble:  

1. Framing the issue 

2. Testing quick iterations 

3. Tracking the trajectory of the innovation. 

Table 3 below illustrates how this project met each of the key features required 

for Development Evaluation to be appropriate to an innovative project. 

Table 3 Features of Developmental Research 

The framing of an 
issue. 

Social, and educational, innovators are mobilized by a 
powerful sense that something needs to change. The issue 
of this project was how to address the paradox that the 
development of Stage 6 home-school partnerships is both 
ephemeral and perennial. The teacher most involved is the 
Year Advisor, who, like the students passes through Stage 
6 in two years. However, this group is replaced by another 
Year Advisor and a different group of students. This new 
group is unique in its component personalities, yet shares 
common needs and challenges with other groups passing 
through this stage of their education. This period of a 
student’s education and of the Year Advisor’s professional 
life, passes with frightening speed and intense activity. 
Thus, the issues and challenges are quickly and often 
superficially dealt with and the next group to undertake this 
experience repeat the pitfalls. Averting the pitfalls was the 
‘something that needed to be done’ and that this project 
addressed. 

Testing quick 
iterations 

Initially this project was heading towards the familiar path of 
being a quick fix for one group and not developed with 
sustainability and transferability as goals of the project. As 
the reception of the initial workshops was so enthusiastic it 
became apparent that this project had the potential to make 
a difference in a wider context. For this to occur steps 
needed to be taken to “make visible the intuitive and tacit” 
(Gamble 2008:20) and for systematic and rigorous 
evidence collection to occur such that adjustments and 
improvements could be made to constantly improve the 
innovation. 

Tracking the 
trajectory of the 
innovation 

This project experienced many ‘roads not taken’. Each 
decision was tracked to reflect how the final destinations 
were reached. Some paths were embarked upon and then 
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retraced and others still branch ahead of the current path. 
The ability to track the trajectories of this project allows 
others who have similar decisions to make with regard to 
their implementation of the program to be more 
comprehensively informed before making their decisions. 

 

The process of development of the innovation has been reported 

chronologically, presenting the evidence and information of each year’s 

progress, challenges and development. This was undertaken using a continual 

process of examining What, So What, Now what? (Gamble, 2008:47) This cycle 

of innovation development has enabled the innovator, who is close to the 

process to attain critical distance from the developmental evaluation as the goal 

of best practice demands each aspect of the project be scrutinised and 

developed.  

 

5.2. Quality criteria used to guide the development 
processes - Quality Assurance 

 

The quality of a product created at the interface between academia and the 

workplace, must meet the rigours of academic research and the parallel 

demands of the workplace. Quality must be ensured amongst the multi-faceted 

demands of the workplace. When engaged in innovation within the professional 

setting, the dual expectations of intellectual rigour and workplace practicality 

can be categorised by linking Hammersley’s (1992) criteria for quality 
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knowledge development, with (Scott, Brown, Lunt, & Thorne, 2004) criteria for 

evaluation of knowledge developed for the workplace and community. 

 

As this work is at the intersection between the workplace and academic 

research. Whilst this intersection is dominated by the workplace needs, the 

table below articulates how the knowledge developed meets quality criteria in 

both realms. 

 

Figure 6 The intersect of Workplace and Research. 

  

Workplace 
Doctoral 
Research 
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Table 4 Quality Assurance Safe Guards 

Quality  Definition Significance for this research 

a. Evaluation of Knowledge developed for Doctoral Studies (Hammersley 1992) 

plausibility Is the research 
believable? 
This criterion 
considers both 
methodological and 
analytical aspects of 
the research. 

In order to ensure that the products 
created by this research are of the 
highest quality and based in valid 
research, the research was 
conducted with rigour and 
methodological thoroughness. The 
method of evidence collection and of 
the challenges associated with the 
methods have been outlined in 
Section 4.4. 

coherence Does the reporting of 
the research 
progress in a logical 
and understandable 
manner? 

The application of the What, So What 
Now What cycles conducted annually 
provide a logical and sequential 
manner of presenting the learning 
from the research. 

intentionality Is the study credible 
in terms of its stated 
intentions? 

This study has very clear intentions 
and explicit outcomes. It seeks to 
improve the learning experience for 
both the students and their families. 

relevance Is the research of 
current value in the 
development of 
knowledge in the 
field of study? 

The role of the family in the education 
of children is receiving increased 
attention from education authorities. 
The focus has been primarily upon 
the role of parents and carers in the 
early years and middle years. The 
relevance of this research is that the 
latter years need significant 
assistance and support and parents 
rarely know how to provide that 
support. 

b. Evaluation of knowledge developed for the workplace and community 
(Scott, et al., 2004) 

Quality  Definition Significance for this research 

accessible The research and 
the products need to 
be available and 
usable for the people 
who need to use the 
research in practice.  

In this instance this is a particularly 
wide audience as it includes 
professionals and those who are 
disenfranchised by the written word in 
all but the most fundamental 
communications. Ensuring a product 
which will communicate with this 
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range of people is fundamental to the 
success of this research portfolio. 

credible The audience(s) 
needs to be able to 
believe the research 
and have faith in the 
integrity of the 
research process. 

The distrust of the unknown poses 
great barriers for credibility for 
audiences not familiar with accessing 
research report text. 

immediacy  The relevance of that 
knowledge in relation 
to present 
challenges and 
concerns in the 
workplace. 

Supporting Stage 6 is a focus for 
schools with the raising of the 
mandatory age for school attendance 
and in aiming at improved retention 
and achievement. 

originality The creation of 
knowledge that 
provides a new way 
of thinking about a 
problem or a new 
approach to practice. 

There has been significant research 
into Quality Teaching, study skills and 
strategies and how students learn. 
There is a need to further enhance 
the learning experience of Stage 6, 
and the link between the home, the 
student and the school is one avenue 
of looking at this issue. 

viability Concerned with the 
ability to use the 
research in the 
workplace/profession 
in a financially 
effective manner. 
That is can the 
research be utilized 
within the budgetary 
constraints of the 
organisation. 

One of the primary purposes of the 
research is to create viable products 
for the school, the community and the 
students. The research is for the 
purpose of creating useful products. 

scalability The ease in which 
the solution can be 
scaled up or down in 
its application. 

The application of the products needs 
to be designed to be used in a variety 
of schools and in different areas of 
the New England Region.  

exclusiveness If this resource or 
product is able to be 
exploited as 
exclusive resource of 
the organization. 

The resources developed will be 
designed to suit the NSW Department 
of Education and Training structure 
and expectations.  

integratability Whether the 
knowledge or 

The products created will be designed 
to fit within the current operations of 
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solution can be 
readily integrated 
into current 
operations.  

Department of Education and 
Training and that is a goal of this 
research. 

timeliness Is the knowledge or 
solution able to be 
developed on time 

The products and the knowledge 
developed from this research will 
need to work within the context of the 
work environment. The research 
belongs within the workplace. The 
Professional Doctorate ensures the 
viability of this approach. 

marketability The creation of 
products and/or 
knowledge that can 
be of financial use 
for the workplace. 

The products and the knowledge are 
already being sought by Department 
of Education and Training schools in 
the New England as well as other 
educational systems in the New 
England Region. 

 
This innovation is not lineal in development (Gamble, 2008). There is no 

discrete beginning, nor is there a discrete end-point. The projects involved must 

be in continual cycles of development, adaptation and evaluation as the 

relevance and usefulness of the information contained and the means of 

presenting that information need to respond to a context with elements of 

continuity but driven by elements of change.  

 

Like many educational innovations, the measurement of this program’s success 

is difficult to quantify or to place timeframes upon them (Gamble, 2008). It is 

difficult to measure conflicts that have not happened, study that has been done 

that may not have been or crisis of technology that have been avoided. It is also 

difficult to measure the breaking of negative learning cycles associated with 

unproductive family-school relationships. The first group of students who 

participated in Senior Success are now becoming parents. The impact of a 
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positive experience of the family-school partnership may contribute positively for 

students not yet born; however isolating cause and effect is not valid in this 

context. 

 

Productivity in education is an amorphous construct. Is one more student 

achieving their goals enough to justify the time commitment? Are five students 

and families out of sixty worth the time? Is there a percentage of attendance 

that makes the program productive? The answers to these questions are solely 

in the hands of the school community. In one group an independent student, 

living with his late mother’s friend, got himself to every workshop and worked 

with a teacher as his SSP. He felt supported and connected by his participation 

in Senior Success. Did this one student make the program ‘productive’? From 

his perspective the answer is affirmative.  

