An inquiry into the value of embedding English studies
into the interdisciplinary program at the Australian
Science and Mathematics School as a preparation for
further studies and post-school work: A case study
2003 to 2010.

Alan David Laslett M.Ed., B.A., Dip.T.Sec.
College of Education, Psychology & Social Work
Flinders University
Dissertation for Doctor of Education (EdD)

Submitted June, 2018

ABSTRACT
This single-site case study employing narrative inquiry methodology
was designed to investigate what past students valued and deemed
to be effective from their studies of English embedded in an
interdisciplinary curriculum delivered across Years 10 and 11 at The
Australian Science and Mathematics School (ASMS). The school
was a joint development between the South Australian Department of
Education and Children’s Services and Flinders University. It opened
in 2003 with a mandate, as dictated in its Charter (Context
Statement, 2011, Appendix 1), to foster excellence in science and
mathematics education amongst students and local, national and
international educators. The interdisciplinary curriculum embraced
concepts, issues and applications central to the conventional
sciences and studies generally associated with the arts and
humanities, including English. These were integrated and delivered
through eight Central Studies programs over a two year cycle. The
assessment procedures and course content were designed to meet
the requirements of the South Australian Certificate of Education
(SACE) Stage 1. While a number of reviews and studies have
produced reports that provide an evaluation of the success of the
school as an educational institution and in meeting the goals of
fostering excellence in mathematics and science education, no study
has specifically examined the place and value of English, a
mandatory subject for the completion of the SACE, as a component
of the interdisciplinary approach.
Data were collected from hour-long guided interviews conducted with
a sample of randomly selected past students who graduated from the
school between the years 2003 and 2010, and from archival
materials. The interview transcripts were subsequently re-shaped
and presented as narratives. The initial analysis focussed on the
collated recollections and evaluative comments of the graduates.
Because of the nature of the interdisciplinary program, much of what
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the graduates responded to related to the overall benefits they
experienced from engaging in an interdisciplinary approach and
consequently only in part to their specific experiences with English
studies. While several graduates felt that there should have been a
greater emphasis on literary analysis as a preparation for Stage 2
studies in English, and almost all commented on the limited focus on
teaching the conventions of written English, overall they were
positive about what was delivered as a preparation for Stage 2
studies and even more so about the preparation for post-school
studies, work and life in general. In fact, the influence of the school in
developing skills for living was highly regarded.
The dissertation also examines the changing nature of English both
as a school subject and as an academic discipline and seeks to
align the responses of the graduate students and the goals
espoused by the ASMS to some contemporary trends in English
education to inform the curriculum leadership team of the ASMS and
encourage other sites to examine inventive possibilities.
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CHAPTER 1: CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND
INFORMATION
The following chapter provides an outline of the intention of the study
and the factors that stimulated an interest in the case study site. As
background, details of the specialist nature of the case study site (the
Australian Science and Mathematics School), its learning goals, the
diversity relating to the student clientele and the interdisciplinary
nature of the curriculum are provided. The interdisciplinary Central
Studies programs that form the curriculum units for study over a two
year cycle are briefly outlined.The history behind the evolution of the
school are described to provide a context for the reader. The final
section of the chapter provides a summary of the structure of the
paper.

1.1 The intention of the study
The study evolved as a result of working with staff and students at the
Australian

Science

and

Mathematics

School

(ASMS).

While

descriptive and evaluative research had been conducted in relation to
the science, technology and mathematics aspects of the school
curriculum, none had focussed on the integration of the arts and
humanities, and specifically of English, within the interdisciplinary
curriculum. The intention of this study was to investigate the value of
embedding English into an interdisciplinary program as a preparation
for further studies and post-school work. The use of a case study
approach employing narrative inquiry methods was chosen as an
appropriate tool to carry out such an investigation (See Chapter 3:
Methodology). The study was restricted in its time frame from the
inception of the school in 2003 to 2010 when changes to the South
Australian Certificate of Education were implemented. The data
collection comprised the reminiscences and perceptions and stories of
randomly selected individuals who graduated between 2003 and 2010.
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The key questions or issues explored are elaborated in Chapter 3:
Methodology. However, in summary, they include:
 An exploration of the nature of interdisciplinarity as an approach to
curriculum design and delivery
 An examination of the changing nature of English as a discipline
and the place of English in an interdisciplinary approach at the
ASMS
 The perceptions of a selection of graduate students from the ASMS
as to how the interdisciplinary approach with particular reference to
English prepared them for further study or post-school work
 An understanding of factors relating to the school environment or
external systemic requirements, particularly in relation to the studies
of English, that may have impacted on educational outcomes of the
graduate students interviewed.

1.2 Factors that influenced the adoption of this topic for
investigation
The first factor arose from a personal interest in the nature and
teaching of English and the way English has responded to developing
theoretical understandings, the demands of evolving socio-cultural
needs and communication technologies as a component of language
arts at the primary school level, as a discrete subject at the secondary
level, and as an academic pursuit at the tertiary level.

The second factor related to a growing body of research, academic
commentary and employer expectations suggesting that a more
integrated approach to school curriculum would provide a more
versatile pool of potential employees with the capacity to impact
positively on the national economy and, hence, on affluence and
quality of life (Dwyer, 1995). This has been confirmed by more recent
contemporary evidence (Ryan, 2016; Tasmanian Government, 2016).
Because of its commitment to an interdisciplinary approach, the ASMS
seemed an appropriate site at which to conduct an investigation
relating to such views. The reference in the title of this study to
2

‘preparation for further study and work’ is pertinent to the examination
of these.

A third factor, noted while contracted as an

interdisciplinary

coordinator and manager of the international student program at the
site, related to questions asked by many students and a number of
staff at the ASMS regarding the relevance of incorporating the arts and
humanities, including a study of English literature, into a curriculum at
a school that has a clear mandate dedicated to the development of
excellence in mathematics and the sciences. The nature and purpose
of the ASMS is detailed in Section 1.3.

Finally, there was a strong expression of interest from the ASMS
administration and leadership team to support research that would
provide some base-line data and feedback from past students to be
considered as part of their continuous curriculum review processes.

1.3 The nature of the site and its goals
The Australian Science and Mathematics School (ASMS) was
architecturally designed to enable considerable flexibility in the
delivery of an interdisciplinary curriculum at Years 10 and 11. The
school is unique in that it is funded by the South Australian
Government but shares facilities with Flinders University. Following is
a description of the history of the school, its architecture, the clientele,
and curriculum design.
1.3.1 History of the ASMS
The ASMS opened in 2003 with a goal to foster excellence in
mathematics and science education and to ensure that more students
were better trained and enticed into further study or careers that
required

or

involved

mathematical,

technological

or

scientific

understandings and expertise. Full details of the purpose of the
school, its fundamental learning principles, organisational structures,
mandates for professional development and links with Flinders
University can be found in the ASMS Context Statement – 2011
3

(Appendix 1) which provides contextual details for prospective
teachers, parents and other interested professionals. These are also
reflected in the OECD/CERI: ILE Case Study Report (2011)1 regarding
innovative learning environments.
The school had a mandate to develop cutting edge pedagogy and
promote this through the provision of training and development to a
wide range of educationalists across local, interstate and international
systems. (OECD/CERI, 2011, p.11.) The school caters for students
from Years 10 to 12 but in the period of the research also provided
specialist short term programs, e.g. for gifted and talented students
and a range of summer school programs. All mainstream students are
required to complete the requirements of the South Australian
Certificate of Education (SACE) over Stages 1 and 2.
1.3.2 Facilities and structure
The school is a two-storey structure with nine learning commons
planned around open-space principles. These commons have flexible
furniture designed to be configured in a variety of ways appropriate to
the learning goals and pedagogy. Complementing the commons are
eight specialist studio spaces to facilitate health studies, media studies
and production, and laboratory needs for the range of sciences,
mathematics and aviation. A distance education facility, a conference
room with interactive video and audio equipment, a large assembly
space (referred to as the Void), a student kitchen/common room, and
several private study spaces provide a versatile learning environment.
All learning spaces are linked to online networks and the learning
commons and studios have electronic screens and projectors for
lesson presentations and access to the internet and electronically
stored resources. Staff offices, with staff deliberately allocated spaces
in cross-curriculum configurations, are open to the learning commons,
1

OECD refers to the international Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development.
CERI refers to the Children’s Environment Response Inventory. The report was a joint
initiative focussing on innovative teaching and learning.
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and staff (both teaching and ancillary) are readily accessible to
students. Library facilities are integrated with the Flinders University
Sturt Campus Library and the school is linked to the Flinders
University email and search networks.
Some subjects were also taught in Flinders University specialist areas,
e.g. the Earth Science laboratory on the main campus. Space is now
also available on the Sturt Campus, e.g. for teaching aviation. For the
period covered by this study, there was a strong emphasis on the use
of mentors from Flinders University and beyond. Many of these were
heavily involved in the University Studies2 program current at the time
but were also involved in other aspects of the school programme.

Photos 1 & 2:
Above left: The entrance to the ASMS complex showing the contemporary nature of the
building.
Above right: A view of an open learning common in 2006 showing the seamless connection
between a learning common and one of the science laboratories. In recent times the
furnishings have been replaced to create an even more open and flexible learning
environment.

2

The University Studies program was presented during one session a week and was
designed to enable the exploration of topics, issues and current developments in science,
mathematics and related technologies. The aim was to expand and enrich students’
engagement with scientific and technological matters beyond the normal school curriculum.
While sessions were largely planned and conducted by ASMS staff, academics and
researchers from Flinders University were frequently involved and occasionally experts from
other organisations also participated. See ASMS Context Statement – 2011 p.8 for a list of
courses offered.
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Photos 3 & 4:
Above left: Another view of an open learning common in 2006.
Above right: A teacher working with students in Sturt Campus Library in 2004, one of the
facilities shared between the ASMS and Flinders University.
(Photos are the copyright of the ASMS but included with permission.)

1.3.3 Student clientele
Students at the ASMS come from a wide diversity of educational,
social and economic backgrounds. The school is not zoned3 and
therefore attracts a wide spectrum of students from rural and
metropolitan areas. Increasingly, there is a growing cohort of students
from non-English speaking backgrounds. A key selection criterion,
amongst a number, is that a student has a strongly expressed interest
in mathematics and science. In addition to ‘local’ clientele, which in
itself represents a diversity of cultural backgrounds, the student mix is
further diversified by visiting international students who stay for short
periods from a few weeks through to extended stays of more than a
year. Population numbers from 2003 to 2010 are available in the
ASMS Context Statement (2011) (Appendix 1.)
1.3.4 The Central Studies program
At Stage 1 of the SACE, the academic requirements are completed
through eight interdisciplinary semester courses (Central Studies)
which rotate over a two year cycle (ASMS Context Statement, 2009).
Details of these programs (adapted for contemporary curriculum
3

Most public secondary schools in South Australia have defined catchment boundaries or
zones. Students residing within those boundaries would normally attend the secondary school
within that zone.
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needs)

can

also

be

found

on

the

ASMS

home

page

–

http://www.asms.sa.edu.au
At Stage 2, the requirements are met through discrete subject studies
as determined by the SACE Board. In recent years, the school has
developed close academic ties with Flinders University, enabling
students to complete courses cooperatively with the university and
gain academic credits for future university studies. Some opportunity
for this was also available during the period of this study.
Three separate Central Studies are presented each semester over a
two year program (See Table 1). Studies in English are a part of each
science-oriented Central Studies program but not part of Mathematics
and Abstract Thinking which makes up the third Central Studies
program (not represented in the following Table).

Semester

Central Study 1

Central Study 2

1

The Body in
Question

A Technological
World

2

Communication
Systems

Sustainable
Futures

3

Variety of Life

Towards
Nanotechnology

4

Biotechnology

The Earth and the
Cosmos

Table 1: The focus of each Central Study in which studies of English was a part (2003 –
2010)

The conventional components required for the completion of SACE
Stage 1 English, i.e. text response, text production, and the power and
function of language, were integrated into each Central Study, and the
key science focus for each Central Study became the theme around
which studies of English revolved. For example, in The Body in
Question Central Study, for the text response component students
selected a text relating to one of three different aspects—mental
health, physiological health or immunology. The text production
7

component involved the analysis of scientific journal articles and the
construction of an article for a science journal or magazine. The
reflection on this task required a consideration of the power and
function of language. Each Central Study was designed with a central
Fertile Question in mind which the students were required to
investigate or inquire into, usually in groups, as the semester
progressed. The Fertile Question was an ASMS initiative designed to
foster inquiry and to encourage an interdisciplinary approach to the
examination of significant issues. In The Body in Question Central
Study, for instance, the Fertile Question was, ‘What is it to be human?’
Towards the end of each semester, students were required to present
their findings to the rest of the class, and sometimes publicly, as in the
Towards Nanotechnology Fair (see Diagram 1, p.9). In the case of The
Body in Question Central Study, the presentation of the response to
the Fertile Question was assessed as the oral component for SACE
Stage 1 English.
In Semester 1, students also engaged in a second Central Study
entitled A Technological World. The central focus was to explore the
various social impacts of developments in science and technology,
particularly in terms of energy and materials. The Fertile Question for
this topic was, ‘What (aspect of) technology has had the most
significant impact on society?’ English-type tasks involved a film study
of a documentary, presented as a text response, a text production (an
imaginative or creative text stimulated by the content or theme of the
documentary), and a multi-media response to the Fertile Question.
Space does not allow a detailed description of all Central Studies
programs. However, following is a diagrammatic representation
showing

the

interdisciplinary

emphasis

in

the

Towards

Nanotechnology Central Study and the way in which various concepts
and ideas relevant to the sciences, arts and humanities were
interlinked (Diagram 1). The Fertile Question was, ‘Is nanotechnology
science fiction or science fact?’ The ‘nano product’ refers to a public
presentation of a product using nanotechnology and designed and
8

presented at a Nano Fair by teams of three students working across
the disciplines.
English
Measurement
& Imaging

Electrostatics

Fertile Question
"Is nanotechnology science fiction
or science fact??"

Nanotechnology
in cells

Town meeting

Nanotechnology
Central Study
Chemistry
of light

Philosophy Ethics

Nano product
Nano Fair
Surface v
bulk atoms

Physics
of light
Quantum
Effects

Diagram 1: Towards Nanotechnology Central Study interdisciplinary links (Adapted
from Sara, 2004)

An examination of the Biotechnology Central Study is represented in a
similar diagram (Diagram 2 below). The Fertile Question at the heart of
that study was, ‘Who benefits from biotechnology?’ Another key focus
was the development and publication of a biotechnology business
website. To assist the students in exploring this question and
developing their website, they engaged in a range of related studies
that each implicated aspects of biotechnology. These included the
study and construction of literary texts, engagement with a range of
multi-modal texts, and the study of specific scientific phenomena. The
more literary aspects embraced studies in English and film. Media
studies, film production and the study of websites contributed insights
through multi-modal representations. The more scientific concepts
were addressed through a consideration of genetics, genetic
engineering, fermentation processes, and studies of businesses that
were manufacturing or retailing biotechnological products. The English
components, film study, and film production texts also related to
aspects of genetics. Diagram 2 illustrates the engagement of students
in a comprehensive interdisciplinary endeavour but with a particular
9

focus on addressing the Fertile Question and completing the business
website.
English
Genetics
Film Study

Fertile Question
"Who benefits from Biotechnology?"

Reactions
(Rates)

Business
Studies

Biotechnology
Central Study
Film
Production

Genetic
Engineering

Biotechnology
Business Website

Media Studies

Fermentation
Websites
Analysis

Diagram 2: Biotechnology Central Study Biotechnology interdisciplinary links (Adapted
from Sara, 2004)

At the end of each semester, students had completed a range of
SACE requirements as detailed by the Senior Secondary Assessment
Board (SSABSA) and expected in a range of conventional disciplines,
including English. Details of the course requirements including tasks,
rubrics and interdisciplinary connections were available to students,
teachers

and

parents

electronically

via

the

school

Learning

Management System (LMS).

1.4 Purpose and significance of the study
A key purpose of this study was to discover how influential the
teaching of English as part of an interdisciplinary approach has been
in: preparing graduate students for the communication challenges
beyond school; the development of ways of thinking that may have
contributed to their success academically and personally in postschool endeavours; and the acquisition of life skills in general. As
mentioned earlier, central to this research are the perceptions of a
selection of graduate students from the ASMS regarding what they
10

valued or recalled as significant from the embedding of English studies
as a key component of an interdisciplinary approach in the Central
Studies programs. The study is not an evaluation of effectiveness
through

contrasting

the

interdisciplinary

approach

with

more

conventional approaches in more traditional schools. Such a study
would require systematic sampling across a range of schools to
ensure comparability and equity in terms of

socio-economic

circumstances and regional variations and is beyond the scope of this
investigation. Effectiveness in the context of this research is related to
the perceptions of value as assessed by the research participants in
relation to their own personal goals and achievements.