 

Gamble (2008) suggests that developmental evaluation is more pertinent in 

such dynamic environments. He proffers nine points which characterise 

situations where developmental evaluation is appropriate Table 5 illustrates how 

the project reflects each of these characteristics. 
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Table 5: Gamble’s Characteristics for Developmental Evaluation 

Provide feedback, 
generate, learnings and 
supports change in 
direction. 

Senior Success and the associated resources are a 
change in direction for the perception of the role of 
the home-school partnership in Stage 6. The idea 
began with a simple response to need in one 
community. Through feedback and learning it had 
grown into a support process usable in a much 
broader set of contexts. 

Develop new measures 
and monitoring 
mechanisms as goals 
emerge and evolve. 

The project grew from a genesis of a simple 
response to an in-house issue to a response to 
policy, changing demands in the educational 
context and in the workplace. The goals of this 
project were dynamic as the interest in the program 
evolved and the implementation spread from one 
school into others. This required adaptions and then 
developments of measuring and monitoring 
mechanisms in order to ensure that fidelity was 
maintained and that the presenters had the 
philosophic understanding of the home-school 
partnership to effectively lead the program. The 
Professional Learning evaluations and the 
registration with New South Wales Institute of 
Teachers are indicative of this element of 
developmental evaluation. 

Position evaluation as 
internal, team function 
integrated into action and 
ongoing interpretive 
process. 

The evaluation process was constant and cyclic. 
Each manifestation of the program was evaluated 
according to context and point of need. Relevance 
is essential if people are to commit to meetings and 
to learning outside of daily routines. Thus, an 
ongoing interpretive process underpins the research 
and development cycles. 

Design the evaluation to 
capture system 
dynamics, 
interdependencies, 
models and emergent 
interconnections. 

The evaluation of each facet of this program was 
dependent upon the interdependencies and 
interconnections with the demands of the Board of 
Studies the NSW Dept. of Education and 
Communities and the needs of the individual school. 
These institutions are overlaid with the individuality 
of each student and each family.  The permutations 
of these interconnections are extensive and create 
constantly emerging new interconnections and 
system dynamics.  

Aim to produce context 
specific understandings 

This is the cornerstone of this innovation. Context 
must inform the innovation and it must inform the 
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that inform ongoing 
innovation. 

usage of the innovation. Without context 
underpinning the innovation it will not be effective in 
meeting its goal of developing strong home-school 
partnerships to support students in Stage 6.  

Accountability centred on 
the innovator’s deep 
sense of fundamental 
values and commitment. 

Accountability is fundamental in education. As 
teacher, educational leader and mentor of both 
students and staff, it is imperative that this element 
of developmental evaluation form part of the 
framework for this research.  

Learning to respond to a 
lack of control and stay in 
touch with what’s 
unfolding and therefore 
act strategically. 

Educational settings are by their nature dynamic 
environments where any anticipation of being able 
to control all factors of the innovation is tantamount 
to planning for failure. The dynamic nature of the 
educational environment demands the ability to 
respond ‘on the run’ and stay in touch with what’s 
unfolding and therefore act strategically. 

Evaluator collaborates 
with those engaged in 
the change effort to 
design an evaluation 
process that matches 
philosophically with an 
organisations principles 
and objectives. 

Each facilitator of Senior Success has contributed to 
the ongoing development and implementation of the 
program. Collaboration with these people is 
essential for the transference of a school based 
response to an issue to a response in different 
schools, and in different types of schools to the one 
issue. The program must meet the philosophic and 
organisational principles of the school, the sector 
and of education as an overarching entity.  

Evaluation supports 
learning. 

As is illustrated in the What, So what, Now what 
cycles. This research has been about continuous 
and consistent learning, learning that will not finish 
with the completion of this report. Each step in the 
evaluation refocusses the learning and directs the 
next point of learning and development. 
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5.2.1. Substantiation of the Portfolio Approach for this 
Research 

 

In a varied topography of professional practice, there is a 
high hard ground overlooking a swamp. On the high 
ground, manageable problems lend themselves to solution 
through the application of research-based theory and 
technique. In the swampy lowland, messy, confusing 
problems defy technical solution. The irony of this situation 
is that the problems of the high ground tend to be 
relatively unimportant to individuals or society at large, 
however great their technical interest may be, while in the 
swamp lie the problems of greatest human concern. 
Practitioners must choose. Shall they remain on high 
ground where they can solve relatively unimportant 
problems according to the prevailing standards of rigor, or 
shall they descend to the swamp of important problems. . . 
.  

(Schon, 1987:3) 

 

The professional doctorate, in the structure of portfolio, allows the development 

of strategies to share the knowledge gained with those who can use and make 

a difference with that knowledge. Finding new approaches to problems requires 

a commitment of time and energy and careful research that the daily life of a 

busy professional very often precludes but can be catalysed and expedited by 

doctoral study (Green, Maxwell, & Shanahan, 2001; Maxwell & Kupczyk-

Romanczuk, 2009). At the meeting of the professions and academia, the 

professional doctorate is the place where solutions to significant problems of the 

professional workplace can be sought. 

 



 

 Katherine Wade-McCrohon Page 102 

 

The UNE Professional Doctorate provides a structure within which I can 

complete this research at the same time as undertaking a busy full-time 

professional role. The research and my professional practice intimately overlap. 

Specifically, it is the portfolio version of the UNE Professional Doctorate that 

allows for these various outputs to be presented as separate entities linked 

together in a common framework. As implied by these outputs I was interested 

in making a difference. I also want to remain within the profession where the 

commitment to PhD research is an impracticality.  

 

5.2.2. Audience 

 

The most significant audience, the audience for whom this study can make a 

difference, is the audience of those supporting Stage 6 students. Other 

audiences include school-based educators, administrators but also academics 

and examiners. These audiences have diverse abilities and, especially, parents 

have a range of academic backgrounds and literacy skills. The challenges 

involved in supporting students at this stage of their education often include the 

disparity between the educational experience of the child and the educational 

experience of the parent. The outcomes of this study are intended to support 

the role of parents therefore the products of this research must be accessible to 

the full gamut of this audience (Green, et al., 2001). 
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5.2.3. Positioning the self 

 

Failure to examine the conceptual structures and frames of reference which are 

unconsciously implicated in even the seemingly most innocent factual inquiries 

is the single greatest defect that can be found in any field of enquiry 

(John Dewey 1938 cited Denzin & Lincoln, 2005:357) 

 

This research is based upon the foundations of twenty-three years of 

professional experience, the personal insights gained as a parent of Stage 6 

students and the ongoing experience of providing support for teachers as they 

work with Stage 6 students and families (McWilliam & Taylor, 2001). As a 

practitioner-researcher I have access to sources, such as parts of the 

community, that would be closed to an external researcher as well as 

possessing the socio-cultural knowledge and credibility to engage with the 

diversity of people needed to provide the understandings about parenting 

through Stage 6 being sought in this study (Green, et al., 2001). 

 

My position within this research is multi-faceted. Initially I was a teacher in 

school where there was a concern that needed addressing. I held a leadership 

role within the school as a Head Teacher. I also held the privileged position of 

living within the school community as an ex-student and as a parent. I had 

research experience, holding a Masters of Education (Honours), thus my 

approach to undertaking the process of ‘doing something’ about the problem 

was undertaken in a structured and informed manner. At this point my 
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motivation was to create the best possible solution for my own school 

community. Whilst I had the support of the principal, the consultation support of 

the Student Welfare Team and other senior teachers, I was running solo on this 

project. This was a significant flaw in the project as, whilst I created a strong 

practice, I had not established systems around that practice to ensure that it 

was not dependent upon me as an individual and as a known entity within the 

school community (Sugai, et al., 2011). It was at this time that I returned to my 

research commitment of the Doctorate of Education, and resubmitted research 

proposals to focus upon means of supporting families through Stage 6 as the 

need to ‘do something’ about a school based issue gained momentum (Gamble, 

2008). 

 

As will many professionals within the workplace, I was offered the opportunity to 

undertake a different role within my organisation. In 2008 I became the New 

England Region’s Positive Learning Initiatives (Here after; PLI) Project officer, 

responsible for Positive Behaviour for Learning and other initiatives to support 

and develop positive learning environments in the region’s schools. This 

position was a Deputy Principal position. Thus my role within this research 

changed. At the suggestion of colleagues I offered the concept of Senior 

Success to the Student Services Team as an addition to the PLI suite. I 

presented a synopsis and proposal to the Regional Director and to my 

supervisor (see Appendix 5), who both saw merit in pursuing the development 

of the project. Positive Behaviour for Learning has a strong focus upon 
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interventions with research validation (Sugai, et al., 2011). My motivation now 

became to create an intervention that would meet the needs of other schools 

within our region and would be transferable to other presenters.  

 

PBL advocates a problem solving approach illustrated in the diagram below. I 

believe in practicing the approaches that I advocate and so approached Senior 

Success development within the New England Region through the data- 

practices-systems approach to meeting outcomes. This ensured that the 

problem identified in the first phase of development was addressed. 

 

 

Figure 7 : Positive Behaviour for Learning Conceptual Framework 

My position within the research took a step away from the presenting of the 

support directly to families and students to up skilling and supporting others in 

facilitating the partnership between home, school and student in Stage 6. I had 
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to depend upon others to present the program with fidelity and collect evidence. 

My research interests had to fit within the implementation of the teachers 

involved as any onerous commitment to the research process could impact 

upon participation in the program, which held the higher priority within my 

workplace. 

 

I am not sponsored in any way to undertake this research and I am unable to 

receive any financial remuneration as much of the development work was 

undertaken as part of my professional position. Therefore there is no financial 

motivation within my evaluation and development of the project. My role in the 

development and training of Senior Success and the other products of this 

research is indicated upon my curriculum vitae; however, it is not a focal point of 

any criteria for promotion in the future. My motivation is to create the most 

effective set of resources possible so that the partnership between home, 

school and student is strong and facilitates optimum achievement. 

 

I have taken on the role of detective. I am seeking answers and questions, 

solutions and ideas in order to optimise the usefulness of this project. This 

project’s success depends upon the people that it reaches. It will only reach 

them if it meets their needs, both perceived and emerging. A participatory 

approach to the research was significant as this is a developmental evaluation 

with a need for high trust and quick feedback (Gamble, 2008). 

 



 

 Katherine Wade-McCrohon Page 107 

 

5.2.4. Context of this Study 

 

This study is situated at the interface between university, workplace and the 

community. In order to contextualise the research presented an understanding 

of the nature of these contexts is essential. 

 

The university has contributed an opportunity to undertake rigorous and 

supported research. The University of New England is located in Armidale on 

the Northern tablelands of New South Wales. The University has an established 

reputation in educational research and for the development of Professional 

Doctorates in Education. The University is located, geographically in the same 

regional area as the New England Region of the New South Wales Department 

of Education and Training. 

 

The New England Region has 125 public  which are distributed over an area of 

more than 100,000 square kilometres. There are 12 Central Schools and 16 

secondary schools. The communities range from communities identified with 

significant socio-economic disadvantage to those considered affluent. There are 

communities with little educational opportunity beyond the local schools to 

communities with large TAFE institutes and university opportunities. 

 

The NSW Higher School Certificate (HSC) is a high-stakes examination that 

places pressure not only on students but also their teachers, parents and 
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families (S. Smith & Sinclair, 2000). Others begin a trade qualification in 

combination with the HSC. The transition into Stage 6, that is Years 11 and 12, 

is a significant point for students and families as the students move from 

compulsory to post compulsory education. It is important to analyse what 

challenges face parents and carers at this stage of their parenting as well as to 

seek effective means of supporting families assisting students to attain their 

HSC or trade equivalent. 

 

Attaining high retention rates is a challenge for all education systems. The role 

of parents and carers in the education of early and middle year students is well 

documented (DEEWR, 2008; Ziomek-Daigle, 2010) however, the role of 

parents/carers in the latter years of schooling has received limited attention. 

Currently this role is primarily associated with the understanding of certification 

requirements and the provision of a study environment. However, in order to 

break the cycles of disadvantage, many teachers and schools are endeavouring 

to work in partnership with parents and communities (DEEWR, 2008). I 

hypothesise that with an enhanced understanding of Stage 6 learning, late 

adolescent development, communication and conflict resolution skills, and an 

understanding of the socio-historical background of carers, a framework can be 

created to support students in achievement in Stage 6 more effectively.  

 

Communication between home and school is a challenge in all contexts. 

However in the context of socio-economically disadvantaged areas this 
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challenge is enhanced by a distrust of the educational setting and 

communication barrier that involves not only language, spoken and written, but 

also social conventions, values, expectations and priorities (Waler, 1998). In 

order to break the cycles of disadvantage teachers and schools are 

endeavouring to work in partnership with parents and communities (DEEWR, 

2008) . However, these partnerships are being dominated by the expectations 

and understandings of those who do not live within the constructs of socio-

economic disadvantage (Coco, et al., 2007). For this reason a significant aspect 

of this portfolio will be the seeking of genuine understanding of the challenges 

associated with supporting a student far beyond the parent’s own educational 

experiences. This knowledge is only valuable when it is shared. The sharing of 

this knowledge and the validation of the voice of those who live this experience 

do not fall easily into the scholarship offered by traditional dissertation. The 

professional doctorate, in the structure of portfolio allows the development of 

strategies to share the knowledge gained with those who can use and make a 

difference with that knowledge (Maxwell & Kupczyk-Romanczuk, 2009) 

.  



 

 Katherine Wade-McCrohon Page 110 

 

5.2.5. Underpinning considerations for the development of 
effective home-school partnerships in Stage 6 

 

These considerations were designed to inform the development of the products 

rather than as a source of Mode 1 knowledge (Gibbons, 1994). The research 

considerations illuminated the types of product that needed to be developed 

and then the content of the products. 

Underpinning Considerations 

1. What are the challenges facing parents of Stage 6 students? 

2. What impact does Stage 6 have upon families? 

3. Are there different challenges for parents who have not completed secondary 

education themselves? 

4. What support needs do parents/carers have during Stage 6? 

5. Does Senior Success meet the needs identified by the parents? 
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5.2.6. Research and Development Process  

 

The development of Senior Success and the other products of this project 

emerged as the implementation expanded from a single school context to a 

broader state-wide context. The diagram illustrates the growth of the project 

over time. 

 

Figure 8 : Contextual growth of the project 

   

Research Validation 
and development of 

the products to 
support New England  

students and their 
families during Stage 6 

(2011) 

Implementation and 
Project broadened to 

into the context of  the 
New England Region. 

(2008-2010) 

Senior Success concept 
developed and initial 
workshops developed 
and implemented at 

PHS. 

(2005- 2007) 

Identification of the need 
to support families 

during Stage 6  based 
upon situational analysis 
of my workplace and 17 

years of Stage 6 
teaching. 
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5.3. Evidence employed in the development of the 
innovation 

 

The transition into Stage 6 in New South Wales schools is a significant point for 

students and families as the students move from compulsory to post 

compulsory education. The expectations upon students with regard to their 

learning change significantly. Families have a significant role in the support of 

students at all stages of their education. However, the demands of Stage 6 are 

often confronting for parents, as is the challenge of supporting a young person 

approaching adulthood. If schools, families and communities are going to work 

collaboratively to ensure the retention and success of students and the 

completion of their education, it is important to analyse what challenges face 

parents and carers at this stage of their parenting as well as to seek effective 

means of supporting families in working with students to attain their HSC or 

trade equivalent. 

 

The goal of this study is to create, validate and present The Senior Success 

Workshop Package for students and families in Stage 6 as well as associated 

presentations and information. 
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Overview of the Innovation 

Products of the Innovation 

 Senior Success ~ a program designed to meet these challenges 

and offer strategies for achieving an effective partnership between 

home, student and school in Stage 6 

 Professional learning and training presentations for facilitating 

schools and presenting teachers 

 Presentations to parent groups concerning Stage 6 and their 

student’s learning 

 An annotated bibliography for parents and teachers of Stage 6 

 Support Documents 

 

Strategies to inform Innovation Development 

 Professional reflection       

 Uptake of in-service 

 Uptake of the program 

 Evaluation of in-service 

 Evaluation of program 

 Focus Group Interviews with parents/carers 

 Questionnaire evidence of parents/carers with students entering 

Stage 6 re: anticipated needs in Years 11 and 12 

 Reflection statements of participants 

 Evidence of development of the program in response to above 

 Evidence of other interest in the intervention 
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5.4. Evidence Collection 
 

Evidence was collected to inform the development of the innovation. The 

evidence was collected during the development cycles to ensure that genuine 

rather than perceived needs were being met and that the product was achieving 

the outcomes desired by its application within the school contexts. 

 

Multimodal evidence was collected. Each contributing evidence collection is 

outlined in order to justify its contribution to the developmental process and to 

the innovation’s growth and development. 