The construction of a picture of what was valued, based on the
perceptions of the selected cohort of graduate students, will be useful
for the ASMS curriculum leadership team and administration in
informing the development of future directions in curriculum and
alternative pedagogies which have already been put under pressure
by the more prescriptive academic and standards performance
requirements of the new SACE (hence, the limitation of this research
from 2003 to 2010), the introduction of the National Curriculum, and
possibly the changing nature of English as a discipline (See Chapter
6). From an academic point of view, a further value lies in the
development of some baseline data and knowledge about an
approach to teaching and learning, and its particular impact on the
integrated teaching of English, that has little precedence at the senior
secondary level in Australia. Because the study is based on what the
graduate students recalled and asserted as valuable or significant, the
outcomes reflect a genuine integrity since the data are derived through
the narratives of the participants and their unique reflections rather
than through a tight clinical framework. To provide consistency and an
enabling framework for collation

and analysis, however, the

discussions with each graduate were guided by a number of core
topics and questions. These are presented in Chapter 3: Methodology
– Section 3.3.
11

1.5 Prior research within the school
Although there have been a number of reports and research papers
relating to aspects of the ASMS program and its overall operation, the
latest being the Innovative Learning Environments Case Study
(OECD/CERI, 2011), no formalised research has been carried out
externally to examine issues relating to the studies of English.
However, there have been a number of Action Research projects and
annual reviews in most of the Central Studies to evaluate the
effectiveness of the courses, to learn from students about what worked
and what could have been handled more effectively, and to determine
the extent of achievement in terms of new understandings, knowledge
or ways of learning and knowing (ASMS Archive Collection, n.d).
While these reviews provided significant evaluative information to
assist with planning for the following cycle, they related specifically to
an immediate semester program rather than comprising comparative
or cumulative sets of data over successive cycles. They also remained
entirely within the confines of the school as internal evaluation
documents.
In relation to English, some Action Research was completed
examining written literacy achievement (Laslett, 2004; O’Reilly and
Laslett, 2010) that involved the collection and analysis of samples of
student work over several years. This contributed to the development
of a range of literacy strategies to support literacy development in an
interdisciplinary framework. The information gained was internally
useful and predicated a further research project investigating literacy
and science. The report on the latter has had limited external
circulation and has been used in some overseas teacher training and
development programs (Davis and O’Reilly, 2010). A more recent
updated report entitled Advancing Literacy within an Interdisciplinary
Curriculum at the ASMS is available on DVD produced by the South
Australian Department for Education and Children’s Services (Davis
and O’Reilly, 2012).
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1.6 Structure of the paper
The intention of the study, the incentives to pursue the study and
background information relating to the site are detailed in Sections 1.1
to 1.5 of Chapter 1.
Chapter 2 recognises theoretical concepts that influenced the
founders

of

the

ASMS.

A

range

of

literature

relating

to

interdisciplinarity as the model for curriculum delivery and the
implications for teaching and learning is presented. The centrality of
inquiry which is fundamental to the constructivist approach for effective
learning is also highlighted. A brief overview of views of academics
and educators about the changing nature of English as an important
consideration for designers of an interdisciplinary curriculum.
Chapter 3 describes the narrative inquiry principles employed as tools
for the case study.. The reasons for choosing a narrative approach,
the processes associated with the selection of graduate participants
are discussed in some detail. Of particular importance is the outline of
the prepared questions and issues for discussion to facilitate the
interviews.
Chapter 4 presents the constructed narratives encapsulating the
reflections of the graduate participants.
Chapter 5 contains the synthesis of recollections, observations and
commentaries of the graduates who participated in the study. This
involves a number of layers of interpretation but the analysis is aligned
with the goals, learning principles and pedagogies espoused by the
school. The synthesis and analysis of their commentaries are
organised around the questions and issues presented in Chapter 3.
The chapter also attempts to present the aspects of the teaching and
learning program that the participants valued at the ASMS, particularly
in relation to the English components, and their assessments of what
impacted positively on their preparation for post-school study, work
and their lives.

Concerns have also been acknowledged and

elaborated.
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The final chapter is a commentary on the place of English and
curriculum design in an interdisciplinary program. Although the study
was not designed to be an evaluation of success, the conclusions
reflect the strong affirmations of the graduate voices. The chapter also
acknowledges

further

associated

areas

for

study

and

some

possibilities that might be worthwhile explorations for other educational
sites.
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CHAPTER 2: FOUNDATIONAL THEORIES
UNDERPINNING CURRICULUM DESIGN,
TEACHING AND LEARNING AT THE ASMS
This chapter provides an overview of the literature relating to
interdisciplinarity as the model for curriculum construction, the
implications for teaching and learning and the learning principles that
shape the curriculum design, delivery and expected learning
outcomes. Particular attention is paid to constructivist processes which
is an underpinning concept to learning at the ASMS. Finally,
consideration is given to the changing nature of and challenges
relating to English as an academic discipline and as a school subject.

2.1 The founding influences
The founders of the ASMS were visionary in recognising the impact of
globalisation, were embracing of emerging information technologies,
and were cognisant of the power of collaborative curriculum
development and resourcing (Oliver and Davies, 2004). This resulted
in the adoption of democratic and cooperative processes in curriculum
construction and delivery that crossed conventional boundaries in
research,

knowledge

creation,

product

development,

sharing,

distributive processes and marketing (Fischer, 2003; Larkin, 2001;
Oliver and Davies, 2004). What evolved was a comprehensive
interdisciplinarity that embraced a range of conventional arts and
humanities subjects/disciplines including English, History, Geography,
Philosophy, Media Studies, Politics and Psychology. This was
particularly significant in a senior secondary school dedicated to
fostering excellence in mathematics and the sciences. Section 2.1
refers to a number of accounts where interdisciplinary processes were
established around limited curriculum links, e.g. English and History or
Mathematics and Science. While interdisciplinarity at the ASMS was
possible across Years 10 and 11 (SACE Stage 1), at Year 12 (SACE
Stage 2), the final year of the South Australian Certificate of Education
(SACE),

disciplinary

boundaries,

curriculum

frameworks

and
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assessment strategies were dictated by a central authority and
required a reversion to teaching and assessing in more traditional and
discrete subjects with specialised areas of knowledge, processes and
metalanguages.
The significance of interdisciplinary as opposed to integrated or crossdisciplinary studies, and the distinction between what is defined as a
discipline as opposed to an educational subject, is more than a subtle
linguistic distinction (see Literature review, Section 2.1). For the
present discussion, interdisciplinary may be taken to refer to the
integrated study of key subjects and areas of learning that commonly
form the curriculum offerings in secondary schooling. This may be at
odds with how a ‘discipline’ is defined at a higher education level
(Krishnan, 2009). While an interdisciplinary approach in contemporary
senior secondary schooling, that is Years 10 to 12 at the ASMS, is
relatively

uncommon

in

Australia,

interdisciplinarity

was

the

predominant mode of educative thinking prior to the segmentation of
knowledge into discrete disciplines in the 1880s (Lattuca, 2001;
University of Toronto, 2004). However, there were antecedents to
interdisciplinary approaches to education in the 1920s and 30s
(Mathison & Freeman, 1998).

The work of Dr Yoram Harpaz was influential in shaping the concept of
an interdisciplinary curriculum at the ASMS. Harpaz was critical of
curriculum delivery in conventional schooling (Harpaz, 2003; Harpaz
and Leftstein, 2000). He argued that traditional approaches through a
compartmentalised curriculum frequently led to an elitist and often
discriminatory view about knowledge acquisition. He summarised four
images of traditional schooling: ‘learning is listening; teaching is telling;
knowledge is an object; and to be educated is to know valuable
contents’ (Harpaz, 2003, p.2). Caine and Caine (1991) referred to
such curriculum delivery as the assembly line or factory model (p.13).
As an alternative, Harpaz promoted inquiry processes through an
interdisciplinary approach.
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The foundation documents (ASMS, 2002; and other unpublished
discussion papers—ASMS Archive collection) pertaining to the
shaping of the ASMS curriculum and approaches to teaching and
learning were predicated on the thinking of constructivist4 educators
and thinkers including Bruner (1966, 1986), Dweck (2000), Gardner
(1983, 1993, 2000), Howard (1995), Piaget (1952), and Vygotsky
(1962, 1978). Later ASMS documents (ASMS, 2009; ASMS, 2011a,
2011b, 2011c, 2011d; Annual Reports, 2004 to 2009; website Home
Page; Oliver and Davies, 2004) present a dynamic and progressive
set of principles relating to teaching and learning, the role of the
teacher, and of schooling compared with more conventional models.

2.2 Interdisciplinarity: A literature review with links to
ASMS practice
Mathison and Freeman (1998) reviewed more than one hundred and
fifty papers relating to interdisciplinarity and demonstrated through
references back to the early nineteen hundreds that interdisciplinarity,
the melding of two or more disciplines into a connected study, is not a
new phenomenon. Studies as early as 1937 by Oberholzer and later
by Vars (1991) refer to interdisciplinary and integrated studies as
significant

directions

in

progressive

education.

Bloom

(1958)

introduced the term ‘inquiry’ as a foundational approach to teaching
and learning in an integrated curriculum. Mathison and Freeman
(1998) tracked historically the references to an interdisciplinary or
integrated approach to curriculum delivery, but also cautioned that
their overview was not based on empirical evidence about whether the
approach works but rather with the justifications that were presented
for proposing such an approach. They conceded that little work had
been done to evaluate the value or success of an interdisciplinary
approach to teaching and learning. While this literature review is
focussed principally on education, interdisciplinarity is also applied in a
4

A constructivist approach to teaching and learning is based on the view that
learning is an active process involving each student in a dynamic construction of
knowledge. New knowledge and understandings evolve from prior knowledge, active
engagement, the process of inquiry and interactivity. See pp.35-36 for a more
expansive discussion.
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range of other fields and often quite specific areas of study
(Thompson, n.d).
In contemporary education, movement towards an interdisciplinary
curriculum escalated through the nineteen eighties and nineties (Dean,
1996; Fogarty, 1991; Jacobs, 1989, 1991). Lipson, Valencia, Wixson,
and Peters (1993) linked interdisciplinarity or curriculum integration to
Dewey’s (1933) notion of meaningful learning. Fundamentally,
interdisciplinarity was predicated on engagement with real world
issues (Morse, 2008), critical or higher order thinking, problem-solving
and inquiry (Burns and Sattes, 1995; Caine and Caine, 1991; Dwyer,
1995; Marzano, 1991). Morse (2008) summarised the benefits of an
interdisciplinary approach, asserting that:
Students benefit from cross-curricular education, as they are
encouraged to critically assess the lessons learned in each
discipline and to make connections across the traditional
boundaries of formal subject matter (pp.297–298).

More recent studies strongly endorse the value of interdisciplinary
teaching

espoused

by

earlier

proponents.

Ghanbari

(2015)

emphasised the importance of inquiry-based experiential learning as a
means to creating the possibilities for students to ‘open up new ways
of seeing, thinking and learning’ (p.1). She asserted the importance of
exploration that revolves around ‘questioning and understanding
concepts versus finding the answer to a given problem’ (p.3). She
acknowledged that there are many different approaches to exploring
issues and ideas and that there are many different answers to
problems. Eisner (2017) similarly focussed on inquiry as a significant
approach to acquiring knowledge. Like many before him, he made
strong assertions in relation to inquiry as a fundamental process for
dealing with problem solving and events affecting the daily lives of
people. At a societal level, he also argued that inquiry processes also
have a significant function in managing diversity and effecting
inclusivity. SERC-Carleton (2017) has developed ‘taxonomy of
significant learning’ in response to the question, ‘Why teach with an
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interdisciplinary approach?’ (p.1). This thesis contributes the additional
dimension of interdisciplinary teaching as a tool to highlight moral or
ethical considerations about events, issues or ideas, and hence, to
Eisner’s views about equity and justice.
Considerable discussion at a systemic level has revolved around
various models of integrated practice. Comprehensive definitions
relating to interdisciplinarity in curriculum design and delivery are
sometimes more implied than stated. A Department of Education and
Children’s Services Curriculum Digest Paper (DECS, 1996) drew on a
New South Wales Board of Studies 2005 paper to define curriculum
integration as ‘the purposeful planning by teachers of strategies and
learning experiences to facilitate and enhance learning across key
learning areas’ (p.1). The paper elaborated four distinct models, as
proposed by Fogarty (1991): a multi-disciplinary or webbed model, an
intra-disciplinary model, an inter-disciplinary model, and a transdisciplinary model. The interdisciplinary model was defined as one that
‘identifies common elements from within and across areas of study,
cross-curricula competencies, values, attitudes and ethics’ (DECS,
1996, p.3).
Mathison and Freeman (1998) likewise differentiated models for crossdisciplinary instruction—interdisciplinary, integrated and integrative
(pp.5–9). They suggested all three models could be represented along
a continuum seeking to develop learning across a range of disciplines.
However, in presenting the characteristics of an interdisciplinary model
they distinguished between those relating to mathematics and science
and those relating to the social sciences and the language arts. For
each set, they described particular characteristics relating to the
discipline represented, historical influences, the role of the teacher, the
goals for students, the nature of knowledge, integrative threads, and
they referenced various educational proponents. For two of three
representations of an interdisciplinary approach, the role of the teacher
is described as ‘authoritarian.’ This is not the concept prevalent at the
ASMS. In the third collation relating to science, technology and
19

society, the role of the teacher is listed as that of a ‘visionary guide’
(pp.8–9), and for an integrative approach as a mediator/negotiator
(p.9). While Mathison and Freeman (1998) made no specific mention
of constructivist approaches, apart from developing inquiry skills and
decision making, they summarised the purpose and function of an
interdisciplinary approach:
An interdisciplinary approach always consciously combines two
or more disciplines and keeps them distinct and in focus. It has
clear objectives that includes both critical thinking skills and indepth content, and is typically teacher directed but may
welcome student input (p.6).

This

is

very

similar

to

Jacobs’

(1989,

2004)

definition

of

interdisciplinarity as ‘a knowledge view and curriculum approach that
consciously applies methodology and language from more than one
discipline to examine a central theme, topic, issue problem or work
(Jacobs, 2004, p.2). Loepp (1999, pp.22–24) also attempted to
develop ‘models of curriculum integration’ but initially had to debate
the subtle difference between the notions of integrated versus
interdisciplinary curriculum—terms often used interchangeably by
academics

when

discussing

cross-disciplinary

approaches

to

education. Loepp suggested three main models: an administrative
block of time with a team of teachers to pursue negotiated interests; a
problem-based approach; and a theme-based model. While Loepp
adopted Jacobs’ definition of interdisciplinarity (Jacobs,1998 p.8), she
agreed with Kain (1993) that interdisciplinary studies maintain a strong
disciplinary base, and suggested that studies that purport to be
interdisciplinary often are essentially a ‘repackaging’ or ‘enhancement’
(Kain, 1993 p.317) of knowledge generally regarded to be significant
to a mono-disciplinary approach.
An interdisciplinary approach, however, is not without its critics or
cautions (Brophy and Alleman, 1991; Strubbe, 1990; Willis, 1994).
Bernstein (1971) argued that curriculum integration would have the
likely effect of threatening social order and the secure frameworks that
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enable access to specific areas of knowledge and understanding.
Brophy and Alleman (1991) asserted that curriculum integration was
‘not always a good idea’ (p.66). The concerns were aptly summarised
by Knapp (1996):
Some believe that less content is learned and, therefore,
subject matter is lost. Others do not want one discipline to
overshadow others. Another concern is that thematic units fail
to focus on powerful ideas for the subject and, therefore,
students may not appreciate the intricacies of the subject (p.15).

The implication here is that genuine learning and deep understanding
through an interdisciplinary approach only comes when there is
already a deep-rooted understanding of the principles within the
separate disciplines (Gardner, 1993). The idea of teaching for
understanding

was

further

explored

in

The

Teaching

for

Understanding Project (Gardner, Perkins and Perrone, 2005). They
referred to the expression of in-depth learning as ‘performances of
understanding’ (Gardner, Perkins and Perrone, 2005 p.1; Perkins,
1993 p.6). Understanding is defined as the moment when knowledge
can be applied in a variety of new situations or new ways. While some
are cautious, others recognise that at post-school levels much of the
‘important work in their fields occurs at the interface between
disciplines’

(University

of

Toronto,

2004

p.2).