 

The diagram below illustrates the various modes of evidence collection which 

contributed to the development of the innovation. The diagram illustrates the 

order in which the primary evidence was collected; however, the cyclic structure 

also indicates the constant return to collect more information from each source 

as further ideas were illuminated. 

 

Qualitative research is effective when it is transparent and enhanced by 

quantitative triangulation. The evidence collection is detailed below to ensure 

optimum transparency, thus encouraging appropriate transferability. Formal 

evidence collection began in the personal realm of professional reflection and 

analysis of practice, moved through evidence from individuals, group and 
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workplace evidence and returned to individual evidence and reassessing the 

product through reflection and analysis of practice to conclude the collection. 

 

 

Figure 9: The elements of evidence collected to inform innovation development 

 

This research is embedded in the context of the New England Region of the 

New South Wales Department of Education and Training. It is also embedded in 

the multi-faceted context of the Stage 6 (Years 11 and Year 12) experience and 

within the huge diversity of families who have children undertaking this 

educational experience. ‘They are all different’, was a repeated comment in the 

Focus Group Discussions as well as being a common comment amongst 

teachers and parents. The huge diversity of experience cannot be realistically 

captured in statistical evidence as the evidence being sought is not only about 

outcomes but it is also about relationships. For this reason the evidence 
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collection and analysis has been undertaken within the qualitative paradigm, 

with quantitative methods being used to supplement the core understandings 

derived from the qualitative research. 

 

There is no attempt in this study to generalize the experience of Stage 6 as this 

would be counter-productive as a key message of the product Senior Success 

is that it is important to value the individuality of the student and their home 

environment. 

 

The reliance upon Focus Group Discussions and reflection statements is due to 

a phenomenological approach underpinning the evidence collection. To suggest 

that each Higher School Certificate candidate is a phenomenon within 

themselves is not an understatement. However, more significantly, this research 

is seeking to understand the social reality that is grounded in the experience of 

those who support HSC students at home (Williamson, Bow, & Charles Sturt 

University. Centre for Information, 2002). Each individual who journeys through 

this lived experience will have a different perspective to offer. Through the 

examination of the lived experience of a range of different parents from different 

backgrounds and communities, it is anticipated that an understanding can be 

forged of how to effectively support future parents undertake the same journey. 
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5.4.1.  Personal Evidence 

 

Stage 6 is a lived experience, an experience that shares elements of 

commonality with others whilst being unique for each individual. The multimodal 

collection of evidence to inform this research has been enhanced by the 

inclusion of narratives of the experience of Stage 6 and of the participation in 

Senior Success. The narratives developed from the focus groups and from the 

individual accounts are used to illuminate how the annual development cycles 

were created through a process described by the Western Australian 

researchers Pepper and Wildy (2009). These educational researchers value the 

position of narrative in conducting educational research because: 

Narratives, sometimes called vignettes or creative 
nonfiction, permit life-like accounts of individual 
experience and offer an opportunity to value the 
experience of others. 
     (Pepper & Wildy, 2009:18) 

 

Pepper and Wildy describe the explicit process which needs to be undertaken 

to ensure that the narrative developed is an accurate reflection of the voice of 

the participants and a trustworthy account from the perspective of the 

participant. The process is underpinned by the use of semi-structured interviews 

which are conducted with respect to establishing a setting which facilitates an 

open sharing of information. These conversations were established to minimise 

power imbalance and to validate the narrative of the participants (Pepper & 

Wildy, 2009).  
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Like Pepper and Wildy, I established relaxed settings in environments which 

were within the context of the participants. I also developed a set of guide 

questions and conversation prompts, verbal and non-verbal. A select group of 

participants then wrote their own reflection and gave that to me. I did not adjust 

any grammatical or structural aspects of these texts in order to retain the 

integrity of the voice of the participant (Pepper & Wildy, 2009).  

 

The goal of this aspect of the evidence collection was that plausible accounts 

are offered to the reader seeking a resonance with their own experiences of 

Stage 6 and of how interventions can support the enrichment of the learning 

experience. The secondary goal is to involve participants in the program with 

the opportunity to have validated input into the evaluation and development of 

the program. I am seeking the optimum product to meet the needs of the 

learners in my care and in the care of my colleagues, thus the voice of the 

participants is imperative in developing a fully informed innovation. 
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5.4.1.1. Selection of Focus Groups for evidence collection 

 

Focus Group Discussion was selected as an early phase in evidence collection 

as I needed to minimize the influence of my established paradigms upon the 

emerging evidence. Focus Group Discussions conducted in a relaxed 

environment encourage disclosure of opinions and attitudes (Pepper & Wildy, 

2009). This was important as I was seeking perceptions, feelings and 

experiences in the participants’ own terms and frameworks of understanding 

(Willimason, 2002) These opinions and attitudes were then available to 

interrogate through the next Focus Group, professional discussion with the 

presenting teachers and the questionnaire. Focus groups are considered as an 

appropriate partner for questionnaires as the issues which emerge from the 

Focus Group can inform the questions in the questionnaire (Morgan, 1997; 

Willimason, 2002)  

 

The Focus Group Discussions were selected instead of Focus Group Interviews 

as this allowed even greater scope for opinions to emerge that were 

independent of the researcher’s influence (Manoranjitham & Jacob, 2007). This 

complicated the transcript with some incidental conversation, however, this 

conversation relaxed the participants and it facilitated the sharing of some of the 

more personal challenges of Stage 6 parenting. The discussion was given an 

element of structure with the following broad set of questions. 
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1. When did your child complete their HSC? 

2. Briefly describe your child’s attitude towards their HSC. 

3. What were the positive experiences of Stage 6 for you and your student? 

4. What were the greatest challenges that you faced in supporting your student 

through Stage 6? 

5. If you addressed these challenges, how did you do this? 

6. What impact, if any, did having a family member in Stage 6, have upon the 

rest of your family? 

7. What advice would you give a parent or carer who has a child about to 

embark on Stage 6? 

7. What is your child doing now? 

 

These questions were used as prompts rather than explicit interview questions. 

The Focus Groups were each invited to contribute any comments ideas or 

questions that they considered pertinent and were encouraged to elucidate 

upon the ideas brought forward by other participants. 
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Focus group participants were all parents of past Stage 6, HSC students. This 

was the defining characteristic that the participants had in common in relation to 

the topic (Willimason, 2002). Focus group participants were selected by 

invitation offered by one member of the group. I identified one person who knew 

their community and asked them to facilitate a group of 6 to 8 people from 

particular sectors of their community. For the first focus group (Group A) I was 

seeking a group of people without post-compulsory school education, thus I 

Focus Group A: PHS  

Focus Group B: XHS 

Focus Group C: UNE 
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asked a known person to invite an appropriate group, which she was able to do 

without my having any further involvement in the selection of participants. 

Group B was identified by a group member with the request for a diversity of 

people with different educational backgrounds. This group included professional 

parents, paraprofessional parents and parents with limited educational 

backgrounds. Group C were identified by employment in the tertiary sector with 

post-graduate qualifications.  

Summary of the Focus Groups 

Group A 

Group A conducted in September 2009 were a group of six parents and carers 

from a rural city with students who had been at three different NSW DET High 

Schools. Focus Group A was organised by a friend who is a member of the 

local Indigenous community. This group had completed their secondary 

educations prior to the commencement of Year 11. The group included 

mothers, an aunt and a grandmother who had been primary carers of a 

student(s) through their Stage 6 education. Four of the women identified as 

Indigenous Australians and two as Anglo/Australian. The group had 12 students 

between them, four boys and eight girls. All participants live in public housing or 

rental accommodation with rent assistance. 

Group B 

Focus Group B conducted in October 2010. A teaching colleague who was an 

executive teacher in a small western New South Wales community arranged the 
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Focus Group. All students had attended the same high school, with the 

exception of the son of the Aboriginal Education Worker who had attended a 

NSW DET boarding school. This group comprised of a teacher, with post-

graduate qualifications, an Indigenous and a non-Indigenous school assistant 

and two paraprofessionals who work in the health sector. This group had 

supported 12 students through Stage 6, 6 males and 6 females. The students 

had a range of post-school destinations, 4 were at university, 6 were 

undertaking or had completed trade qualifications and 2 were working within the 

local community. All participants had raised their children in two parent families. 

Group C 

Focus Group C conducted in October 2010. 

 A university colleague arranged this group. She arranged five participants with 

post-graduate qualifications. These participants had students in NSW DET 

schools and a systemic Catholic School. This group also had supported 9 

students through the HSC, 5 males and 4 females. The group had 1 single 

parent and 4 from two parent families. This group included a father. This was 

the only male parent who had accepted the invitation to participate in the Focus 

Groups.  

Group D 

This Focus Group was conducted in late 2010. This was a group of parents who 

had students who were completing Year 12 and had done the first two Senior 

Success workshops. This group were 4 mothers, one was a teacher and the 
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others worked in various businesses in the area. Three of the parents had not 

done the HSC. This group had two daughters and two sons. I had asked one 

member to invite others to participate, however, as I live in the same 

community, two of these participants had been previously known to me. 

 

 

This gender imbalance in the Focus Groups was reflected the participation in 

the early presentation of the Senior Success workshops. The question of which 

parent provides the support for a Stage 6 student was outside the scope of this 

study. It is a question for further investigation. The Focus Groups had sought 

parental input without the distinction between male and female parent.  

 

The purpose of the Focus Groups was to identify what were the most important 

aspects of the Stage 6 experience to focus upon in Senior Success. Time is 

very precious and the workshops need to be explicitly addressing the identified 

needs of parents and their students if they are to be of value. 

 

Thus, in the three focus groups I had samples of people from a wide range of 

educational experience. I also had been able to include people from both the 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal sectors of the school communities as well as 

parents from a diversity of ages. I did not, however, have significant range of 

gender (only one male in the three groups). This gender imbalance is 
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commonplace in school involvement. Braun (1997) identifies fathers as a 

difficult to access demographic for home-school partnership development. 

 

Group D are a group of parents from a school who had experience as 

participants in Senior Success. This group were again, all female, although 

fathers had participated in the program and their comments and ideas were 

reflected upon during the discussion. The groups included parents with School 

Certificate level education, HSC level education and tertiary educations. The 

purpose of this group was to explore the experience of Stage 6 with the 

information provided by Senior Success and to examine their experience of the 

latter two years of secondary school. 

5.4.1.2. Focus Group Analysis 

 

Focus Group Discussions were video recorded. A reflection was written 

immediately after the interview. For the first Focus Group an observer watched 

the group from behind the camera and then shared with the researcher their 

observations and the themes that they identified. The observer and the 

researcher then compiled an initial list of categories for coding. The recording 

was then analysed and comments about the Stage 6 experience were recorded. 

These comments were then coded under the following headings based upon 

the codes identified after initial discussion and an analysis of the comments 

recorded during the three Focus Group Discussions. These codes were further 

interrogated for overlap and for evidence that did not fit the codes (Evans, 
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2002). The latter groups added to the understanding of the issues raised and 

further contributed to the categories for analysis. I was expecting that each 

Focus Group would raise issues that would require additions to the list of 

categories. This was not the case with these Focus Groups. 

 

The aim of the Focus Groups and of the questionnaire were to identify the 

concerns parents had about their student’s Stage 6 experience and ensure that 

these concerns were all addressed in the Senior Success program. 

Coding List 

After the first focus group discussion, which was held with people whose blunt 

honesty I could rely upon, I developed my initial coding protocol. This protocol 

was effective in the analysis of the second and third focus groups. The following 

summarises the concerns, issues and insights provided by the three groups. 

 Pressure on Family 

 Stress 

 Expectations 

 Motivation 

 Assessment 

 Time Management 

 Self Esteem 

 Sleep / Health / Exercise 

 Study 

 Technology and Resources 

 Distractions 

 The Future 

 Understanding the System 

 Advice 
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5.4.1.3. Written individual accounts 

 

The narratives developed from the focus groups were enhanced by individual 

accounts, written and reported in the voice of the participant. Developmental 

research needs to take into account the individual cases which illustrate the 

potential of the innovation (Perrin, 2002). The development cycles have 

different narratives attached to them in order to illuminate the experience of 

individuals and their involvement with the core product Senior Success. The 

perspectives of various stakeholders have been examined with the focus being 

upon the direct reporting of the experience in the voice of the individual. These 

personal accounts triangulate the other evidence by offering testament of the 

lived experience. 

 

5.4.2. Group Evidence 

 

The Focus Group Discussions developed the set of concerns for the parents of 

Stage 6 students. These parents were in the position of reflecting back upon 

Stage 6, their students having completed their studies. These parents were in a 

shared position with myself as researcher, teacher and parent, looking 

reflectively upon Stage 6. They were able to reflect upon the same experience 

as I was seeking to examine. This was significant as I was responsible for the 

creation of the product of Senior Success and I needed to ensure that I was not 
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creating a biased situation by determining the questionnaire considerations 

based upon my own paradigms.  

 

The Focus Groups, by nature of their design, limited the number of opinions 

sought to between 6 and 8 per school community. The first three Focus Groups 

were also the means of collecting evidence from parents who had already 

experienced Stage 6. The questionnaire, distributed with subject line selections 

for students entering Stage 6, was then used to identify what concerns parents 

had as they entered into Stage 6 with their student. The questionnaire enabled 

the collection of a greater number of responses as well as anonymous 

responses. Anonymity was important as opinions were being sought from 

people who may have been nervous about the experience that they were 

entering into or may have felt vulnerable with a sense of uncertainty about the 

forthcoming stage of their child’s education. This vulnerability was observed by 

the researcher during more than 20 years of parent-teacher interviews and 

parent information evenings and was a possible influence upon the evidence 

that needed to be accommodated by offering an opportunity for anonymity in at 

least some of the evidence collection tools. 

5.4.2.1. Development of questionnaire 

 

The participants in the first three Focus Group Discussions were parents who 

had completed the Stage 6 journey with their child. These people reflected upon 

a past experience. Their concerns and comments where then transferred into a 
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questionnaire in order to examine what parents about to embark upon Stage 6 

believed they would need to understand and work through with their child. 

Senior Success will need to meet perceived needs as this is what will ensure 

attendance at the workshops. The identified needs of the Focus Group 

participants will then be incorporated. This addresses those areas that hindsight 

exposes. 

 

Collecting questionnaire evidence from schools can prove challenging if there is 

no immediate outcome for the participants. The questionnaire was designed to 

meet a need of the schools in identifying the best day for Senior Success to be 

held. The distribution of the questionnaire was part of the distribution of subject 

selection information for Year 10 students entering Year 11 2011. The return of 

the questionnaire was part of the package to be returned with the subject 

selection application forms. This approach was designed to increase return and 

to support parents with literacy challenges who receive support from the 

community liaison officers. See Appendix 8.  

 

5.4.2.2. Selection of questionnaire participants 

 

Questionnaire participants were self-selected by those who were prepared to 

return the form with the subject selections undertaken by Year 10 2010. The 

schools involved included different schools than the focus groups were drawn. 

This was in order to extend the range of communities having input into the 



 

 Katherine Wade-McCrohon Page 130 

 

evidence. In sending the questionnaire home with the subject selections there 

was a greater imperative to return the questionnaire as it was with other 

important forms. Community liaison workers often assist parents with literacy 

problems with the completion of the subject selection forms. This meant that 

those who had literacy difficulties would have an opportunity to be supported in 

responding to the questionnaire. The questionnaire was written in plain English 

and was evaluated by the Aboriginal Education Team and the Literacy 

consultants from the New England Region for its accessibility. These steps 

were included to broaden the participation demographics of the questionnaire. 
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5.4.3. Workplace evidence 

 

At the time of the innovations main development cycles, 2009 to 2011, the 

Senior Success Program was offered, in various forms in fourteen schools in 

the New England Region as well as schools in other Regions. Information was 

provided in public forums about the uptake of this program and about the 

involvement of schools and communities. This information was not solicited by 

the researcher but has been included in the evidence as it triangulates sought 

evidence. This is particularly valuable as the researcher is a participant 

researcher with vested interests in the program developed. 

1. Number of participants in training 

2. Evaluations from Training 

3. Regional Annual Report 

4. Annual School Reports 

5. Response from outside the New England Region 
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5.5. Justification of evidence collection approaches 
 

Section 5.5 illustrates the considerations from my Master’s research project 

which informed and created a foundation for my evidence collection for this 

portfolio. This section is included to ensure transparency of researcher 

positioning and influences upon evidence collection. As is illustrated by the 

inclusion of more recent reference, I undertook a process of re-evaluation of my 

research paradigms and epistemology. As the portfolio evolved and evidence 

emerged, at times organically, the more traditional checks and balances 

remained as considerations to ensure that the evidence collected was 

interrogated with an open mind and integrity. 