Indeed,

some

contemporary academics see that crossing boundaries between
disciplines and the assimilation of knowledge across disciplines may
be essential for survival and the enhancement of global citizenship
(Hargreaves, Earl, Moore and Manning, 2001; Mathison and Freeman,
1998). This is particularly so in a world in which there is rapidly
changing information technology, demands for more services and
products to facilitate lifestyle expectations, threats to the world
environment, and where there are new discoveries in science and
technology (especially those that relate to biotechnology and
nanotechnology). Certainly, the relationship between learning and the
evolution of responsible global citizenship and positive socio-cultural
relationships is consistent with the views of Vygotsky (1978), who
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asserted that ‘…learning is a necessary and universal aspect of the
process of developing culturally organized, specifically human,
psychological functions’ (p.34).
The debate about the respective values of a mono-disciplinary
approach as opposed to an interdisciplinary approach is evidenced in
the literature (Bernstein, 1971; Brophy and Alleman, 1991; Strubbe,
1990; Willis, 1994). Some educators like Grossman and Stodolsky
(1995) suggested that the focus on ‘distinct subject cultures’ (p.5)
might inhibit progressive school change. Others (Bernstein, 1971;
Langer, Confer and Sawyer, 1993) favoured the single discipline
approach. Some of the concerns related to a fear that students might
miss out on foundational disciplinary knowledge. Mathison and
Freeman (1998) acknowledged the concerns of some educationalists
who feared the diminution or dilution of fundamental concepts
important to single disciplinary studies in an interdisciplinary
curriculum. Gardner and Boix-Mansilla (1994 pp.17–18) asserted that
deep learning through an interdisciplinary approach could only occur
through the primary engagement with a single discipline. In their
justification they separated the term ‘discipline’ from the conventional
academic subject. They purported, as did Canning (2004), that
disciplines represent ways of exploring issues, whereas subjects are
constructs through which to manage ‘schedules and catalogues’
(p.16). They justified the focus on disciplinary study on the grounds
that students benefit from the modelling and expert knowledge of
teachers who ‘embody’ the practices of a discipline; that students have
the opportunity to acquire the collective wisdom, knowledge and
understandings that have evolved through disciplinary study over time;
and that only through intense focus and the expending of time can
students access the history, theories, concepts and methodological
approaches that experts devoted to a discipline have acquired and
developed over time. Indeed, Gardner and Boix-Mansilla (1994)
dismissed the advocacy of interdisciplinary work as a fashionable
trend. They asserted:
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Even as it is now fashionable to critique the disciplines, it is
trendy to advocate “interdisciplinary” work. At its best,
interdisciplinary work is impressive. However, such work can
only be legitimately attempted if one has already mastered at
least portions of the specific disciplines (p.17).

In spite of acknowledging that ‘all disciplinary boundaries are tentative’
(p.17), Gardner and Boix-Mansilla (1994) maintained a strong thesis in
favour of mono-disciplinary teaching as the ‘most useful way of
illuminating…generative issues’ (p.17). They further supported this
view by elaborating the different assessment criteria associated with
problem-solving, analysis, representation of knowledge, and the
‘intelligences’

associated

with

specific

disciplines—assessment

approaches that are certainly at odds with those adopted by the
ASMS.
While proponents of mono-disciplinary approaches have expressed
the fear that expertise within a single discipline might be lost if
subsumed in an interdisciplinary approach, a study by Langer, Confer,
and Sawyer (1993) indicated that within a single disciplinary approach
‘teachers do not seem to have a ’codified’ language to talk about ways
of knowing, even when they want to’ (p.2). They observed that
although each of the eight teachers tracked used a similar educational
nomenclature in relation to their expectations, there were different
interpretations and weightings as to what the terminology meant. For
example, all wanted their students to make connections, question,
predict, analyse, interpret, provide evidence and reason, but the
researchers discovered that such activities or processes were
interpreted

differently

within

discipline-specific

areas

(p.5).

Agee (2000) conducted a multi-site interpretive case study examining
the pedagogical approaches of individual teachers. The report relating
to the study of two high school English teachers, though not conducted
in an interdisciplinary setting, highlighted significant differences even
though the curriculum focus was ‘literature instruction’. These studies
suggest that the configuration of space, the influence of fellow
teachers and students, and the degree to which students might be
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encouraged to read critically, contest texts and represent their views
might affect mono-disciplinary and interdisciplinary practices alike. It is
apparent that such differences in interpretation and practice are less
likely to cause confusion for students in an interdisciplinary approach
such as at the ASMS where teachers work collaboratively to develop
integrated curriculum or thematic units across the curriculum.
The notion of working within a discipline, and understanding what a
discipline is, is relevant within the context of the ASMS in that, during
the period represented in this research, students still needed to be
assessed and certificated at the Stage 1 level according to the subject
requirements of the Senior Secondary Assessment Board of South
Australia (SSABSA). The implication of this as compromising to some
degree the success of a broadly-based interdisciplinary program was
recognised by Hargreaves et. al. (2001). They concluded that:
Incompatible with any such approach is excessive centralized
curriculum control that overloads teachers with detailed
curriculum content, nails them down to a complex apparatus of
subject-based standards, or assesses the fruits of their labours
by the exclusive (in both senses) use of subject-based tests and
examinations (p.112).

Grossman and Stodolsky (1995) ‘describe features of disciplines and
school subjects that differentiate between subject matters and give
rise to distinct subject subcultures…characterized by differing beliefs,
norms, and practices…’ (p.5). These subject divisions have defined
conventional schooling for more than a century. Canning (2004 p.1)
distinguished between subjects and disciplines, referring to a subject
as a ‘knowledge base’ and a discipline as a ‘tribe’ or ‘culture’, a key
distinction he adopted from Becher (1989). One justification provided
by Canning for interdisciplinary studies was based around the sociocultural view that ‘life is interdisciplinary’ (p.1). However, while
endorsing the strengths of interdisciplinarity, Canning asserted that
‘the concept of interdisciplinary teaching depends to a large extent
upon disciplinarity itself’ (p.2). At the ASMS, the importance of
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recognising disciplinary differences as part of the interdisciplinary
approach is determined to some degree by the nature of the Stage 2
subject choices that lead to SACE completion and an Australian
Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) score. At the pre-Stage 2 level, tasks
were therefore carefully designed to ensure that various components
could contribute to students being given accreditation through a
criterion-based assessment against the specific subject requirements
demanded for the SACE.
Gardner and Boix-Mansilla (1994) were both participants in the
Interdisciplinary Studies Project at Project Zero conducted at the
Harvard Graduate School of Education. Interestingly, a project
colleague, Svetlana Nikitina (2002), presented a significantly different
point of view from theirs. However, she concurred with the earlier
Gardner and Boix-Mansilla work relating to the nature of ‘inquiry’ or the
investigation of problems in diverse ways to generate possible
answers to important issues. As with Mathison and Freeman (1998)
before her, and drawing on the work of others (Klein, 1996; Klein and
Doty, 1994; Kockelmans, 1979; Lattuca, 2001; Newell, 1998), Nikitina
elaborated different levels of interdisciplinarity and then refined four
characteristics

of

interdisciplinarity:

conceptual

bridging,

comprehensive, problem-solving and interpretive (p.3). The key
elements or strategies central to the construction and execution of a
curriculum evolve as ‘contextualizing, conceptualizing and problemcentering’ (Nikitina, 2002, pp.3–4). Each of these is defined and
integrated to determine a curriculum that generates the tools for
responsible global citizenship or social understanding, connecting
knowledge to address real-life issues or problems, engaging in
epistemological discussions, and developing individual empowerment
through self-understanding. In Nikitina’s study, one of the participating
teachers alluded to the link between motivation and curiosity, a
persistent interest in seeking knowledge, and the development of
students’ knowledge of themselves as ‘independent knowers’ (p.14).
This is entirely consistent with the espoused goals of the ASMS.
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In the model outlined by Nikitina (2002), the key strategy of
‘contextualizing’ (pp.3–4) refers to ‘a method of embedding disciplinary
material in the fabric of the time, culture, and personal experience’
(p.6). She elaborated on this with reference to the disciplines
embraced by the humanities, for example, Philosophy, History,
Literature Studies, and the fact that each of these relies on different
tools,

contexts

and

ways

of

assimilating

knowledge.

In

an

interdisciplinary approach to curriculum, these disciplinary differences
become valuable in providing alternative approaches to examining
issues and developing different possible solutions to problems.
Conceptualizing (Nikitina, 2002, pp.3–4) is defined as ‘identifying core
concepts that are central to two or more disciplines (e.g. change,
linearity) and establishing a rigorous quantifiable connection among
them’ (Nikitina, 2002, p.6). In Nikitina’s paper, the exemplification
relating to the notion of conceptualizing is presented entirely in relation
to mathematical and scientific studies, hence the reference to linearity
and change in her definition. She differentiated the processes of
knowledge acquisition and analysis from those relating to the
humanities, insisting that conceptualizing in relation to scientific or
mathematical investigation demands ‘…a stringent standard of
verification, replication and mathematical expression’ (Nikitina, 2002,
p.18). In the ASMS model, it is doubtful that the elements of
contextualizing and conceptualizing are mutually exclusive as
represented in Nikitina’s third strategy which she referred to as
problem-centering (Nikitina, 2002, pp.3–4), a component of which is
problem-solving. This strategy ‘involves enlisting the knowledge and
modes of thinking in several disciplines (Biology, Chemistry, Political
Science, Economics) to address messy real-life problems (such as
water pollution, genetic engineering, or Africa) that take more than one
discipline to solve’ (Nikitina, 2002, p.6). This approach is central to the
development of the Central Studies programs at the ASMS which
evolve around a central scientific theme and a significant Fertile
Question.
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Jacobs (1998, 2004), Loepp (1999) and Mathison and Freeman (1998)
all acknowledged that inquiry is primary or central to any inter-, cross-,
or trans-disciplinary model. Mathison and Freeman (1998) concluded
that ‘…interdisciplinary…approaches are not simply attempts to
combine two or more knowledge bases, but also to do so in ways that
are more inquiry-oriented, hands-on, and connected to the real world’
(p.6). Loepp (1999) based some of her support for an interdisciplinary
approach on the presumption ‘that most real world problems are multidisciplinary in nature and the current curriculum is unable to engage
students in real world situations, to solve real world problems’ (p.22).
In this context, establishing problem-solving challenges across the
disciplines through inquiry not only promotes problem-solving
strategies but engages students in the acquisition of new knowledge
and understandings that are relevant or meaningful. According to
Barab and Landa (1997) such an approach has a positive effect on
student motivation, access to information and the ability to discover
new connections and engage with new ideas. A practical example of
this as an effective learning strategy is illustrated in a middle school
study by a South Australian science teacher (Down, 2006). In
establishing the foundational constructivist learning theory for his
paper, he said, ‘Students identify their focus of inquiry and are then
mentored through the process of researching the appropriate essential
learning, key ideas, new skills and knowledge acquisition anticipated
and eventually obtained’ (p.10). Down provided a variety of exemplary
approaches for classroom practice. These were strongly illustrative of
Loepp’s (1999) view that inquiry, problem-solving, and the construction
of knowledge through constructivist processes guided by a central
focus and significant questions are fundamental to successful
interdisciplinary approaches. Similarly, Jacobs (2004) concluded that
establishing an interdisciplinary approach around ‘essential questions’
would do more than merely show students the connections but ‘will
illuminate them’ (p.2). Such views are an endorsement of the centrality
of the Fertile Question, a focal point in each Central Study at the
ASMS.
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The powerful place of dialogue in engaging students with problemsolving, making connections between concepts across the disciplines
(or even within them), and evolving skills in critical thinking is
evidenced through the work of Bakhtin (1981), Dewey (1933), and
Vygotsky (1978). Even in earlier classical times, the Socratic Method
(Phillips, 2002, p.18) relied on a healthy question-answer-question
technique to promote learning through challenging ideas and
responses to propositions, the examination of assumptions and the
critical and reflective consideration of ideas and possibilities. Dewey
(1933) promoted the need to connect learning with the everyday
experiences of students. Maslow (1943, 1965, 1970), amongst others,
inspired the importance of creativity and the value of constructing
imaginary situations through which to generate new understandings
and solutions to problems.
In a focus on multicultural education, Cliff and Miller (1997) asserted
that interactive discussion between students and a teacher develops a
‘dialogical context in which students develop dialogical reasoning’
(p.1). Further, they insisted that for this to happen there needs to be a
change in the way the curriculum is designed and delivered and how
the dialogue in the classroom is generated. While their ethnographic
study focussed on the interrelationships between History and
Literature Studies, the implications are even more significant for
classes that integrate content and concepts from more than two
disciplines, as at the ASMS. The change(s) in how the classroom
dialogue can occur is referred to by Cliff and Miller as ‘opening the
floor’ (p.2). The significance of this concept is that students are
invested with more control over their learning and, as a community of
learners, can engage more productively in the pursuit of knowledge
and understanding that has greater relevance to their lives,
intellectually, socially and economically. Cliff and Miller (1997)
summarised the outcome succinctly. They concluded:
To create a community of learners actively engaged in dialogue
with texts and with each other, the teachers, with the students,
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opened the floor, providing a safe place to share their opinions
together (p.2).

‘Opening the floor’ (Cliff and Miller, 1997) is certainly an underlying
intention in the development and delivery of the curriculum at the
ASMS as outlined in the learning approaches presented in the Context
Statement(s) (see Appendix 1).
There are many studies that strongly affirm that the melding of
learning, engagement and attitude using integrated or interdisciplinary
processes is more effective. Lake (2001) commented on the
synergistic nature of the teaching and learning where interdisciplinarity
is applied. Some attempts at cross-disciplinary approaches have been
evidenced in College programs in the United States but the incidence
of working across the disciplines is more prevalent in the elementary,
primary or middle school domains. The range of studies is represented
by Lake (2001), Lawton (1994), Ritter (1999), Schubert (1993),
Schubert and Melnick (1997), Walker (1996). Yorks and Follo (1993)
related a case study that compared engagement rates of students in
conventional and thematic teaching approaches, where a thematic
approach embraced an holistic curriculum rather than ‘a series of
separate subjects (p.8). The observations relating to the use of a
thematic approach involving interdisciplinary instruction resulted in
better learning. Additionally, there was a greater assimilation of
students into more collaborative approaches and a greater assumption
of leadership roles amongst students. An interdisciplinary approach
resulted in students engaging in a more meaningful and relevant
curriculum and this significantly enhanced learning.
Morse (2008) concluded, ‘Students benefit from cross-curricular
education, as they are encouraged to critically assess the lessons
learned in each discipline and to make connections across the
traditional boundaries of formal subject matter’ (p.298). The findings
from the studies examined by Lake (2001) demonstrate positive
outcomes in how students applied skills, their faster ability to access
information, the increased depth and breadth of their knowledge base,
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and greater positivity. Additionally, there was more opportunity for
teachers to work together to develop curriculum that enabled students
to engage in meaningful inquiry. The Lawton (1994) study, however,
suggested that there needs to be a focus principally in one discipline
to provide a framework around which the related concepts, ideas,
content, inferences and problems associated with a central discipline
and the concerns of other disciplines should be woven. To some
degree, this is the approach at the ASMS. Each Central Study is
focussed around a science topic or theme and other disciplinary
components spin off around that.
A contemporary example of a successful whole school interdisciplinary
approach at the secondary school level is that of High Tech High
which

opened

in

San

Diego,

California,

in

2000

(http://www.hightechhigh.org). The school context statement, learning
goals and curriculum features are consistent with an interdisciplinary
approach. The learning is cross-curricula, project-based, and involves
macro concerns relating to fostering curiosity and appreciating
perplexity as well as the complexity associated with the assimilation
and application of new knowledge. The pedagogical features include a
focus

on

core

content,

thinking

critically,

problem-solving,

collaboration, learning to learn, the development of an academic
mindset, the transformation of knowledge, and deep learning. These
concepts are compatible with those expressed in a number of studies.
Morse (2008) referred to real world issues and problems, overlapping
concepts, deep learning, engagement and involvement. Burns and
Sattes (1995), Caine and Caine (1991), Dwyer (1995), and Marzano
(1991) referred to critical thinking, problem-solving and higher-order
thinking. Applebee (1994) highlighted reasoning, higher literacy and
higher-order thinking. Knapp (1996) categorised applied knowledge,
problem-based learning and constructivism but conceded, as did
Gardner (1993), that deep learning through an interdisciplinary
approach should concentrate on deep learning within single disciplines
first.
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What emerges through this discussion of literature is that while an
interdisciplinary approach to curriculum delivery is not uncontested as
a successful or desirable alternative to more traditional monodisciplinary approaches, a range of case studies, ethnographic studies
and reports suggest that many school sites and students benefit when
an integrated, cross-disciplinary or interdisciplinary curriculum is
implemented. Although some educators consider that interdisciplinarity
is a fad or ‘fashionable trend’ (Gardner and Boix-Mansilla, 1994),
historical accounts indicate that studies across the disciplines have
been practised for more than a century. Nevertheless, criticisms of an
interdisciplinary approach, variously defined, relate to what might be
lost in a move away from mono-disciplinary subjects. The concerns
expressed by a number of educators specifically relate to the
diminution of fundamental knowledge or understanding of basic
concepts that have been systematically developed by experts in a field
over long periods of time, centuries in fact. Additionally, some critics
have felt that the systematic and disciplined study of a subject within a
discipline replicates the structures evident in a stable and ordered
society. The fear is that changing from a familiar and time-proven
mode of education to a more progressive model is likely to be
disruptive to social norms established over time and, therefore, may
impact on the quality of life and security (Bernstein, 1971). Amongst
some educators (Hargreaves et al., 2001), there has been an
expression of concern that at a systemic level any progressive change
that focuses on an integrated or interdisciplinary curriculum is likely to
be compromised by political injunctions or the demands of a
centralised assessment authority, and accreditation requirements.
Against considerations that have focussed on the limitations of an
interdisciplinary

approach—loss

of

foundational

knowledge,

generalisation and superficiality, and the disruption of already
established procedures and customs deeply embedded in our
culture—is a large body of research and argument that supports the
concept of an integrated or interdisciplinary approach. Whether
dissected into sub-forms or not, fundamentally, an interdisciplinary
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approach is one which draws on the knowledge, language,
methodology and concepts of more than one discipline to explore or
inquire into relevant themes, topics, problems, issues or bodies of
work. The characteristics or qualities relevant to an interdisciplinary
approach are not necessarily unique and arguably may also be
relevant to more conservative curriculum development and delivery.
Fundamental to any interdisciplinary approach is the constructivist
notion of inquiry. This requires a student having a clear focus on a
topic, idea, issue, theme, and/or problem to be investigated. In an
interdisciplinary program, this is often focussed through a Fertile
Question, research topic or problem. To engage in a successful
inquiry, a student needs to be actively engaged in ‘problem-centering’
(Nikitina, 2002), i.e. problem-posing and problem-solving, often
collaboratively, and drawing on methodologies, techniques, knowledge
and information and ways of knowing across a number of subjects or
disciplines. This also requires an understanding of the discourses
relevant to a range of disciplines, and being able to enter into a
dialogue or debate that engages and challenges all students working
together as a community of learners. The concept of ‘opening the floor’
(Cliff and Miller, 1997) moves the focus and responsibility for learning
from the teacher as the authority to the students and teachers working
collaboratively to pursue understanding through a variety of modes.
This case study involving the ASMS was not intended to be a
comprehensive

study

to

determine

the

effectiveness

of

an

interdisciplinary approach to curriculum delivery. Rather, it was
designed to provide an indicative overview based on the recollections
and personal assessments of a limited sample of randomly selected
graduate students and, serendipitously, what they valued in an
interdisciplinary approach. An appreciation of the concepts about a
curriculum founded around interdisciplinarity as detailed in the
foregoing literature and links to the ASMS approach provides a
foundation from which to examine the place of English in the
interdisciplinary programs.
32

2.3 Curriculum design, teaching and learning at the ASMS
Following is a brief outline of the theoretical principles and beliefs that
shaped the curriculum development and pedagogies employed at the
ASMS. The foundational principles are encapsulated in the school’s
Context Statement(s) but are also supported by references to theories
for teaching and learning espoused by various educationalists.
2.3.1 Interdisciplinarity and learning vision
The ASMS Context Statement – 2011 (Appendix 1) is representative
of the evolving Context Statements across the years 2003 to 2010.
Relevant to this study are the significant principles represented in the
Charter, and statements relating to the learning vision, learning
principles, graduate capabilities and the role of the tutor/teacher as a
mentor. These foundational principles have remained steadfast and
have been pivotal to the approach to learning at the ASMS and have
been central considerations in the provision of resources and
curriculum delivery (See Appendix 1: Context Statement, 2011, pp. 1–
12).