 

5.5.1. Reasons for rejecting other methodologies for 
evaluation 

 

The primary focus of this research was the creation of a program that would 

meet the diverse needs of the communities of the New England Region in their 

support of their Stage 6 students. The challenge that this poses is that the 

community members do not always know what they do not know. They also 

may not be confident to admit that there was more that could have been done, 

but it was not done. Raising children is a very personal experience that people 

are not trained for and yet expect themselves to achieve successful outcomes. 

Methodologies that do not support interpersonal relationships, which are based 

upon quantitative findings or challenge people on their decisions without 

allowing time to justify their decisions are unlikely to elicit personal thoughts and 

information (Chase, 2005). This research wanted people to identify where they 
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needed assistance in the very personal task of working with their children, thus 

Focus Group Discussions were the most likely to draw such information and 

questionnaires prior to the commencement of Stage 6 based upon the findings 

of the Focus groups would consolidate the findings. Interviews after the 

program had been delivered and the analysis of evaluation sheets would then 

support the evidence without placing any participant in a position where they 

are embarrassed or where they may feel the need not to disclose information.  
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5.5.2. Discussion of Validity and Reliability 

 

The questions of validity and reliability in qualitative research can be 

approached through the consideration of the question, “To what extent can a 

researcher, or a reader, trust the findings of the research?” 

 

Qualitative research needs to be transparent about the type of information that 

the research purports to be providing. This study was seeking to develop a 

platform of understanding upon which to build a product that addresses the 

need to support parents and carers as they work with their child through Stage 

6 of the New South Wales education system. After the consideration of this 

information, hypotheses were drawn that may provide the direction for other 

education professionals to seek understanding of their own communities and 

how to best support the families within those communities. 

 

5.5.3. Internal Validity 

 

Internal validity is fundamental in establishing the trustworthiness of this study. 

This study aimed at reporting the perceptions that were really held by the 

participants (Merriam, 1988).  

Merriam suggested the following strategies to ensure internal validity: 
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Table 6 Ensuring Internal Validity 

Triangulation 

 

The triangulation methods of employing a range of evidence 

collection tools contributed to ensuring internal validity by 

providing a holistic understanding of the phenomenon 

Member checks 

 

Checks were conducted not only with the participants but 

also with the other stakeholders in supporting students 

through Stage 6. 

Peer 

Examination 

 

 

Ongoing consultation with peers, both practicing teachers 

and academics, was factored in at various points of the 

research plan. As was consultation with parents in various 

contexts. 

Participatory 

Modes of 

Research 

 

 

The underpinning question of this study comes from a 

conversation with a parent held in 2005. Each stage of the 

study was open to participant input and consideration.  

 

Clarification of 

Researcher 

Bias 

 

There was ongoing professional reflection and recognition of 

my own biases. This was undertaken through professional 

journal writing and analysis of my work by other 

professionals. I also sought colleagues to play “devil’s 

advocate” in analysing and questioning the developments to 

the innovation over the course of the study. 

 

Robson (1995) advocated the value of the multi-method approach in evidence 

collection as a means of establishing validity. The evidence collection for this 
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study draws upon a wide variety of sources, collected over time and collected 

from a variety of contexts. This evidence collection provides further insurance of 

validity for this study. 

 

5.5.4. External Validity 

 

It is not the intention of this study that another researcher could exactly translate 

the findings of this study into their own practice, as the focus upon individuality 

is a cornerstone of this study. This study’s trustworthiness is enhanced by the 

comparison between the Focus Group discussions and the questionnaire 

(Williamson, et al., 2002). This study also presented a description of the nature 

of each participating community, thus providing a detailed understanding of the 

participants. This will allow readers of the study to identify the salient attributes 

of those studied in order to apply the understandings gained to their own 

circumstances. 

 

5.5.5. Reliability  

 

Reliability refers to the ability of the study to be replicated by other researchers 

(Yin, 1994). This study, like other qualitative studies, is considering the 

multifaceted, highly contextual information offered by the participants. Rather 

than seeking to create a study that could be repeated to attain the same results, 

I was seeking to establish a study from which, given the evidence offered, other 
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researchers would understand the decisions made and the process associated 

with making that decision. This was achieved by regular consultation with others 

in the field and the detailed triangulation of the latter stages of the study.  

 

I have sought to ensure transferability rather than generalisability (Pepper & 

Wildy, 2009) as the elements of uniqueness of the experience preclude the 

ability to generalise the findings of the research into the usefulness of the 

products. Each professional reviewing the product for their school community 

will need to carefully consider the contextual information provided and the 

accounts of the research participants in order to determine the applicability of 

the product outside the original context.  

 

5.6. Ethical and Philosophical Considerations 
 

The ethics of practitioner research are fraught with challenges (Coghlan, 

Brannick, & Ebooks, 2005). The researcher is in a privileged position where 

they have access to a constant stream of information concerning their research. 

Yet, they also have the responsibility of ensuring that there is delineation 

between information disclosed to the practitioner, the teacher, administrator, the 

consultant and information disclosed to the researcher. At the core of the ethical 

challenge is how to ensure that the needs of the school communities 

participating in the study are met as a priority and that all research is for the 

benefit of the school community and not solely for the benefit of the researcher 
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(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000). The educational researcher is a bricoleur, a 

bower bird of information and insights (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Sometimes the 

evidence is discovered through structured encounters; at other times fortuitous 

conversations and comments give rise to insights of significance.  

 

Practitioner Research poses ethical dilemmas associated with the positioning of 

the researcher within the context and their interpersonal relationships with 

others in that context (Zeni, 2001). Further challenges are posed by undertaking 

a professional doctorate in that the researcher is concerned with development 

of knowledge and its practical application. This is not pure science where 

knowledge is the end and research is the means to that end. The difference is 

illuminated by reflecting upon Aristotelian definitions of theoretic science, which 

is the pursuit of knowledge through the observation and analysis of a 

phenomenon from a spectator’s point of view and practical science, which is the 

creation of practice and action in response to need for change. Practical 

science deals with what needs to be done rather than what needs to be known. 

As a consequence the practitioner researcher is part of the “doing”, more 

intimately involved in the development of solutions and actions.  

 

This innovation and its associated products are an example of the application of 

Mode 2 knowledge (Gibbons, 1994). Pure knowledge growth, or Mode 1 

knowledge informs the cumulative understanding of the answer to the question 

of “why?” Mode 2 knowledge is the response to the question of “how?” 
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Traditionally research in education has sought explanation and knowledge of 

learning and the associated constructs of the learning experience. Mode 2 

research is seeking application of this knowledge to enrich the learning 

experience and the outcomes of that experience. This research project has 

relied upon Mode 1 knowledge developed by other researchers and examined 

in the literature review in order to employ that knowledge in the seeking of 

solutions and innovations that enhance learning opportunities. 

 

Ethically this means that the researcher must position themselves to be open to 

challenges and deficits in their solutions and create an environment of integrity 

where such challenges and deficits can be identified and examined. The 

audience of the research also needs to be assured that such examination has 

occurred. For this reason member checks (Merriam, 1988), triangulation and 

product analysis become ethical concerns as well as methodological processes. 

The explicit examination of the ethical decision making also needs to be 

articulated. This has been undertaken through the heuristic for reflection 

developed by Zeni (2001) and is outlined in the table below. This table was 

created in the very early stages of the research process: during 2008, in order 

to articulate the position of the researcher and interrogate the research context 

to ensure ethical practice.  
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5.6.1. Heuristic for Reflection, Ensuring ethical decision-
making in practitioner-research. 

 

Zeni (2001) offers an appendix in the text Ethical Issues in Practitioner 

Research which challenges the researcher to prepare their approach to insider 

research in a systematic manner. This heuristic demanded that I consider the 

ethical approach that I took with systematic professionalism. My reflections are 

recorded here, as initially written, to illustrate how I planned to ensure ethically 

appropriate research from the outset of the study. 

Table 7 Ethically Responsible Research Planning 

Question Response 

1. Overview of the 

study 

1.1 Initial Purpose 

The study is seeking to create a product that meets the need of 

parents and carers in supporting their student through Stage 6. 

The product will provide a comprehensive package that facilitates 

co-operation and understanding between school, home and 

student. 

The study is initially focused upon low SES communities with the 

branching into other communities as a secondary consideration. 

 

1.2.1 Timeframe 

The initial timeframe is a three year process of development, 

evaluation and interrogation. 

 

1.2.2 The anticipated research approach. 

The research will be conducted throughout the roll-out of the 

product. The research will be one of continual development and 

improvement. 
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1.2.3 What preliminary studies were undertaken? 

A structured workplace study was undertaken to ascertain a 

situational analysis in preparation for the introduction of Personal 

Learning Plans in the school where I was working. Personal 

Learning Plans are a response to the needs for low SES and high 

Aboriginal population schools to support their students in goal 

setting and study planning. This analysis indicated that there were 

only 2% of the student population who had parents/carers with 

tertiary educations and yet the school was aiming at, and 

attaining in most years, 20% of students progressing to tertiary 

study. The analysis also indicated that less than 15% of students 

had parents who had completed 6 years of secondary school. 

This study and the comments from parents/carers at community 

events and parent/teacher meetings indicated that there was a 

need for an alternative approach to supporting the parents and 

carers of Stage 6 students if these parents/carers were to provide 

optimum support for their students in the home. 

 

1.3.1 What problem does the research address? 

The problem to be addressed is how to enhance the contribution 

that the family can make to the Stage 6 experience of students. 

The question is further challenged by the inclusion of 

parents/carers who do not have the same educational 

background as their child. The many proactive measures of the 

last twenty years; such as the introduction of Vocational 

Education Training and financial support for students to stay at 

school, have resulted in many students who attain higher 

educational levels than their parents/carers. 
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1.3.2 Who owns the problem? 

As a senior teacher and as a school executive team member with 

responsibility for supporting Stage 6 students, I, personally, took 

responsibility for addressing this problem. I had had 17 years’ 

experience with student welfare and with the teaching of Stage 6 

students. I had also just completed my role of Year Adviser to 

Year 12 and I was not satisfied with the way in which I had 

worked with the families and homes of my Year Group. I 

searched for a solution or an example of best practice and found 

nothing to meet the needs that I had identified. 

 

1.4.1 What will be the initial action? 

The initial action is to offer a series of workshops for students and 

a significant adult to work through the Stage 6 experience at point 

of need. This was a process of employing educated guesses to 

determine what the subject of the workshop would be and what 

format the workshop would take. The uptake would indicate the 

level of need. 

 

1.4.2 What do I hope to achieve? 

I hope to achieve the development of an effective program for 

schools to implement that will facilitate the support of students 

through Stage 6 by involving parents/carers and school in a 

collaborative team that validates and supports the growing 

autonomy of the student. 
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1.5.1 Initial Research Questions. 

 a. What are the challenges that face parents and carers as they 

support their student through Stage 6? 

b. What strategies do parents and carers employ to support their 

students through Stage 6? 

c. Are there particular challenges for parents and carers from low 

SES backgrounds? 

d. How can schools best support parents and carers through this 

stage of their child’s education? 

 

 

2. Location 2.1 What is my role within the setting? 

My initial role was of executive teacher with responsibility for 

supporting the Year Advisors and student welfare team within a 

low SES comprehensive school community. 

I had been a Year Advisor for the previous 6 years and teacher of 

stage 6 students for 15 years. 

I was a parent of Stage 6 students. 

(My role changed to a Regional position as the Project Officer for 

Positive Learning Initiatives with responsibility for the 

development of programs to support the implementation of 

Positive Behaviour for Learning in the New England Region of the 

NSW DET. Senior Success is part of the suite of programs 

offered by Positive Learning Initiatives in the New England 

Region. I am responsible for the training of presenters for Senior 

Success.) 
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2.2 My own positioning. 

I am a teacher within the New South Wales Department of 

Education and Training. My teaching background in English and 

History. I was educated in a comprehensive high school and hold 

a Bachelor’s Degree (Arts), Diploma of Education and a Masters 

of Education (Hons) from The University of New England. 

I have an Anglo-Australian heritage.  

My role as parent has strongly influenced my decision regarding 

this research topic. As a sole parent I have had two daughters 

and a foster daughter complete the HSC. As a step-parent, I am 

preparing for another 3 HSC students. Each child has had 

different learning and support needs and I have sought means to 

support my own children and to provide strategies for other 

parents/carers in the same situation, some with educated 

backgrounds, and others with very limited schooling. 

3. Methods 3.1 Collection of evidence from professional judgment.  

As a professional I will assess the usefulness of this program. 

Teachers will not invest time if it does not enhance outcomes. I 

will be making judgment on the usefulness of each section of the 

program and the organizational structures to ensure that it is both 

time effective and committed to enhanced outcomes. 

 

3.2 Types of evidence that I will collect. 

a. Focus Group discussions 

b. Questionnaires 

c. Evaluation sheets 

d. Interviews with parents/carers post intervention 

e. Artefacts demonstrating implementation. 

f. Participation data 
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3.3 Evidence collection different to normal practice. 

In normal documentation of this practice I would collect evaluation 

sheets and participation data. I would then respond to the 

suggestions on the evaluation sheets. Participation data would 

impact upon the continuity of the program. 

 

3.4.1 What do I aim to understand? 

I aim to understand what parents need to effectively support their 

student through Stage 6. 

 

3.4.2 What do I aim to change? 

I aim to change the way in which schools and parents/cares work 

with the student through Stage 6 from an information transfer to a 

collaborative and structured process of support. 

4. Subjects 4.1 Describe the participants in the study. 

The first participants will be parents of students who have 

completed Stage 6 from the New England Region. The second 

participants will be parents and carers about to embark onstage 6 

with their student. A third group of participants will be parents and 

carers who have participated in Senior Success with their student. 

These parents will include people with rudimentary educations, 

those who have trade qualifications, professional qualifications as 

well as university academics. The study will include people from 

large rural communities and from smaller communities. There will 

not be any minors involved. 
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4.2 Analysis of Power Relationships 

4.2.1 Which people do I have power over? 

The first people who were involved in Senior Success were the 

students and their families at a school where I was teaching. I had 

the power associated with a teacher and an executive member of 

the school staff. I was the class teacher of 15 of the participants 

and the Head Teacher responsible for the supervision of the 

remainder of the group. These roles were articulated at the time 

of the early workshops.  

(As the program has grown into my research project and part of 

the suite of the Positive Learning Initiative, I no longer have direct 

power relationships with any participant in the workshops. I have 

limited personal power over the teachers who present this 

program in that I can manage which schools I support as a 

consultant. To exert this power in a negative way would have 

significant impact upon me ethically and professionally. Thus, 

power relationships are safeguarded.) 

4.2.2 Who has power over me? 

The relationship that I have with the participating schools in 

symbiotic. Their power is in their decision to implement or not 

implement the program after training. I will not be adversely 

affected by the decision either way. Thus, there are limited power 

relationship concerns in this research project. 
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4.3.1 What personal bonds and professional commitments do I 

have with the participants? 

I have personal bonds with the participants who will be involved in 

Focus Group A. This is because I have chosen people who I trust 

to be frank and honest with me regarding the questions that I am 

asking and the information that will form the foundation of the 

Focus Group evidence. This group are all women from my 

community who have known me in many roles, school friend, 

teacher, family friend, fellow parent. The personal bonds that I 

have with this group are based upon shared respect. 

Once the first focus group is completed I will have little to no bond 

with other participants. I will ask one person, with whom I have a 

strong professional relationship to form the group. I anticipate that 

I will have limited to no knowledge of the participants. 

I do have a professional relationship with the workshop leaders. I 

work within their schools in a range of programs and supporting 

other activities, thus my role in Senior Success is consistent with 

my professional relationships and roles. 

 

4.3.2 Impact upon trust. 

Senior Success involves little to no risk for participants as they 

are not required to have sustained involvement in the project. 

There is also opportunity factored into the research process for 

people to check their input.  

I do not anticipate any trust issues in this research, however I 

have the safeguard of trusted people being involved who I can 

rely upon to draw any concerns to my attention. 
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4.4 Will my research be investigating people who differ from me? 

How will I ensure that I am prepared to view their perspective? 

The social, cultural and sexual difference between myself and the 

participants are limited in impact. The core difference is a 

professional and educational difference. I am intentionally seeking 

the opinions of ‘the other’ in this respect as I believe that I and 

most others in my position do not fully appreciate the assumed 

knowledge associated with our profession and with our 

educational experience. I am intentionally seeking to know that 

which I do not know that I do not know. 

I have TAFE qualifications in cultural awareness. This is 

complemented by 20 years’ experience in disadvantaged schools 

and isolated communities where I have had to learn to work with 

people very different from myself, culturally, socially, regarding 

sexual orientation, economically, educationally and racially. I have 

received recognition for my understanding of diversity. 

 

4.5 Identification of cultural bias in my work. 

Experts in both literacy and Aboriginal education will assess the 

questionnaire in this study. Whilst there will be Aboriginal people 

participating in the evidence collection, their racial and cultural 

background is not the focus of the study, rather the shared 

experience of parenting is the focus. 