Interestingly, in the opening sentence of the Charter the emphasis is
entirely on the ASMS as an agent to provide ‘a statewide focal point
for teaching and learning, professional development and research
aimed at fostering improvement, innovation and reform in science and
mathematics education’ (p.3). While the initial emphasis is clearly on
contributing to statewide professional development, the fine detail of
the Charter expands this, stating that, ‘The ASMS is an agency for
change and enhancement of science and mathematics education for
the State of South Australia and then nationally and internationally’
(p.3). Additionally, in the subsequent summarised points, technology is
added to mathematics and science as a key area for attention, viz.,
‘Provides a learning environment of leading edge and enterprise
oriented science, mathematics and technology’ (p.3). The Charter
refers to establishing ‘models of excellence in science and
mathematics education’; establishing interactions with ‘university and
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industry scientists and educators’; being ‘an agency for change’; and
transforming ‘students’ attitudes to science and mathematics as career
pathways’ (p.3). One significant aspect of the Charter relates to the
preparation of ‘young people to be creative, informed and motivated
contributors responding to professional, personal and social issues’
(p.3).

Although the ASMS espouses an interdisciplinary curriculum as a key
learning principle, nowhere in the Charter or the statement of the
Learning Vision (p.4) for the school is there an acknowledgement of
the significance of the arts, humanities or the study of language and
literature

as

an

important

curriculum,

or

even

experiential,

consideration. The Learning Vision statement is wholly focussed on
science and mathematics education, asserting the need for the ASMS
to promote ‘excellence in teaching and learning’, provide ‘leadership in
innovation and reform of learning and teaching’, and to develop a
learning environment to promote passionate, creative, critical,
informed and motivated students in their pursuit of learning in
mathematics and the sciences, enabling them to contribute effectively
to ‘the world of the future’ as global citizens (p.4).
The focus on diverse cognitive practices and abstract thinking has a
particular place in the Mathematics and Abstract Thinking Central
Study at the ASMS. However, the approach is not peculiar to
mathematical studies but is intrinsic to all the Central Studies at the
ASMS. Hargreaves et al. (2001) recognised that mathematical studies
are some of the hardest to integrate into an interdisciplinary approach
and consequently concluded that where this occurs some of the
material, content and context, might need to be handled ‘in more
specialized ways’ (p.108). This was true in relation to the Mathematics
and Abstract Thinking Central Studies program at the ASMS from
2003 to 2010. At the heart of the curriculum delivery at the ASMS is
collaboration and this involves an often vigorous and certainly a
focussed deliberation in the search for new knowledge and
understanding. Students engage in the following: abstract thinking; the
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application of higher-order thinking skills; demonstrating curiosity;
problem-posing and solving; the application of their learning to solving
contemporary real life problems; using imagination, creativity and
invention; developing skills in collaboration but also the ability to work
independently; and communicating effectively to familiar and to less
familiar audiences. These are at the heart of developmental processes
for

learning,

constructivist

practices

and

inquiry

processes

(Hargreaves et.al., 2001; Harpaz, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978). Cliff and
Miller’s (1997) analogy of the ‘dance of [the] creative and [the] critical’
(pp.6ff) is apt for an interdisciplinary approach involving the arts, the
humanities, the sciences and mathematics.

2.3.2 Learning principles
The summary of Learning Principles in the Context Statement (2011,
p.4) are essentially unelaborated statements. However, they provide a
comprehensive overview of what appear to be the pervading and
continuing principles that underpin considerations that determine the
nature of the units of study, the resources required, specific tasks and
approaches to learning, as well as assuring parents and students that
external systemic requirements, the Standards of Significance relating
to the SACE or national curriculum criteria, will be met. The Learning
Principles acknowledge the need to engage the New Sciences, such
as nanotechnology, aquaculture, photonics, polymers, and areas of
communication technology, amongst others (p.4).

Inquiry learning (Context Statement, 2011, p.4), closely associated
with constructivist approaches, is a central concept to promote deep
learning, develop a variety of approaches to problem-solving and
foster the capacity for abstract thinking. The interdisciplinary
curriculum is an important vehicle to enable this to happen. However,
the emphasis in the Learning Principles as stated in the Context
Statement is clearly oriented towards science and mathematics
learning rather than being more holistic. The statement relating to the
Interdisciplinary Curriculum refers to it as, ‘building programs with a
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focus on scientific and mathematical processes in ways that are
closely linked with learning from all areas of study’ (Context
Statement, 2011, p.4). This is further elaborated in the ASMS
Research Agenda section of the Context Statement which refers to
‘combining themes from the humanities that help connect the purpose
of science to human progress and the ethical issues that need
attention in the application of the sciences’ (p.13). In practice,
examination of the ASMS curriculum documents and units of work
(See

Appendices

2

and

3)

demonstrates

a

much

richer

interdisciplinary diet than the above statements infer. Certainly, studies
of English are infused in each of the interdisciplinary Central Studies
programs though not specifically acknowledged in the school’s
Context Statement.

Inquiry through an interdisciplinary approach is further enhanced by a
Learning Principle described as Authentic Experience. This is an
enabling approach which encourages students to consider ‘real world
issues and problems’ (p.4) and to draw on expert knowledge, mentors
and other agents to focus on issues that demand applied knowledge.
The final Learning Principle listed relates to Engagement and
Retention but is more a learning and/or management goal than a
learning principle.

A further dimension that supplements the affirmed learning principles
in the Context Statement is the Graduate Capabilities. Until 2010, the
ASMS Graduate Capabilities were very much a school-based
affirmation of the broader skills, knowledge and attitudes that would fit
students to become effective citizens within local, national and global
communities. Since 2010, these have been reshaped to some degree
to align with the Graduate Capabilities adopted by the SACE.
Acknowledging these six graduate capabilities is important to this
study because, as the analysis of the interviews demonstrates,
students were clearly aware of the significance of these as influential
factors in shaping their futures. The listed capabilities speak for
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themselves and establish an expectation that at the end of their
secondary schooling students will be able to:
 operate scientifically
 operate mathematically
 communicate effectively
 work both autonomously and collaboratively
 demonstrate personal and social enterprise
 demonstrate critical literacy.
Significantly, the following statement emphasises the power of
connectivity, an important aspect of which is to examine a problem,
issue or challenge by drawing on the information or content
knowledge,

ideas,

problem-solving

processes,

and

ways

of

communicating across discipline boundaries to develop creative and
functional solutions to real problems.
A focus on capabilities is a powerful way to develop balance
and connectedness across diverse areas of learning and to
promote learning that is transferable to many future elements of
life (p.4).

There is an acknowledgement of the power of making connections
across areas of study that will contribute to the acquisition of skills and
ways of thinking that may have significance for future study, work or
life in general. It is in the statement of Graduate Capabilities that a
close

affinity

between

various

disciplines

that

contribute

to

interdisciplinarity becomes evident.The following diagram provides a
graphic representation of how the central theories and pedagogical
approaches interlink to contribute to student learning.
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Diagram 3: Some critical links for learning

In summary, the foundation beliefs and practices for learning at the
ASMS, though summarily overviewed in the Context Statement, are
evident in the integration in the curriculum design, the development of
online resources through the electronic portal, the collaborative
approach to the development and sharing of teaching resources, the
construction

of

tasks

and

the

rubric-supported

assessment

procedures, the management of class distribution and spaces, and the
provision of learning support. Inquiry methodologies are integral to the
interdisciplinary approach. While there are clear mandates in relation
to learning outcomes—the assessments are standards-driven and
evidence-based and this is reflected in the rubrics (Appendices 2 and
3: Sample Rubric for a Creative Diversity task in the Biodiversity
Central Study)—there are frequent opportunities for choice, flexibility,
and negotiation or co-construction of alternative ways of responding to
meet assessment requirements. To this end, the focus is on
personalised learning to foster independence and resourcefulness.
Nevertheless, much of the learning demands engagement with others
in collaborative or collegial processes. The Fertile Question, described
earlier, and central in each Central Studies program, is a collaborative
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exercise that requires negotiation, the development of research and
problem-solving skills, consideration of differing cross-curriculum
views, and decision making about how best to present the outcomes
of the group investigations (Appendix 3: Communications Systems
Fertile Question). These presentations call on multiple-literacies,
particularly critical literacy, involving selection, analysis and the
creation of new texts to promote and demonstrate deep learning.
Clearly, to enable the learning principles and practices espoused by
the ASMS to contribute to the acquisition of personalised knowledge
and understanding, to foster (inter)disciplinary skills, and to support
the achievement of the Graduate Capabilities, there are other factors
that need to be in place. The availability of an array of rich resources,
including access to Flinders University resources and facilities, the
provision for learning outside the immediate school environment, and
the use of expert mentors, including from the university or beyond, are
beneficial. Collectively, access to resources and the tailoring of the
spaces within the school to work effectively for optimal learning are
critical to ensure genuine engagement. Finally, the role of the teacher,
quality teaching and shared or distributed leadership (including
between staff and students) as highlighted in the school’s Context
Statement (p.12) are fundamental to the way the ASMS operates as a
progressive learning facility.
2.3.3 Constructivist approach and the significance of inquiry
Taber (2011) provided an historical perspective on the evolution of
constructivist theory as applied to education and learning. He
described a conventional view of teaching as a binary system in which
the teacher imparts knowledge and the learner imitates the teacher.
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) referred to this kind of educator as the
‘older conservative style teacher’ where authority is invested in the
teacher and the students are the passive recipients. Dwyer (1995)
tagged this as the ‘factory model of learning’ (p.270). Taber (2011)
acknowledged that at the heart of a constructivist approach is
‘personal meaning-making’ (p.47), that is, that each student has an
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innate capacity to assimilate experiences of the world and construct a
matrix of understanding about it. This view was promoted through the
1970s via the work of Piaget (1973) and the later work of Vygotsky
(1978) who saw the teacher’s role as that of a guide at the point where
a student had reached a ‘zone of proximal development’ (Vygotsky,
1978, p.33). It is at this point, according to Vygotsky, that the teacher
assists in guiding the learning or advising the access to resources to
enable the student to grow to another level of understanding. In other
words, the teacher assumes a shared responsibility with the student to
progress the student’s learning through an assisted process.

The view that constructivist approaches to learning involve a blend of
self-direction and teacher support, of direct teaching and guided
inquiry, in an environment that is student-centred and focussed on
personalised learning, is central to the approach at the ASMS. It is an
approach that maintains that meaningful learning is active, experiential
and involves ‘the plurality of the intelligences’ (Gardner, 1993, p.9).
Hein (1991) listed nine characteristics of constructivist learning: that
‘learning is an active process’; that students ‘learn as they learn’ in
order to construct meaning and related systems; that meaning
construction is a mental process; that ‘learning involves language’ and
vice versa; that ‘learning is a social activity’; ‘learning is contextual’ in
relation to who we are and what we know and value; ‘new knowledge
is based on prior knowledge’; learning takes time; and, ‘motivation is a
key component in learning’ (pp.4ff). In order to facilitate such learning
in

an

interdisciplinary

model,

the

traditional

curriculum

and

assessment processes, as well as the role of the teacher, must
change as an imperative. Burns and Sattes (1995) provided an apt
summary that mirrors the ASMS position:
Successful use of the interdisciplinary approach requires a
knowledgeable, confident staff. At this stage of integration, a
number of changes in instruction and assessment occur.
Teachers cannot rely on traditional resources such as textbooks
when using this approach; they must be confident in using
multiple learning resources within, and, perhaps, beyond school
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walls. They begin to develop problem-based, student-centred
instructional activities that enable students to become more
collaborative, self-directed learners. Teachers at this stage also
adopt new methods for students’ assessment that are
standards-based, rather than standardised and emphasize
process as well as product. Assessment is formative as well as
summative and becomes an ongoing part of the instructional
process that is done with, not to, students. Consequently, these
changes require less teacher direction and more facilitation. As
one teacher put it: ‘I’ve become a guide on the side not a sage
on the stage.’ Finally, teachers at this stage work collaboratively
because this approach requires teams with blocks of planning
and teaching time (p.21).

2.4 English, contemporary theory, practice and
interdisciplinarity
Following is a review of the thinking of a number of key academics and
educationalists relating to the changing nature of English both as a
school subject and as a discipline. The Chapter has pertinence
particularly for the ASMS curriculum leadership team and provides a
background for the conclusions presented in Chapter 6 particularly in
relation to teaching English as part of an interdisciplinary program.
A number of factors provided challenges in the implementation of an
interdisciplinary approach incorporating studies of English. These
included: the changing nature of English as a discipline as conceived
by academia and as a subject in the secondary school context, the
evolution of new communication technologies and access to texts, the
external political pressures manifested in the proposed national
curriculum, and the changing requirements asserted by state
certification authorities.
In an extended analysis and discussion of the changing nature of
English Studies, Rob Pope (2002) recognised that English as a
discipline and as a school subject was changing, that there was
considerable debate between the ‘literary’ pursuits as opposed to a
focus on ‘language’ study and literacy. He asserted that:
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The overall trend is still clearly towards a multi-cultural and
cross disciplinary construction of the subject. This is manifest in
attention to previously marginal or excluded genres such as lifewriting (auto/biography), travel writing, and utopian and science
fiction; and above all in an increasingly broader and deeper
engagement with post-colonial and women’s writing, literatures
in English (plural) and, latterly, gay writing (p.5).

Pope referred to English as an ‘interdiscipline’ (p.13). Having noted the
trend, Pope presented a challenge about the redrawing of the borders
or ‘map’ of the nature of English itself and foreshadowed the need to
fundamentally ‘re-negotiate’ what may be meant by a discipline called
English (p.6). This clearly is a pertinent discussion for the ASMS in
examining how new ways of communicating across the arts,
humanities and sciences is impacted by evolving understandings
about

how

learning

occurs,

new

and

emerging

information

technologies, and political pressures to improve literacy and numeracy
achievement amongst students of all ages. Pope added another
complexity in asserting that English is no longer a single entity but that
there are multiple Englishes each with a special purpose, function and
relevance (p.11) and that this is further complicated by contrasting
‘local’ socio-cultural manifestations and wider ‘global’ imperatives
(pp.7–9). Misson (2012) agreed with the need for English to re-invent
itself adding as an imperative that studies in English ‘give students the
textual control that they need to engage in all the material, social and
personal aspects of their lives’ (pp.27–28).
Other academics have also recognised the diversity and challenges
associated with the social and technological flux in the contemporary
world and the consequent implications for the studies of English as a
discipline. Kress (2006) believed that ‘English is rapidly becoming a
misnomer’ (p.35). Green (2008) made clear distinctions between
English as a subject and English as a discipline asserting that they
‘are quite different concepts or discursive phenomena’ (p.36). Green’s
notion was that English as a school subject is now a multi-disciplinary
enterprise with studies ranging across culture, media, communication,
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language/linguistic, semiotic/iconic and literary studies (p.36). As did
Pope, Green recognised the diversity of cultures in what he terms
‘clearly a heteroglossic nation’ (p.37) and this he concluded impacts
on the way English is perceived compared with the Leavisite era
before the ascendancy of the Growth Model of English in 1966 (Dixon,
1967) and the innovations of the London School.
A brief overview since 2000 of the premier publication for the
Australian Association for the Teaching of English, English in
Australia, provides an insight into the complexity of the debate about
how to define English. Homer (2007) acknowledged the cultural
aspects of language and literary studies but appreciated a growing
complexity of ‘educational aims, subject matter and teaching methods
with which it [English] deals’ (p.18). This complexity is further
compounded by rapidly changing communication technologies—
technologies effectively incorporated into the ASMS interdisciplinary
programs. In discussing the place of English in the Central Studies
interdisciplinary

programs,

the

interviewees

recognised

the

opportunities provided by technological innovation to construct texts
and present responses to texts in new and exciting ways relevant to
their contemporary worlds. This aligns with Homer’s challenge to
design curriculum that balances ‘the parallel growth of a discourse of
curriculum which fosters stasis, alongside an immensely mobile and
diverse, technologically innovative culture of communication’ (p.23).
Walsh (2006) engaged a post-structuralist approach that demands that
students question the ‘validity or value’ of the texts that shape their
worlds and consequently understand the significance of multi-literacies
(p.50). Winch (2007) pursued the importance of critical literacy and the
development of understandings ‘of the powerful discourses that shape
our thinking about the institutions that underpin our world’ (p.49).
Sawyer (2007) focussed attention on the ‘powerfully literate person’
and illustrated his point about engendering a ‘genuine respect for the
Western canon’ by reference to Shakespeare and contemporary
engagement, commenting that, ‘Shakespeare cannot be ‘for all time’ if
readers cannot read him for their own time’ (p.45). Misson (2005) drew
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attention

to

language

and

literacy

and

the

importance

of

communication in our personal and workaday lives. In 2012, Misson
developed this idea further, defining five critical interrelated elements
important within the English curriculum—‘critical analysis, imagination,
affect, ethics and belief’ (pp.25-33). It is clear that literacy has become
a central platform in the establishment of educational goals, and that
the importance of critical literacy through the analysis of texts both
within and beyond school is undeniably important. However, as
Cumming, Kimber, and Wyatt-Smith, (2012) observed:
Whether subject English is understood as a foundational
discipline for achieving academic and future career success, or
as a window into the nation’s literary heritage, a uniform goal is
the enhancement of student’s abilities to read, write, speak,
interpret, appreciate, critique and create a range of genres
including print and non-print texts (p.10).

It seems clear that in designing and re-designing future interdisciplinary programs
at the ASMS, teachers will need to be cognisant of the changing focuses and
discourses pertinent to the subject English and the emerging communication
technologies that might impinge on curriculum delivery.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Because this study was site specific, case study was an obvious
research approach. This chapter details the appropriateness and
significance of employing narrative inquiry as a preferred method
providing tools to elucidate the case study. Additionally, the chapter
describes the sampling processes relating to participants and the
practical details associated with collecting the data through semistructured interviews around questions and issues suggested to frame
the discussion.

3.1 A case study employing narrative inquiry methodology
At a fundamental level, Connelly and Clandinin (1990) and, later,
Clandinin and Connelly (2000), Clandinin and Rosiek (2006) and
Clandinin, Pushor and Orr (2007) claimed that a key interest in
narrative inquiry as a research methodology in education relates to the
predilection of teachers or educators as story tellers. However, at a
deeper level, story or narrative as a tool for educational research
relates to the ‘construction and reconstruction of personal and social
stories’ (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p.2) that collectively manifest
representations of real worlds, a point also emphasised by Webster
and Mertova (2007) and alluded to by Josselson (2006). In a review of
the ‘state of the art’ of the nature and function of narrative research,
Smith (2007) asserted that the representation and reliability of
narrative inquiry is open to ‘tensions and connections’ and ‘contrasts
and disparity’ (p.392). The counter argument to this is to acknowledge
that the qualitative data acquired through narrative inquiry are bone
fide representations of the personal experiences, values and
meanings of the participants and that integrity is achieved through the
expression of those experiences (Trahar, 2009).
By their very nature, narratives are open to interpretation or inference.
Interpretivism involves research aimed at understanding the culture,
the practices, or the various phenomena associated with a particular
site (Schwandt, 2000, p.191)—in this case, the ASMS. While there has
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been much debate about the nature of qualitative data gathered in
studies involving the ‘human’ sciences, as opposed to the more
quantitative empirical evidence gathered through observation and
experimentation in the ‘natural’ sciences, the authenticity of the
observations

and

voices

from

graduates

who

had

intimate

relationships with the ASMS case study site is difficult to question. It is
significant that in this research the participants were representative of
a cross section of the school population and that the interviews were
conducted separately. Hence, the portfolio of personal stories when
collated across the set of interviews provides a credible montage of
the ASMS as an educational provider, the place of subject English
within the interdisciplinary program, and the impact on the futures of
the graduate students. Much of the debate about qualitative versus
quantitative research has revolved around research processes such
as Action Research (Checkland and Holwell, 1998; Crotty, 1998; Pike,
2002) and considerable attention has been devoted to justifying
qualitative approaches as valid and reflexive, enabling ‘an explicit
awareness of meanings and especially assumptions’ (Crotty, 1998,
p.91). In spite of the openness to interpretation, ‘narrative inquiry
attempts to capture the ‘whole story’ (Webster and Mertova, 2007
p.90). Nevertheless, what evolves from the current study is more
‘indicative’ of the whole story rather than the ‘complete’ story. Webster
and Mertova (2007) concluded that:
Narrative research does not produce conclusions of certainty. In
narrative-based research, validity is more concerned with the
research being well-grounded and supportable by the data that
has been collected. It does not provide results that provide
generalizable truths, ‘prescribing’ how things ought to be’ (p.90).

Lawrence-Lightfoot (2005) used the metaphor of ‘portraiture’ to
describe the representational conclusions from the data analysis of the
research stories and reflections evolving from the ‘dialogue between
art and science’ (p.3). Andrews (2012) similarly adopted the
representational notion and concluded that the value of told narratives
is that they provide ‘the very rich means of accessing inner truths,
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those ideas, beliefs and commitments which an individual holds dear’
(p.34). As was the case in The Learning Lives Project conducted
through the University of Brighton, UK, the additional significant rider
in this current research, was to observe how participants engendered
learning—‘…particularly… in life-long learning and…[through] the
kinds of transitional moments of people’s learning’ (Goodson, 2012
p.4).
This case study has a phenomenological trait in that the phenomenon
of the ASMS learning environment, the delivery of the interdisciplinary
Central Studies curriculum and the place of English in it, is
represented through a cumulative, mediated reconstruction based on
the direct experiences of the participants. It is the product of their
perceptions and recollections. Much of what has been recalled is
essentially subjective and ‘expressly uncritical’ (Crotty, 1998 p.83) and
is consequently open to interpretation and critique but the aggregation
of views provides a credible composition of what existed. Crotty
elucidated the point this way:
What has emerged here under the rubric of ‘phenomenology’ is
a quite single-minded effort to identify, understand, describe
and maintain the subjective experiences of the respondents. It
is self-professedly subjectivist in approach (in the sense of
being in search of people’s subjective experience) and
expressly

uncritical…the

emphasis

typically

remains

on

common understandings and the meanings of common
practices, so that phenomenological research of this kind
emerges as an exploration, via personal experiences, of
prevailing cultural understandings (p. 83).

This is also very much in the tradition of the hermeneutic circle5, in
which an inquiry begins with a foundational understanding of what is
being examined and the investigative processes are designed to
5

The hermeneutic circle consists in the fact that in the search for the meaning of a text, of an

action, of a set of ideas, etc. the interpretation of a part requires a prior understanding of the
whole to which the part belongs, and the interpretation of the whole requires a prior
understanding of its parts. (Mautner, 2005, p.274)
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enhance

or

illuminate

evolving

interpretations

and

new

understandings. Crotty (1998) says, ‘Another way to conceptualise the
hermeneutic circle is to talk of understanding the whole through
grasping the parts, and comprehending the meaning of the parts
through divining the whole’ (p.92). This principle contributed
significantly to the decision to conduct a site-specific case study using
semi-structured interviews with a limited sample of randomly selected
graduates. Consequently, the resulting interpretations from the data
analysis can only be seen as indicative or as ‘typifications’ (Bogard,
2003, p.213).
In keeping with the notion of the hermeneutic circle, a case study
approach has a focus on searching out the detail and the minutiae in
order to understand the whole. Simons (2009) summarised this view:
‘Case study is a study of the singular, the particular, the unique’ (p.3).
In other words, a case study focus is unitary but seeks detail in order
to understand the phenomena that characterises a particular site.
There are multiple statements defining the nature and focus of case
study (de Vaus, 2001; Flick, 2006; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002;
Searle, 1999; Simons, 2009; Stake, 1995, 1998; Thomas, 2011; Yin,
2003, 2004). All have elements in common: that case study involves
the deep investigation into a single event, organisation, policy or set of
social behaviours. Simons (2009) summarised these aspects in a
much more detailed account of what case study actually embraces:
Case study is an in-depth exploration from multiple perspectives
of the complexity and uniqueness of a particular project, policy,
institution, program or system in a ‘real life’ context. It is
research-based, inclusive of different methods and is evidenceled (p.21).

Such a definition is useful because it is to some degree open-ended
but also provides an overarching umbrella for a variety of forms.
Simons asserted that the ‘primary purpose’ (p.3) of case study is to
generate deep understanding or knowledge about a topic or issue,
programme, organisation, system or practice (policy) in order to
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influence or inform future policy development or other forms of action
(p.21). Rossman and Rallis (1998) similarly defined case study as the
examination of a single instance that should lead to ‘enlightenment or
understanding of ‘a larger phenomenon’’ (p.104). Many advocates of
case study, like narratologists Webster and Mertova (2007), doubt the
capacity of case study processes to evolve generalisations. Thomas
(2011) shares those doubts and while his more complex definition
reflects similar elements to those in Simon’s definition, he summarised
the purpose or outcome in a much broader sense. He concluded that,
The case that is the subject of the inquiry will be an instance of
a class of phenomena that provides an analytical frame—an
object—within which the study is conducted and which the case
illuminates or explicates (p23).

That view supports the outcomes intended through the model of the
hermeneutic circle.
To avoid the problems associated with a single definition, Stake (2000)
made a distinction between three forms of case study research—
intrinsic, instrumental and collective (Stake, 2000, p.437). Intrinsic
case study focused on a particular case (he said, ‘this case’) and was
developed because there was something intrinsically interesting in
‘that’ case in particular, without it necessarily informing ‘some abstract
construct or generic phenomenon’ (Stake, 2000, p.437). Instrumental
case study was equally purposeful but less personal and more
externally focussed. This type of case study, Stake argued, crosses
boundaries (what he referred to as the ‘zone of combined purpose’
p.437) and was important because it ‘helps the researcher pursue the
external interest’ (p.437) While elements of intrinsic case study will be
evident, there is also an aspect which may allow a greater degree of
comparison or generalisability against other studies. The third form he
called the collective case study which is an ‘instrumental study
extended to several cases’ (p.437). The current case study involves
the single site of the ASMS and no other comparative site. The
accounts of the participants contribute to a holistic collation of what the
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interviewees recalled was useful, or otherwise, from the curriculum
initiatives under investigation. Rossman and Rallis (1998) stated that
case studies are ‘descriptive, holistic, heuristic and inductive’ (p.104).
This is complementary to any of the definitions detailed earlier and is
not at odds with any component of Stake’s three-tier formulation.
As early as 1995, Stake asserted that case study should not be
deemed a ‘process’ (Stake, 1995, p.2) or ‘method’ (Stake, 2000,
p.435) in qualitative research so much as an ‘object’ (Stake, 1995, p.2)
or vehicle for the in-depth exploration of a particular research focus
that facilitates the ‘intrinsic interest in the case (p.3). Although others
such as Simons (2009), Thomas (2011) and Yin (2003) continued to
use the term, they indicated agreement. Hesse-Biber and Leavy
(2011) referred to case study as ‘a research strategy’ or ‘process of
inquiry’ (p.275). These terms correlate with the earlier references to a
phenomenological ‘approach’ to an inquiry. Certainly, a variety of
methodologies, tools or processes might be used within a case study
inquiry to gather data, contribute to illumination or understanding of a
case, contribute to an inquiry outcome, or inform analysis. This is true
for the current study which has relied principally on semi-structured
interviews, discussions with curriculum administrators, and curriculum
and policy document searches that determined the base-line learning
theory for curriculum delivery at the ASMS. This is an emic process to
a considerable degree, that is, in the words of Merriam (1998), an
attempt to understand ‘the phenomenon of interest from the
participant’s perspective, not the researcher’s’ (p.6).
A case study involving the ASMS fits the criterion that case study
occurs in a ‘bounded’ system—a concept discussed by Stake (1995,
p.2). It is an aspect acknowledged by or embedded in contemporary
definitions beyond that point. Merriam (1998) stated that, ‘Case
study...is [an] intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single
unit or bounded system’ (p.12). This correlates with the view by
Rossman and Rallis (1998) that a feature of case study is that it is
‘context dependent.’ The case study focussing on the ASMS is
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singularly context dependent, involving a single site and a specific
curriculum direction locating the study of

English within an

interdisciplinary program, and consequently, with expected outcomes
of interest to the school curriculum leadership team. As such, it
satisfies Stake’s (1998) exhortation for intrinsic case study and, to a
marginally lesser extent instrumental case study, to strive for
particularisation

rather

than

generalisation.

This

aspect

of

generalisation or transferability (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011) is a
moot point and in Hesse-Biber and Leavy’s discussion about the
tensions between those promoting a positivist approach as described
by Lincoln and Guba (1985, pp.24–25) and a more constructivist
approach (Creswell, 2009, for instance), issues relating to validation
and reliability in qualitative research emerged.
Issues relating to reflexivity, integrity and validity are significant
considerations in qualitative research particularly where ethnographic
processes are involved. Creswell (2007) raised the issue of reflexivity,
particularly in terms of the relationship between the researchers and
the participants (pp.485–486). In the collection of the data from the
kind of exploratory case study conducted in this research, and the
creation of the evolving narrative, the relationship between the
researcher and the participants needed to be empathetic and there
needed to be a shared familiarity with the culture of the site in order to
develop

the

evolutionary

understandings

consistent

with

the

hermeneutic circle model. Honesty and thoughtful reflection are keys
to a successful study of this kind. Marshall (2001) referred to selfreflective practice ‘as a necessary core for all inquiry’ (p.433). An
interesting idea that Marshall developed about the processing of data
involves the notion of ‘engaging in inner and outer arcs of attention’
(p.433). In engaging the inner arcs, Marshall was consciously aware of
her assumptions, the ways she was attempting to make meaning and
to discover the ‘repetitions, patterns, themes, dilemmas, key phrases’
which contributed to making connections or ‘multiple associations’
(p.433) In engaging the outer arcs, Marshall engaged in a more
objective, critical analysis, involving the raising of questions or the
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consideration of emerging issues that may need to be examined.
O’Brien

(1998)

concurred,

asserting

that

reflexivity

requires

researchers to ‘make explicit the interpretations, biases, assumptions
and concerns upon which judgements are made’ (p.3).
Brown and Jones (2001) were aware of this dilemma for the
researcher as well and asked the question: ‘How can a researcher
both ‘observe’ reality as well as being part of it and thus be implicated
in its continual creation and recreation?’(p.5). For qualitative research,
this conjures up a dilemma relating to credibility and/or issues of
validation. Brown and Jones (2001) attempted to manage this by
defining the research intention as being about investigating how a
particular site or organisation functions, observing what its current
state is and describing these in some way. These parameters are far
more open than those that apply to more ‘scientific’ or ‘objective’
research. Indeed, much of the intention in the current case study is to
do with acknowledging the journeys or narratives of the participants
and creating an account of what was important for them. In so doing,
this involves considerable reflexivity on the part of the participants and
the researcher, and acknowledgement that in the interpretative
process there may be ‘contradictory and conflicting interpretations’
(Brown and Jones, 2001 p.6).
Merriam (1998) detailed four types of case studies based on ‘intent’:
descriptive, interpretive, theory building and judgemental/evaluation
(p.38). This case study embraces elements of three of these. While
ultimately there is no intensely judgemental aspect to the study as
implied in the title, there is an implicit evaluation process in that the
interviewees were invited to comment on what worked effectively and
what might be considered to change. Additionally, their responses
were personal and thus in themselves an assessment of what they
valued from the ASMS learning experience. From the outset, the
intention was to provide a ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973) in relation
to the site, its learning theory and charter, and to infuse the narratives
and valuations of the participating graduate students within that rich
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description. It was always the intention in the study to champion the
voices of the participants (Creswell, 2008). The emphasis on narrative
not only provides the human dimension to the study, which Brown and
Jones (2001) suggested education is all about, it recognises the value
of looking back as a valuable process in setting positive direction for
the future. Brown and Jones said, ‘We suggest that the narrative
product of reflexive research might be seen as the aspirational voice
that keeps emancipatory intention alive’ (p.12).