 

4.6 Does the research place any participant in a position of 

vulnerability? 

This is not anticipated as the research participants are adults 

whose children I do not teach. 
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4.7 What negative or embarrassing information do you anticipate 

will emerge from the research? 

Whenever the role of parenting is discussed there is risk of feeling 

inadequate, embarrassed and unsure. For this reason the Focus 

Groups will operate on the premise of shared experience. I will be 

prepared to share enough of my own experience that the 

participants will feel that someone who has shared their 

experience and their feelings of challenge receives the 

information that they offer.  

There will be no identification of the source of comments and 

limited risk of people being placed in a position of 

embarrassment. 

 

4.8 Is there any risk of the identification of illegal information or 

information requiring mandatory notification? What will be my 

response? 

There is limited risk of such information being revealed in this 

research. However, should such information be disclosed I have a 

professional responsibility to report to the appropriate authorities. 

This responsibility supersedes all research interests or evidence 

collection confidentiality. 

  



 

 Katherine Wade-McCrohon Page 150 

 

5. Consequences 5.1 What are the possible benefits of this research? 

This research is anticipated to offer school communities a well-

structured, time efficient and effective program to explicitly 

support the contribution that the home makes to the success of 

the student in Stage 6. The benefit will be that this program will be 

a structured practice that is supported by a system to ensure 

sustainability. 

The additional benefits are anticipated to include:- 

 An increase in communication between home, school and 

student. 

 A sense of connectedness for the student and the family 

with the school community. 

 Support for community networks to be facilitated. 

 A structured opportunity for parents and carers to talk with 

each other regarding the social events of their student. 

 An opportunity for teachers to become more aware of the 

background of their students. 

 An opportunity to avoid some of the pitfalls of Stage 6 and 

the organization of post school destinations. 

 An opportunity for school to explicitly involve the parents 

and carers in the educational process. 
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5.2 Risks to the participants. 

The risk to the participants is limited. The greatest risk is that 

during Focus Group discussions comments may be made that 

bother or distress the participant. I will mitigate this risk by careful 

moderation of the Focus Group. I have skills in moderating 

conflict situations involving a range of people, including parents 

and teachers and feel that I have the skills to be sensitive to any 

discomfort or concern within the group. Participants will also be 

given information regarding who to contact if they need to further 

debrief after the Focus Group. 

 

The other risk is an acknowledgement that those students and 

families participating in Senior Success prior to the completion of 

the research may not receive the best possible version of the 

workshops. This risk is addressed by explaining that the program 

is still developing and offering updates as soon as they are 

available. The question to pose here is whether or not something 

is better than nothing the overwhelming response from the 

teachers who have been trained in the facilitation of Senior 

Success is that this risk is of minor concern. 
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5.3 How will identities be protected? 

There will be no individual names employed at any time in the 

evidence collection. School names will be included at the 

evidence collection stage and will remain noted until the stage of 

writing up the research. This is to facilitate ease of analysis and 

comparison between communities. Once the final reports are 

being developed the writing up will avoid naming of schools. 

Insiders reading the report may recognize the schools. However, 

those likely to recognize the schools are bound by a professional 

code of conduct regarding how they discuss the research. 

 

5.4 – 5.7 Consent 

The gaining of consent will occur at each stage of evidence 

collection. Principals of participating schools will also grant 

consent prior to any data being collected.  

The majority of participants would prefer full disclosure of identity 

as the involvement in the program reflects positively on the school 

community. However, this would not meet requirements of the 

NSW Department of Education and Training ethics approval 

process. 
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Publication 1. Will anyone else make contributions to the manuscript? 

There will be no other contributors to the manuscript. Any 

contributions to the product will be acknowledged in the product 

notes. 

2. Will there be anyone collaborating with the project? 

No. This is an individual research project. 

3. The Final Report 

As researcher, I will write the final report. A representative 

from the education community l will review the report for 

accuracy. This will have no impact upon my candour as both 

the school representative and I have a vested interest in 

creating the best possible product for the students and their 

families. 

4. What will determine the selection of evidence for inclusion 

in the report? 

Evidence will be selected based upon the illumination the 

evidence offers to the understanding of the research 

questions. All unused evidence will be reconsidered in 

consultation with a colleague/colleagues who have undertaken 

the facilitation of Senior Success. If there is evidence identified 

that is deemed significant it will be re-evaluated and included 

in the re-write of the report. 

5. What will be the approach if participants have different 

interpretations of the evidence to the researcher? 

Different interpretation will be acknowledged within the text as 

will different approaches to the product as alternative 

perspectives are important in offering ideas as to how to 

adjust the research findings and the product to suit different 

school contexts. 
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Ethical Questions 

for Insider 

Researchers 

1. What Ethics Reviews are required within my workplace? 

The New South Wales Department of Education and Training 

have strict ethics guidelines through their Research and 

Development Directorate. This process needs to be 

undertaken in conjunction with the University of New 

England’s ethics application. 

2. Within my organization, who needs to be informed of the 

research and who needs to read the research proposal? 

The first step of notification will be my supervisor, the Principal 

Education Officer – Student Services. The Regional Director will 

be informed and his permission sought for my participation in 

research. The principals and facilitators in the participating 

schools will be the informed.  

3. Will students and parents/carers know about the research? 

All parents/carers and students participating will also be informed 

of the research. 

4. How will my supervisors view my work? Do I feel safe 

within the environment to undertake the research and to 

share the research with a wider audience? 

My supervisors support and endorse my research. I feel confident 

that my research will not be compromised by their supervision as 

their role has been discussed prior to commencement of the 

research. My supervisors, like myself, have an interest in creating 

the best possible product to support the school communities, thus 

negative comments and criticisms are encouraged and sought to 

ensure that contingencies are all addressed. 

5. Is there any sponsorship that may impact upon the 

research process? 

There is no financial contribution from any source to support 

this research. 
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6. Does this study evaluate my own effectiveness or a 

method that I am committed to? How will I handle the 

temptation to find what I hope to find? 

Senior Success is a product that I am committed to and my 

research will evaluate my effectiveness in creating this 

product. My interest is in creating the best possible product 

that will meet the needs of the school communities with whom 

I work. It is not in my interest to create a product that has not 

addressed all concerns or that has flaws within it. A product 

that is not of the highest standard will impact negatively upon 

my credibility. This is a significant professional consideration 

as I am responsible for other programs and products within my 

organization. Should my credibility be compromised this will 

impact upon my other responsibilities and thus, upon my 

professional future. 

 

The core expectations of ethical conduct have been met through the following 

procedures:- 

Informed Consent All participants in Focus Group Discussions received 

information letters and consent forms. These were explained 

during the videotaped Focus Group discussion.(See 

Appendix 9) 

The questionnaire included explicit information regarding the 

purpose of the evidence collection. (See Appendix 8) 

Anonymity Pseudonyms were employed where there was any need for 

an individual or school to be named. The text was constructed 

to avoid the need for identification to be necessary. 
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Confidentiality All details of names and personal details were removed from 

the evidence. Names were not used during the videotaping. 

All transcripts were marked without links to the school or 

individual. 

Participating schools are commonly known as their 

participation in Senior Success is a matter of public record. 

Access to evidence  

 

Raw evidence was only accessed by those people who were 

named on the consent forms. They include the researcher, 

supervisors and video operator. 

Researcher Bias Researcher Bias has been addressed through a series of 

safe-guards, including: 

 Articulation of the role of researcher  

 Member checks 

 Questionnaire to triangulate qualitative evidence 

 Inclusion of the pre-research heuristic for ethical 

decision making  

Permission Permission was gained from the relevant authorities, 

participants, parents and schools. All necessary authorities 

gave consent to this study. 

See Appendix 9 and 10. 
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5.7. Conclusion 
 

This research is designed for the development of practical, functional solutions 

to an issue that can easily be swept aside. Stage 6 is a time on the cusp. Young 

people are on the cusp of adulthood, the cusp of new educational and 

employment opportunities, the cusp of independence and the cusp of being 

autonomous in the decisions associated with adulthood, education and 

employment and that enticing independence. It is a time when parents can 

question their relevance in supporting their, soon to be adult, child and teachers 

can teeter on the fine line between respecting the fledgling adult and keeping 

the parents informed. There is little doubt that parents are important in ensuring 

the maximization of educational opportunity. The challenge is in how to facilitate 

this support during the high-stakes and personally challenging stage of senior 

high school. 
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