3.2 Processes and practical detail
The data collection process involved a sample of eight randomly
selected graduate students across the years 2003 to 2010—
technically referred to as ‘convenience’ sample (Merriam, 1998, p.62).
The selection process involved compiling a list of past students, mainly
from historical records, and then making contact by email until the
required number of participants had accepted in accordance with
university requirements.The data collection processes involved hourlong semi-structured interviews which evolved more as a series of
discussions based around a framework of prepared questions or items
of interest. The dialogue that ensued between participants and the
researcher was relatively organic so that, as observed by Connelly
and Clandinin (1990), ‘the two narratives of participant and researcher
become, in part, a shared narrative construction and reconstruction
through inquiry’ (p.5). The discussions were fluid to accommodate
unanticipated useful or interesting information. Additionally, curriculum
statements, the ASMS Charter, lesson plans, limited samples of
student work, internal research and planning documents and
assessment rubrics were accessed through ASMS archives (See
Appendices for samples). While the emphasis in presenting the data
involved narration, the collation of views to uncover possible patterns
of responses employed interpretive processes but was ultimately
inductive in that the outcomes provided an overview constructed from
a consideration of the individualised responses. In the process of
reconstructing and collating the common and sometimes dissident
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threads, however, care has been taken to avoid what Connelly and
Clandinin (1990) have referred to as ‘the Hollywood Plot’ (p.10), that
is, contriving to shape the data towards a happy ending or softening
possible negative interpretations.

3.3 The interview questions and the significant issues
for discussion
The questions that informed the interview process were established as
guidelines under a set of broad headings. Following is a summary of
intention.
To foreground the data gathering it was essential to work from the
interviewees’ understanding about how they defined English as a
subject and what they saw as central within an English curriculum. To
some extent it was expected that this view might be informed by their
previous school experiences but also by their experiences of the
interdisciplinary approach at the ASMS. Gauging differences between
experiences in previous locations and the ASMS was a useful
springboard to open up opportunities to explore issues beyond the
framing questions. Hence, an initial reaction to a question about
whether an approach in a more conventional setting was more or less
beneficial than in the progressive setting of the ASMS gave each
participant an open invitation for assessment and comment. The
central discussion hinged around the ASMS scenario to highlight the
content of and approaches to the more obviously literary aspects of
the Central Studies programs and the theoretical concepts that
facilitated

the

learning.

Hence,

references

to

constructivist

approaches, including references to inquiry, active construction,
collegiality, personalised learning and so on, were intentionally explicit.
Since the interviewees were graduate students who had not been at
the ASMS for a number of years, the emphasis was on their
reminiscences in relation to the place of English in the interdisciplinary
approach to curriculum delivery. Consequently, they were asked to
recall activities, topics, and approaches, and to comment on what
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particularly stood out as factors that facilitated their learning—in other
words, to comment on what was memorable. As a corollary to this, the
interviewees were asked to isolate what was valuable to them both in
the short and long terms. Two aspects were deemed to be of particular
importance. The first was in relation to the inquiry processes implicit in
the Fertile Question and how this impacted on them as learners. The
second applied to what was taken beyond school and imported into
further study, work roles or their personal lives. Assessments of
personal satisfaction, achievements and needs for change were
invited, particularly with reference to future education and/or
employment needs. Responses to these aspects were deemed to be
of interest to the leadership team at the ASMS—a significant group
supporting the study. Finally, the interviewees were invited to make
additional comments, raise issues or reflect further on aspects already
raised, particularly, but not exclusively, in relation to English tasks and
texts as part of the interdisciplinary approach.

Interview/discussion questions/areas of interest under key
headings (guidelines only)
English as a discipline
How would you define or describe the subject English?
What would you see as the key priorities in the English curriculum?
English in practice
How different was your previous school experience compared with that
of the ASMS?
Did you see what was done as ‘English’ in the interdisciplinary
approach as what you perceived English to be?
Was it better or worse? In what way(s)?
English as a part of an interdisciplinary program
Did the constructivist approach live up to expectations? Were you able
to negotiate, be creative or develop fresh and authentic responses that
transgressed conventional interpretations and ways of responding to
tasks?
Did inquiry or active construction (or a student-centred approach)
mean anything to you or make a difference?
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Did you feel that the processes provided greater opportunity for
dialogue, collegiality or personal engagement?
Were there aspects of, or approaches to, English that carried over into
the more scientifically focussed aspects of the curriculum?
What was memorable?
What topics do you recall doing?
Describe some of the activities that really grabbed your attention? Why
are they memorable and what did you learn from them?
Were there other aspects apart from the learning approach e.g. the
teacher, access to technology, group work etc. that made your
experience memorable?
What was valuable?
What helped/made a difference?
What hindered?
Impact of further study, work or personal lives
What was useful for post-school study or work e.g. did the inquiry
processes engendered in the Fertile Question, for instance, promote
or develop analytical and meta-cognitive processes that were useful in
post-school study or work?
Were there other aspects that carried over into post-school work or
study e.g. development of communication skills or transfer of ways of
problem solving or analysing data?
Overall satisfaction and achievement
Did you feel advantaged or disadvantaged in competing with students
in other schools at the SACE level?
Were you satisfied with your own outcomes or achievements?
Is there a difference now compared with how you were feeling then?
Do you think that there was an adequate treatment of key areas of
literary study i.e. novels, poetry, drama, film, popular media etc. (as
opposed to literacy/language study) across the Central Studies
programs?
Other issues/ Comments /Reflections
Feel free to make any further comments about your experiences at the
ASMS, particularly in relation to English as part of the interdisciplinary
program.
Diagram 4: Interview/discussion questions/areas of interest under key headings
(guidelines only)
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CHAPTER 4: THE GRADUATE STORIES
This chapter provides an overview of the cohort of graduates from the
ASMS who participated in the study. Each interview transcript was
transformed into a more conventional narrative form but care was
taken to retain the key elements. While any transformation of data
across genres involves layers of interpretation, care has been taken to
retain the spirit, evolutionary nature and integrity of the accounts. For
comparison, an example of a full interview transcript has been
provided in Appendix 8.

4.1 The graduate stories
The graduates who participated in this study came from diverse
backgrounds. All but one had spent two years in the interdisciplinary
program and all went on to complete their SACE at the ASMS. One
student repeated Year 12 in order to improve his ATAR score. Not all
went on to tertiary studies or to further studies involving science and/or
mathematics. Although no graduate was unhappy about using their
real name in the research report, it was decided to use pseudonyms to
distinguish the interviewees. Four male and four female graduates
were interviewed. Their background stories pertinent to this study, the
summary of their recollections and their views about studying English
as part of the interdisciplinary program, are reconstructed in the order
of each interview. The transcript of one interview before transformation
into a more formal narrative is provided in Appendix 8.
NOTE: In the constructed narratives, English Studies (Stage 2) refers
to a Year 12 English course with a focus on the study of literature, text
analysis and with an external examination. English Communications
(Stage 2) refers to a Year 12 English course that involved some
literary and text analysis and more text construction than the English
Studies program. The English Communications course was largely
school assessed but was subjected to an external moderation
process. The requirements for Stage 1 English Studies at the SACE
level are outlined in Section 7.1 following.
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4.1.1. Andy
Andy is currently working for the Australian Submarine Corporation
(ASC) and is clearly very passionate and enthusiastic about his job as
indicated by his gleeful exclamation at the end of his detailed
explanation of the kind of work that he was doing and how he came to
be there, viz. ‘So, how’s that for where I’ve been for the last three
years? Or four years?’ At the time of the interview, Andy was applying
for a graduate position at the ASC hopefully leading to permanent fulltime employment.
Andy came to the ASMS at the beginning of Year 10 but after Year 12
decided that he needed to improve his Australian Tertiary Admission
Rank (ATAR) score and so he repeated Stage 2. This enabled him to
successfully apply for a place in Mechanical Engineering at Flinders
University. Andy commented that the university course was new and
under construction and therefore ‘somewhat chaotic.’ He was
disappointed that when he asked for help, he was ‘directed to the
textbook’—very different from his experience at the ASMS. After two
years, Andy transferred to Mechanical Engineering at UniSA where,
due in part to meet the needs of his work at the ASC, he was
completing an extra course in the fifth year of what is normally a four
year degree. Andy indicated that because his work at the ASC
involved understanding and developing certain adhesives to replace
welding, he needed to take an extra full year course about adhesives,
complementing his studies in Mechanical Engineering with aspects of
Chemical Engineering.
Up to the end of 2012, preparatory to starting his engineering degree,
Andy had spent a couple of years working part-time for his father’s
engineering company doing contract work for an automotive
engineering

plant.

This

gave

him

experience

in

productivity

improvement and plant maintenance. When Andy considered using
this work experience as the basis for his Industry Experience
Assignment as part his University coursework, he reflected critically on
that and decided that he should try for a full-time twelve week
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placement ‘in a proper engineering company to see what working fulltime was like.’ Eventually, this led to a placement at the ASC and an
investigation into the use of ‘adhesive pins’ for a particular application.
The ensuing investigation and report was accepted by the ASC
Engineering Department and became an alternative to the much more
expensive welding process that it replaced. Subsequently, this led to a
new challenge, which Andy said was similar to what he had been
working on ‘but much more critical.’ He described in considerable
detail the challenge, why it was critical, and the processes he went
through to find a solution, including taking an extra university course.
While Andy admitted that experience in jobs relating to engineering,
some of which coincided with study and some not, was important, the
learning outside of school was but one factor that impacted on his
future success. Indeed, he commented, ‘I think that a big part of who I
have become over the years has been because of the ASMS.’ In
reflecting on his schooling prior to attending the ASMS, he concluded
that, even at Year 7, much of what he was expected to engage in he
perceived as lacking in relevance. He commented that in Year 7 he
was pressured by the school to ‘keep me back a year.’ Consequently,
he was subjected to a range of psychological tests focussed on
suspected learning disabilities. This led to him being placed in a
‘learning help program.’ The testing program did have a significant
influence on his decision to attend the ASMS, however. The tests
showed that arithmetically, in mathematical problem-solving and
logical thinking, he was in the eightieth to ninetieth percentile range. In
contrast, faced with the challenge of explaining ideas and concepts
and presenting orally he was in the fortieth to fiftieth percentile range.
This was a problem that followed him into the ASMS experience but
one which Andy felt that the ASMS helped him to overcome.
It was more than relevance that Andy valued in his academic
experience at the ASMS. Although he did not identify directly with the
fundamental constructivist ideology underpinning the pedagogy and
curriculum design at the ASMS, he elaborated processes and
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practices that meant he engaged in a meaningful learning program,
felt more involved and empowered than in his previous school, and
was able to make individual choices that helped in maintaining
interest. He illustrated this effectively by referring to a specific activity
involving a study of poetry in the Sustainable Futures Central Study.
While he admitted he had ‘always enjoyed poetry’, he was much more
interested in music and when he saw that one of the poems referred to
in the resource material was a song lyric by Jimmy Morrison of The
Doors fame, he felt that he could draw on something with which he
was familiar and that he enjoyed. Consequently, he was able to
negotiate to focus his inquiry around song lyrics. He summed this up
succinctly: ‘I just did music and it allowed me to broaden the range and
rather than going out and trying to find poems that fitted the topic. I
could go, ‘What do I already know that fits this topic? And it just meant
that I could take my own direction.’ This aligned with an earlier
observation that the ASMS had allowed him to develop his English
skills ‘at my own pace on topics that I enjoyed.’ This example
demonstrates the capacity of

the ASMS English curriculum,

recognised by Andy as ‘part of a bigger Central Study’ theme, to
encourage meaningful learning, personal relevance and to enable a
celebration of prior interest or individual experience, part of what Pat
Thomson (2002) referred to as the student’s ‘virtual backpack’ (p.7)
Although Andy recognised the importance of self-directed learning, he
was not uncritical of this expectation. In fact, he referred to this aspect
of the approach as a possible limitation for many students who lacked
skills or motivation, not only in relation to the English component. He
commented, ‘…at the ASMS…you have to go searching for it a little
bit…I don’t know if it was because the school itself was so selfdirected, I had issues, sort of, getting myself motivated to do the
English components.’ Later in the interview, Andy came back to the
concept

of

self-direction

and

acknowledged

that

‘it

[learning

environment at the ASMS] has to be self-directed’ but went on to
assert his belief that there ‘should be an underlying direction that is
forced upon you to make sure that it is self-directed to a point, that you
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are still learning what you need to learn.’ He made the same point
about his experience with the MAT (mathematics) curriculum. Andy
provided two examples where approaches in relation to English tasks
could have been improved. One was a failed attempt, when left alone,
to complete an assignment because he claimed that he did not know
what to do and was too embarrassed to ask. He felt that teachers
should have been more aware and intervened, that is, been ‘able to
pick up when there’s a problem and intervening’. However, he
considered that because self-direction was a preferred mode, his
dilemma was overlooked.
A second issue related to his problem with oral language and public
presentations. While Andy said he felt comfortable in social situations,
he lacked the ability to present in front of a class and explain what he
needed to convey. There was an underlying criticism in his expressed
view that ‘if someone had noticed that in Years 10 and 11 and given
me assistance…it would have benefitted me a lot more.’ Andy’s
generalised solution was that students who were struggling with the
‘English concepts’ should be given an ‘English booster’ course for an
hour a week to equip them with basic English skills, although he
acknowledged that such a program should not be forced on people.
Andy also indicated that the problem was exacerbated because so
much of the material was available electronically on the school portal
whereas he was ‘always going to be a paper, tangible, kind of person.’
This is an issue that followed him into university studies where
everything is online and so he ended up downloading all the materials
and printing them off.
Andy iterated several times throughout the interview that the positive
approach to English and the subject matter revolved around ‘scienceoriented themes’. This gave him a chance, he said, to ‘write about
things that I was more interested in.’ In spite of having a motivation
problem, he felt that the Central Studies themes allowed English to be
more enjoyable. He highlighted the study of the film text Gattaca in the
Biotechnology Central Study with a focus on DNA manipulation; the
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documentary in the Technological World Central Study focussing on
the historical depiction and the engineering considerations associated
with the construction of the Brooklyn Bridge; and the study of Michael
Crichton’s novel Prey in the Towards Nanotechnology Central Study
as examples. Andy reflected on the scope of English, even if many
texts were ‘only fiction’, to explore different ethical norms in addition to
the ‘study of feelings and emotions.’ His evaluation here was an
acknowledgement of the possibilities in an interdisciplinary approach.
Although his comment was rather wordy, his summary is pertinent. He
commented that ‘…being able to do English, study English, with the
sort of scope, with a bias towards biotech or nanotech, Biology and
DNA and cloning and that sort of thing, and being able to choose your
kid’s traits, it makes you think about where we might be in ten or
fifteen years’ time at a level that you probably don’t think of when you
are actually just doing Physics and Chemistry.’ This was a recognition
repeated throughout the interview about how personalising an interest
in the topics studied and allowing for interdisciplinary links had a
positive effect in motivating learning.
Andy was less assertive about how thinking about science ‘in an
English way’ or from an English point of view contributed to his postschool study and work. However, he did acknowledge that he probably
was encouraged to think about things that he might not have
considered if he had just been studying pure mathematics and
science. In a further elaboration of this thought, however, he reflected
on the importance of reading, comprehending and analysing the
literature, applying it to current challenges and extrapolating key
elements relating to the future and to his work as important, even
though these were largely scientific or technical texts. His assessment
of the impact of how he learnt English at the ASMS was clear: ‘I think
that the way I studied English at ASMS has certainly contributed to
that process—taking scientific literature and being able to comprehend
it and pick it apart in a way that is not traditionally scientific—rather
than just pulling facts out.’ This comment provides a clear indication of
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how English embedded as it was in an interdisciplinary approach had
a positive impact on Andy’s post-school work.
A focussing Fertile Question was an overriding unifying challenge at
the heart of each Central Study. It provided an opportunity for students
to collaborate, explore a question or issue, and approach possible
solutions or considerations from multi-disciplinary positions. Although
initially unsure about his handling of the Fertile Question, Andy’s
recollections were stirred through a consideration of his preferred
mode for communicating his ideas. His strong preference was for
report writing rather than essays or oral presentations. In considering
his response to handling the Fertile Question, which could have
employed texts more pertinent to scientific studies, texts more
frequently related to arts and humanities, or even multi-modal texts, he
provided an example of how at university he was required to write a
paper about nanomaterials and fabrication. He linked his success
(high distinction) to challenges that he had experienced at the ASMS:
‘…it’s definitely the kind of work that I would have done at the ASMS
…It was a, ‘tell the story about this product and how it’s been
developed and where its future lies.’
In considering the importance of inquiry, ‘a good word’ as he said,
Andy ruminated about the differences in approach between his former
school and the ASMS. He recalled that his former school was
interested in ‘information retrieval’ and summarising the detail,
whereas at the ASMS the emphasis was on ‘asking questions.’ In
summary Andy said that the approach at the ASMS ‘…sets you more
on a path of…inquiry, so, going and finding information…not just
retrieving facts, you are asking questions, not of anyone in particular.
You are asking them of yourself, you know, using those questions in
your searches to find out more information.’ Later, the discussion led
to a consideration of the ‘Socratic Method’ as an apt means of
describing the methodology. In considering the role of the teacher,
Andy recognised that learning and understanding was enhanced when
students explored the questions and figured out the answers
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themselves, rather than the teacher just providing the answers.
Thinking about what questions someone might want answers to in a
discussion or information sharing session has become a model for
Andy beyond school. He said that focussing on the questions when
trying to explain something to someone ‘changes the thought
processes’ because the questions can focus the issue and challenge
the other party to engage in the search for answers.
When asked to consider if there were things that could have been
done better or improved on, particularly in relation to the way English
was taught as part of the interdisciplinary program, Andy could not
think of an example specific to English but approached a response
through his experience in MAT. He suggested that due to the
negotiable aspects of the curriculum and the focus on inquiry in the
mathematics and science subjects, some areas of basic knowledge
were not covered by the teacher. This, he concluded, contributed to
some disjunctions in the transition from Years 10 and 11 into Year 12.
He observed that Year 12 at the ASMS was the same as Year 12
anywhere else and the Central Studies program was not necessarily ‘a
curriculum that was aimed at preparing you for Year 12.’ He felt that
he did not have a full ‘grasp of the whole spectrum of knowledge’
required for just studying Chemistry or Physics, for instance. Earlier,
however, he had admitted that he valued the preparation that the
ASMS provided for study at university. He said, ‘ASMS prepares you
really well for university, gets you thinking at a university level, it gets
you…inquiring rather than just retrieving information. It gets you
thinking about questions to ask people and it gets you thinking about
study and about learning in a completely different way.’ Andy asserted
that perhaps Year 12 needed to be done in a completely different way
at the ASMS because of the constraints of the SACE [in teaching
discrete subjects rather than interdisciplinary topics] and because by
the time a student got to Year 12 they had ‘forgotten how to learn the
way Year 12 is taught.’
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Having earlier in the interview struggled with finding critical points
about how English was taught through an interdisciplinary approach in
the Central Studies program, the issue about disjunctions in
transitioning into studying the English Communications course at Year
12 was clearly articulated from his own experience. He perceived that
part of the problem was to do with the course structure at Year 12 and
that after having considerable opportunity through the Central Studies
program to spend two years ‘doing English on things that you were
interested in’ and drawing on a range of texts that revolved around
science themes, the Year 12 program specified a more conventional
choice of texts and approach to teaching and learning. In considering
the problems associated with how to better integrate English across
the Central Studies program into Year 12 studies of English, Andy
grappled with a slight contradiction. On the one hand, he felt that
English needed to stand out more in the Central Studies program and
that he could have benefited from more structure. On the other hand,
he admitted that he enjoyed doing English because it was
incorporated into the Central Studies program in an unobtrusive way,
as was Geography, History and Philosophy. He summarised this
dilemma in the following comment: ‘I think…it was good because I was
doing English without realising I was doing English…but, I don’t know,
I think if it had been a bit more focussed on English I would have learnt
more, sort of, English concepts.’ In spite of this, he concluded that he
did acquire an understanding of English concepts, particularly through
the text construction aspects of the topics in the Central Studies
programs and that this contributed in a supportive way to his current
work and into the future.
4.1.2. Julianne
Prior to enrolling at the ASMS, Julianne completed her primary and
middle school years at an elite Catholic school and normally would
have progressed directly to the related Senior College. However, her
brother had enrolled at the ASMS and Julianne felt that she wanted a
change, and because of her brother’s positive experience at the ASMS
she also made this her choice. The motivating factors for change were
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both social and academic. Julianne was concerned that the friendship
groups with which she was associated socially and academically at
her previous school would inhibit her progress and that she ‘would be
in the exact same place in another three years.’ She commented that
this fear was borne out when looking at the university experiences of
many of her previous friends. She thought many of them were not
trained well in completing tasks and were likewise not ‘trained to be
good thinkers and independent thinkers.’ Because Julianne was
already familiar with the ASMS and how it operated, the initial
transition was made easier. Nevertheless, there were some difficulties
in settling in and she did consider leaving the school before the end of
the first semester. However, she chose to stay and now was able to
aver that, ‘I wouldn’t have enjoyed school as much as I did if I hadn’t
gone to that sort of learning environment.’ She admitted, however, that
mathematics and science were not her major interests. In fact,
Julianne commented that she had ‘absolutely no interest in maths.’
The coupling of English with the science components, however, made
the science more interesting. Although she was quite successful in
areas of science, she was more interested in the arts and humanities
subjects. Consequently, when Julianne progressed to Year 12, her
course structure was very much oriented towards these. One regret,
however, was that, although she chose to do SACE options in Year
10, she did not take advantage of doing some Year 12 subjects in
Year 11, an option available until 2010.
Julianne was employed part-time in fashion retail but, after a
successful Year 12 and an excellent TER (now ATAR) score, she was
accepted into Law at a university in Victoria and although she was
quite successful she found being away from friends and family rather
lonely and alienating. She also found that university tutors were often
‘unapproachable’, very different from the experience she had with
teachers from the ASMS. Consequently, Julianne applied for
acceptance at Flinders University and was given credit for studies at
her Victorian university. At the time of the interview, she was in her
final
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Commercial/Business law. In reflecting on her experience in going into
law and business, Julianne commented that, particularly in relation to
law, her involvement in studying science ‘made a difference in a way.’
She recognised that society is changing and that laws will ‘have to
adapt to compensate for that…especially in those science areas that
we focussed on at the ASMS, like cloning, nanotechnology and those
sorts of things.’ In comparing her experience in going from the ASMS
into humanities subjects rather than the other way around, she
observed that ‘in different fields our experiences have sort of crossed
over,’ really an endorsement of what interdisciplinarity was about. Her
final comment on that notion was that no matter what direction people
intended to go, they needed to ‘sit through bits that we really didn’t
want to do’ because it made people more informed in the end.
When asked about her recollections of English at the ASMS, Julianne
bluntly asserted that ‘there was no English program.’ However, she
then elaborated how an English focus was integrated into an
overarching theme relating to the sciences around which were set
‘English-like’ tasks. She recalled specific aspects of these tasks
including connected texts studies and essays on social issues. She
specifically drew attention to the film study based on the film Gattaca
and her being able to develop an inquiry around designer babies. She
also recalled a study of the documentary about the building of the
Brooklyn Bridge as part of the Technological World Central Study and
appreciated the integration of texts and a more ‘English way’ of
responding. A significant positive that contributed to Julianne’s
enjoyment of the English components was choice—the opportunity to
choose her own texts and to ‘do what we wanted,’ that is, to be able to
negotiate how to respond. Although she did not specifically refer to
interdisciplinarity, it was clear that she appreciated that whatever was
completed as an English task related ‘back to that scientific
background,’ the theme of the particular Central Study. As to whether
or not this linkage of English within the Central Studies was too
narrow, limiting or constraining, Julianne made the connection
between the Central Studies program and the preparation for Year 12
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English Studies. She qualified her response, suggesting that the focus
in English through the Central Studies program was ‘absolutely not’
too narrow if you were not going on to Year 12 English Studies. She
acknowledged, however, that she struggled with ‘analysing articles’
presumably in the Critical Reading section of the Year 12 English
Studies curriculum. Overall, however, she believed that although she
had not had enough practice in developing her analytic skills in
English, there was enough ‘going on’ and specific topics, such as
newspaper analysis, were helpful in dealing with other forms of textual
analysis. She also acknowledged it was rewarding dealing with the
more philosophical and social issues, such as in a collaborative task
embedded in the Towards Nanotechnology Central Study involving a
simulated town meeting where the ethical and social issues around
building a nano-factory in a town were discussed and then reported in
a newspaper article. For Julianne this was particularly significant
because she was able to consider these kinds of issues in a ‘more
non-scientific way.’
In response to a question about her recollections relating to the
reading of texts, and specifically narrative texts and the class novel,
Julianne elaborated on other key elements of the ‘English’ program,
such as the study of poetry, writing scientific articles and writing
narratives with a scientific focus, which she claimed made the task
more challenging. However, she concluded, ‘I can’t ever remember
reading a novel in class.’ To contextualise this, she elaborated a
connection to a much more ‘classical approach’ to novel study; that is,
discussing particular chapters as a class, searching out themes,
analysing characters and so on. She reiterated that she could not
remember doing that. She did, however, recall that in the Body in
Question Central Study, she was allocated to the immunology strand
and was able to choose her own books relating to immunology and
make decisions as a self-directed learner about how to present a
connected text response. This observation drew her back to the
preparation for Year 12 studies in English. She felt that for those going
on to English Studies in particular, there needed to be a stronger focus
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on some of the core skills. In particular, she identified text analysis,
how to identify themes and how to develop an argumentative essay.
She acknowledged the differences in what was required in the English
Communications course compared with the English Studies course
and proffered that because of her lack of enjoyment of mathematics
and the sciences and her preferred interest in the arts and humanities,
she wanted more. However, she concluded that for many, what was
offered as English through the Central Studies program would have
been sufficient. In summary, Julianne felt that English Studies Stage 2
was a subject that required a more ‘traditional approach’ and that there
was an issue with the transition from the Central Studies program to
Stage 2 English Studies that was not so significant for those going on
to Stage 2 English Communications.
The Fertile Question associated with each Central Study was based
on constructivist learning theory and the notion of inquiry in particular.
Although students were free to choose from a multiplicity of ways to
respond, Julianne indicated that her responses were mostly completed
as a report. Julianne elaborated one exception where the teacher
recognised her strengths and encouraged her to consider a different
way to respond. While she indicated that many teachers at the ASMS
had that capacity, she appreciated the flexibility offered by this
teacher. The result was a poem called ‘Modernity’ which eventually
was also published outside of the school. In considering what had
happened, in retrospect Julianne remarked that she supposed she had
been ‘wanting to stick to her guns a little bit and claim that English
area.’ An outcome of this was that it gave her licence to approach the
Fertile Question from a different angle ‘rather than from more of a
science-based background.’
Julianne also discussed how inquiry processes were part of other
focuses in the Central Studies and that the same choices about
responding using possible modes across the disciplines were
available. She gave an example from a Physics-focussed task where
her inquiry related to sound. She chose to explore different styles of
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music and the impact on hearing loss and damage to ear drums but
presented this as a comparative discussion rather than a scientific
report. The opportunity provided for students to play ‘to their strengths’
was valued by Julianne and contributed greatly to her enjoyment. She
summarised this point succinctly: ‘I think the best thing about the
ASMS was that there was really no room for failure anywhere because
you could always tailor your approach to your strengths or approach it
in a different way.’
In talking about the important place of oral language and the
opportunity to collaborate with others, Julianne highlighted the
interdisciplinary nature of the school and the supportive learning
environment. While oral presentations were a significant component of
conventional English programs, Julianne saw oral presentation as a
common undertaking and she appreciated that because of this she
was able to hone her skills. She made a particular point about how this
has benefitted her in studying law at university. She commented that
the caring culture at the ASMS ‘meant that no one was made to feel
silly.’ Ironically, in commenting on the English aspects of the Central
Studies programs she remarked that she was glad that they were not
asked ‘to present a monologue or anything like that.’ Similarly, she
was content that there was not an emphasis on performing drama,
which was something she quite enjoyed in her former school.
However, she did concede that if you loved a play or a book and other
students were engaged in a presentation it could be quite an enjoyable
experience.
In a more general comment on group work, Julianne discussed the
way students were allocated into groups, which she compared to a
very different process based on perceived ability in her university
courses. She commented that because students came from a variety
of ability levels there was a tendency for some to just ‘cruise through.’
Nevertheless, she provided an example of where the collaborative
process worked well. In the Nano Fair which was the end point of the
Towards Nanotechnology Central Study, she worked with two others
70

with whom she said she would not normally have chosen to work.
However, because each of them was very good at separate aspects,
they collaborated well as a team. For example, one student was ‘very
good with computers and he designed this amazing little structure’
while she on the other hand did all the ‘Englishy’ things and much of
the writing. Overall, they were able to share the tasks and collaborate
effectively on designing and publicising their product. She concluded
that the ASMS was well set up for this kind of ‘work ethic’ and that if
you had the desire to do well, you would have succeeded. She also
felt that in group work, ‘if you had a few people who weren’t as
academically inclined…then you did push them to work…’ In this
regard, Julianne cited her brother’s experience. He had not had a
great experience at his former school, and although he did not have
the same academic passion that Julianne had, the ASMS enabled him
to relax and discover learning as something enjoyable.
Julianne elaborated that essay writing was an area where some
improvement could have been made. She felt that no matter what kind
of writing was being done, whether an essay, a report, a response to
the Fertile Question, or for a poster, for instance, there were never any
clear models or directions about how to construct ‘beautiful sentences’
or use descriptive language or use punctuation appropriately. While
she felt that she had control over such aspects by Year 10, she
proffered that many students did not and that too much was assumed.
In fact, in group work, Julianne indicated that she did a lot of the
editing and rewriting for the group because many were ‘just not up to
it.’ There was a relatively detailed side discussion about a similar need
in the teaching and learning of mathematics at the ASMS. Julianne
returned to the need for more structure towards the end of the
interview but she personalised the point and expanded it across the
curriculum. It was clear that she was a student who liked to be wellorganised and be clear about what she had to do for the English or
science or mathematics components and that this forced her to
‘connect everything’ and consequently made her a ‘better thinker,
better problem-solver and better everything.’ She projected this in
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relation to how she observed other students responding to English:
that even if they did not enjoy English as a separate discipline, they
‘got the enjoyment from the fact that whatever we were doing,
whatever essay we were writing, was relating back to an issue they did
enjoy…it was something from two angles.’ She concluded that
because of the way English and science coalesced everybody was
happy because they had choices about approaching a task variously.
The degree to which studying English through an interdisciplinary
approach prepared Julianne for post-school study inevitably revolved
more around the methodologies and learning opportunities than
relating specifically to the English experience. In summary, Julianne
determined that personal goal setting and time management, being
given a degree of independence, and the skills associated with inquiry
were significant factors in helping make a smooth transition into the
university environment. She also valued the research skills, the
requirement to acknowledge or reference other people’s ideas, and
knowing how to use a range of materials beyond set textbooks—
significant expectations and procedures at the ASMS. Even though
she found some university lecturers or tutors very unapproachable,
Julianne did not feel intimidated approaching university tutors out of
hours because she was used to doing so at the ASMS. She concluded
that ‘the teacher makes the subject’ and that it made a difference
when a teacher enjoyed teaching either at the ASMS or at the tertiary
level.
4.1.3 Rosie
Rosie attended an R-3 Catholic preparatory school before transferring
into a different Catholic primary school. At the beginning of Year 8,
Rosie made a further transition into a public 6-12 school which
incorporated a dedicated middle school program and a specialist
senior school curriculum. Rosie, however, was not fulfilled and felt that
she was not being challenged. She considered transferring to an elite
co-educational private school where she had a friend who provided
her with materials used in the private college so she could map out a
learning program which she studied in her own time. While studying
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the materials provided made her feel that she was ‘actually learning’,
when it came time to seriously consider enrolment at that school she
felt daunted at the prospect because of ‘not having been prepared’
adequately by the school she was currently attending. A boy at the
private school encouraged her to consider the ASMS as ‘a good place
to go’ and Rosie followed up and enrolled at the beginning of Year 10.
She remarked that, ‘I didn’t have a particular love of maths and
science, or English for that matter. I just wanted to learn.’ Rosie
completed Year 12 and went on to complete a university degree in
media. Currently she is a successful practicing journalist.
Clearly Rosie had a very negative education experience prior to
attending the ASMS even though there were a number of changes of
schools, both public and private, in a search for an environment that
provided what she needed. She commented that she ‘loved telling
stories’ in primary school but that much of her early English involved
being given a subject to write about and being sent off to do it. Rosie
indicated that she really did not study literature until university and that
she really only ‘learnt a lot about English, that is, sentence structure,
grammar and so on…when I was studying Spanish at university.’
Consequently, Rosie felt that she could not offer much of a
comparative insight between her early experiences in English and
what happened at the ASMS. Because she had not studied
Shakespeare or read novels like To Kill a Mockingbird or ‘even
analysed any literature before’, she felt unprepared to choose Stage 2
English Studies and opted for Stage 2 English Communications
instead. Rosie could not recall having been offered the opportunity to
study Macbeth, which was paired with a study of picture books in one
of the Central Studies. In fact, she reiterated her lack of contact with
studying literature and expressed mild criticism of the scope of what
she experienced. Of the English component of the Central Studies she
said, ‘I don’t feel that we really did much at all and so it wasn’t overly
different’ compared with her previous school. Rosie commented that
she wrote a lot of reports at the ASMS but that the lack of literature
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When asked about aspects of the English completed as part of the
Central Studies programs, Rosie recalled several tasks that she really
enjoyed. One was writing a science article, which she chose to do
about hearing aids. She recalled having to research how articles were
written. She also recalled the pleasure derived from the story book unit
partly because, ‘I was able to sit down and interview my friend and talk
to her about her favourite stories.’ [The fact that she completed the
story book unit explains why she did not study the Shakespeare unit
since these were concurrently run options.] Rosie also recalled
enjoying poetry but one thing she excelled at was report writing—‘I felt
that I came out of the ASMS really, really good at writing prac. reports.’
In highlighting these particular tasks, Rosie again decried the lack of
opportunity to engage with literature. She noted the links with science
but did not feel that this was greatly constraining though she did
comment that ‘it would have been nice to have been able to just focus
on at least one of the subjects that was just English.’ Having said that,
she acknowledged that having an education that was ‘completely
rounded’ was also important.
When discussing the constructivist learning theory, the place of inquiry
and the opportunity for students at the ASMS to make choices and
explore ideas, Rosie demurred, suggesting that the freedoms were not
as much as people at the ASMS thought they were. To illustrate the
point, she referred to a task related to the Towards Nanotechnology
Central Study where a task was to write a science article. She
challenged whether a student would have been allowed to write ‘a
human interest piece’ in place of the science article because that did
not fit under the science umbrella. This was also true of the Fertile
Question, she thought. Even though there were different options for
exploring and presenting a response to the Fertile Question, it ‘always’
went back to the ‘science world.’ There were some freedoms,
however; for instance, having the opportunity to work with people in
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the Environmental Health and Safety Department at Flinders
University and take the findings of her research to a forum in Japan.
Later, she remarked that she really enjoyed the ‘crossover between
the various subjects’ and ‘doing some of the stuff that was more
science focussed.’ She said that ‘it was a fun way to look at English if
you loved science…’ Nevertheless, the question remained—‘I enjoyed
the English I did but did I do enough of it?’ This led her to consider the
balance and whether the hours of contact added up, whether they
actually did as many contact hours as would have been experienced in
a ‘normal’ school. Rosie felt that there could have been more English
in the curriculum but she did not feel that she was ‘overly lacking’. She
said that, ‘Sometimes when we were doing English it didn’t feel like we
were doing English.’ For instance, in studying the documentary about
the Brooklyn Bridge in the Technological World Central Study she felt
that she was engaged with Biology in considering how and why the
workers became ill and that she was engaged in Physics when
considering the engineering or construction of the bridge but did not
feel that she was doing English in other tasks relating to the study.
However, she conceded that the point of the Central Studies was that
everything came under the ‘one umbrella’ so there was connectivity.
Rosie felt that sometimes the science focus was to the detriment of the
humanities subjects and because analysing literature or a film or
writing reports that were not scientifically based required a different
way of thinking, she would have liked more direction and opportunity
to engage in that.
In terms of preparing for study beyond school, the ASMS fostered a
background for ‘independent learning.’ The fact that she could
challenge herself to complete some of the Stage 1 SACE units in Year
10 was valuable because it gave her more flexibility in Year 11. This
gave her the feel for hard work and drive that she also carried into
university studies. She appreciated that they were ‘not babied along’
and had to seek out many resources themselves. Additionally, she
knew how to reference sources. Rosie also believed that her science
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background enabled her to approach her humanities topics with a
different perspective and to ‘question things a little bit more.’ She
elaborated on this with reference to her current work as a journalist,
commenting that, ‘…as a journalist you are not there to put your own
beliefs or your own thoughts into your story. You need to look at it with
more of a scientific perspective…to report on the facts and on what is
actually happening…to not have …that emotive connection…and not
using a lot of words in your story that put a lot of your own opinions
forward.’ Rosie re-emphasised the value of experiencing the ‘analytical
side of things’ and bringing this into her humanities experience later. In
relation to journalism, she also commented on how important a
knowledge of grammar and sentence structure was because ‘where
you put things can completely change the meaning of a sentence
based on the grammar that is used.’ Although she conceded that by
Year 10 students should have a grasp of these elements, she believed
that for future groups of students more attention should be paid to
these fundamental tools because she felt there were ‘holes’ in her
English education.
In conclusion, Rosie recollected that English had ‘always been fun’
though some of that diminished at the ASMS. She reflected on her
choice to complete a media degree and what that entailed. In relation
to the ASMS in helping her prepare for tertiary study, she concluded
that ‘I think the ASMS provided a valuable curriculum and was
valuable in structuring the person I became, to be more open-minded
about things.’
4.1.4 Michelle
Michelle attended a local public primary school from R–7 where she
recalled the program and teaching as being ‘quite structured.’ After
Year 7 she transferred to a Catholic secondary school for two years
before enrolling at the ASMS. Michelle reported that the experience in
Years 8–9 was ‘like a step by step’ process which was ‘quite teacherbased.’ She was attracted to the ASMS because her brother was
already attending and she had ‘heard about the teaching style’ and
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that it was ‘quite relaxed and that self-motivated people could do quite
well there.’ In fact, after she had settled in she commented that it ‘felt
almost like a break from high school.’ She was also attracted to the
curriculum that involved ‘learning things that were on the edge and
were happening currently.’ She admitted a strong passion for the
sciences which had been encouraged by her Year 8 and 9 science
teacher who involved her in the experiments completed by Year 11
students. This interest was particularly directed to the biological
sciences. She indicated, however, that she did not have the same
passion for mathematics. During her three years at the ASMS,
Michelle was heavily involved with sport and a wide range of school
activities, and she was a team captain. She developed a keen interest
in agriculture as a possible university study and after graduating went
interstate to complete university studies in Victoria. To help support
herself, she worked part-time in a cafeteria but ill-health became a
handicap. At the time of this interview, Michelle was studying
viticulture and was visiting South Australia to interview a number of
winemakers as part of her research into various aspects of the wine
industry.
Although she said it felt ‘odd’ not to have set English lessons, this also
created the opportunity and motivation to do her own reading and
writing. In retrospect, she indicated that as a consequence she
developed skills in writing essays and writing up practicals. Michelle
cautioned about comparing her former English experience with what
she had done in senior English but observed that it was different
because it was not so ‘teacher-centred’ and the work was not so
focussed on watching a blackboard or whiteboard. Nevertheless, she
felt that the expected outcomes, ‘what was expected for us to learn’,
were clear for the English aspects of the Central Studies. She also felt
that a key difference was that the skills being developed were applied
rather than developed in isolation. Consequently, questioning ‘When
am I going to use this skill?’ became redundant. This was illustrated in
her recollection of a study of poetry in the Body in Question Central
Study. Instead of wondering, ‘What is the use of poetry?’ or ‘When am
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I ever going to use poetry?’ she saw how poetry could relate to a topic
and could ‘convey intricate and amazing information about complex
systems and how all those work.’ In the end, she enjoyed writing
poetry and saw an application beyond studies of English. Michelle
provided an example of this from The Body in Question Central Study.
A science teacher was teaching about white blood cells in the
immunology section of the course. To assist the students to
understand the names and functions of the various cells she had
assigned characters, such as ninja cells, to each. The teacher then
asked students to write a poem about an aspect of their own choice
relating to immunology. Michelle chose to write about white blood cells
using the names and terms the teacher had employed as a teaching
tool. Michelle recalled that the poem ended up being quite long and
was only completed the night before the assignment was due. She
commented that it was relatively easy to write because ‘I knew what I
was writing about.’ The poem was eventually published and
contributed to Michelle winning The Young Innovator of the Year
Award. The following year the poem was incorporated into The Body
in Question curriculum resources as a model.
Initially, Michelle said she did not know if she had missed out on
anything in her studies of English through the Central Studies
programs but commented that she did not think she had. However,
when asked about whether there was sufficient preparation for Year
12 English through the Central Studies, she immediately elaborated on
the lack of opportunity for literary analysis. She used the study of
‘parts’ of the novel Prey by Michael Crichton as an example. In fact,
her comment was that the focus was not so much on literary analysis
as ‘social commentary.’ In response to a reminder about the way
English was related to a science theme through the Central Studies,
technology, biological issues, sustainability and so on, Michelle
believed that even within those boundaries ‘there were always
opportunities and options for learning English.’ However, she reiterated the lack of literary analysis. She admitted missing the
Shakespeare component involving the study of Macbeth and some
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other aspects of the Central Studies because she had completed her
Stage 1 English and had opted to study Stage 2 Psychology. Although
Michelle was not able to comment on the balance between language
and literature in the English components of the Central Study, she did
suggest that many students came to the ASMS without a background
in basic language skills and that, as a consequence, without the
necessary skills or understanding they might not have been quite as
‘well off by the end of their time there [at ASMS] as they would have
been in a conventional school.’ She also suggested that this was not
confined to English, that it was also an issue in mathematics. She
implied that not enough attention was paid to basic language skills.
Michelle was asked to reflect on key learning principles that
underpinned the Central Studies programs, particularly the place of
inquiry in constructivist learning, and the degree to which these
principles were obvious. Her immediate response highlighted the
importance of higher-order or critical thinking skills. She elaborated
this in terms of the stages of inquiry—focussing on a question, finding
the information, ‘gathering my own information and knowing how to
store it and process it.’ She acknowledged that inquiry was ‘the most
helpful skill outside of school.’ Michelle was less assertive about
whether there was sufficient support or guidance to assist students to
inquire successfully. She likened it to a ‘find your own route’ process
and felt that the support varied across subject areas. She said that in
discrete components involving Physics and Chemistry it was
straightforward but in MAT (mathematics) it ‘was really difficult’ and
she felt that support and direction, in spite of task sheets, was lacking.
By comparison, a particular aspect of biotechnology involving the
design and development of websites was more supported. She
conceded, however, that some of this, particularly in mathematics, was
influenced by the model answers, directions about how to go about a
MAT inquiry, class sizes and motivation. One aspect relating to the
presentation of outcomes from inquiry processes valued by Michelle
was the amount of choice or flexibility in deciding the most effective
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mode of presentation. This could be in essay form, as an oral
presentation, or presenting a PowerPoint, for instance.
While some components of the Central Studies were quite integrated,
Michelle also recognised that other parts were clearly discrete. For
instance, the weekly science practical report was a form with a
language and structure particular to the sciences. This had little carryover into the sectors which were more of a humanities focus.
However, there were other parts of the courses that did connect the
sciences and the humanities. One example cited by Michelle was the
creation of a website in the Biotechnology Central Study where the
focus was on understanding fermentation but with facets also relating
to business, philosophy and values that needed to be considered. This
also occurred in the study in the Technological World Central Study
about the building of the Brooklyn Bridge. Michelle also recalled the
study of the film Gattaca which highlighted both implications in science
and the humanities. She remarked that this was a ‘memorable study’
and ‘probably the most preparation I had for Year 12 English’
[presumably in terms of literary analysis]. English was similarly
embedded in the Variety of Life Central Study. Michelle recalled
studying evolution but choosing to write an essay ‘examining speech’
and the ‘impact on life.’ A further example related to a dramatisation of
a town meeting in the Towards Nanotechnology Central Study where
students were assigned different roles and presented for and against
arguments implicating scientific concepts, ethical considerations,
social and economic consequences and so on around a simulation
relating to the building of a nanotechnology factory in a township.
Michelle concluded that ‘the consequences from that one solution [the
decision at the town meeting], there were good things and bad things
that you wouldn’t expect to find. And, what some people think then
others give a different account.’ Oral language and writing skills were
developed in this process. [Part of the English assessment was
students writing a newspaper account of the town meeting.] A final
example which involved interdisciplinarity and demonstrated how
English was incorporated related to the study of stem cells in the
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Biotechnology Central Study. While Michelle was fascinated with the
scientific facts about growing stem cells, she also was interested in the
debate about this and the ensuing ethical discussion involving contrary
arguments. In the written work to follow, Michelle recalled that they
were ‘never persuaded not to include our personal opinions in a
scientific or objective way of writing.’ She valued learning about how to
‘present opinions (subjective views) in a scientific form’ rather than
rephrasing them into the more conventional objective scientific form.
Later, she re-emphasised the importance of the links or the way the
components of the Central Studies were integrated. In fact, she saw
them as Central Studies rather than separate subjects.
In discussing the Fertile Question specific to each Central Study,
Michelle recalled a number of actual questions, for instance, ‘Is variety
the spice of life?’ (Variety of Life Central Study), ‘Is the universe the
scene for chaos?’ (Earth and Cosmos Central Study) and ‘Is near
enough good enough?’, although she could not recall to which Central
Study this related. In relation to the options about reporting the
findings, Michelle considered that ‘it was always focussed on the
science side…English always seemed like an undercurrent with the
rest, it carried the rest, it was a method of communication and we
learned through that focus…it was process.’
Michelle did not elaborate on the group work associated with the
inquiry into the Fertile Question but did so in relation to a task in the
Sustainable

Futures

Central

Study

where,

to

illustrate

their

understanding of the carbon cycle, they dressed up as various
components of the cycle, a carbon atom, an animal, a tree, and
performed a demonstration. She commented that the ASMS physical
environment was ‘conducive to group work’ and that by the time they
got to Year 12, people were ‘very comfortable’ working and presenting
in groups. Michelle contrasted this with group work at university which
was a less positive experience because of the environment and partly
because people did not know each other very well.
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Several aspects relating to the teaching of English did attract some
criticism. Michelle felt that there were some things that ‘should have
been covered earlier in high school’ but were not and should have
been included more specifically in the curriculum. Some of these were
to do with very basic conventions that students had missed out on.
Michelle cited reminding students about the ‘use of the semi colon and
when to start a new paragraph’ as two examples. She compared this
with Physics and Chemistry where the ’basic things’ were covered and
she re-emphasised the need to cover the basics in English. In
commenting on who taught the English component, Michelle asserted
a strong preference for people who were trained English teachers
because she felt that when some assignments were marked often
grammatical errors or problems with structure, such as where a new
paragraph should have been started, were not picked up. She also
reiterated an earlier criticism that ‘there should have been more critical
reviews or literary analysis in the Central Studies leading up to Year
12 English’ and that this should have been there whether students
were going on to Year 12 English or not. However, Michelle did
concede that the ASMS did well in providing experience with a range
of texts; for example, ‘reporting, presenting material on the website,
writing essays on philosophy, hypothetical essays or creative
writing…and we did have poetry…I think there was a good variety.’
Michelle valued the fact that resources, assignments and so on were
available electronically and could be accessed at home. She
compared this with her previous schools where information had to be
copied by hand from a blackboard or white board.
In a more general summation of her ASMS learning, Michelle referred
to knowing about inquiry processes and the different forms of English.
For example, for her ‘the recount, the report, the essays, the story
writing…and the website development and website evaluation’ were all
things that made a difference in the transition to university studies.
She also valued the opportunity provided at the ASMS through the
Central Studies program to travel overseas with a small group to
present at a Science Fair in Singapore. Michelle concluded, ‘I feel very
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lucky that I had the opportunity to go to the ASMS and I look back
fondly on my years there and I like to think that students in later years
might feel that—because of the opportunities we had and because of
the teachers we had, as well as the fellow students in the kind of
environment which facilitated the learning.’
4.1.5 Abiz
Abiz provided sparse information about his schooling experience prior
to attending the ASMS. His only shared recollection from his primary
school days involved an anecdote about the Premier’s Reading
Challenge and how they were set a quota of twelve books to read but
he got very enthusiastic and ended up reading eighty-four books and
receiving a special award. He spoke of the experience in a large public
International School, prior to attending the ASMS for the start of Year
11, as ‘traditional.’ English, science, technology, mathematics and
other subjects were treated as separate domains. In relation to
English, there were some ‘mandatory texts’, but beyond these there
was some ‘flexibility in terms of what texts we were able to choose.’
Although Abiz stated that he enjoyed most of the texts offered at the
ASMS more than the general English literature offerings at his
previous school, he chose not to pursue either of the Stage 2 English
courses for his SACE. Abiz was very aware of how the ASMS
operated as an educational institution because his sister was already
enrolled but he also had ‘a passionate interest in science and
mathematics.’ Abiz successfully completed his SACE and with a high
ATAR score was accepted into medical science at Flinders University
where, at the time of this interview, he was completing his third year in
a double degree in clinical science and medicine.
Abiz acknowledged that he could make personal choices of texts at
the ASMS and that the orientation of those to science and technology
contrasted greatly with the focus on traditional themes relating to
culture, belonging and community studied at his previous school. He
commented that this was a pleasant surprise which also catered to his
love of science fiction. This flexibility and focus increased his
engagement because what he was reading was more related to things
83

that interested him. Nevertheless, he believed that there were
similarities and that overall studying English as an interdisciplinary
adjunct changed very little. He commented, ‘We still went through
everything that’s mandated in the English curriculum’, that is, as
mandated by the SACE requirements. He considered that ‘the
understanding of and analysing of texts and interpreting them…and
learning literary techniques’ was still covered. In response to a
question relating to his perception of a constructivist approach, Abiz
reiterated his appreciation of the flexibility in the course and that
because he was studying texts that were of more interest he found
himself ‘going more in-depth.’ He elaborated on this in detailing an
inquiry process which led him to spend much more time reading
through the chosen text but also reading material that ‘related to it.’ In
fact, he became so interested in the topic or theme that he ended up
reading the series of twelve texts. He concluded that this approach
‘improved my understanding.’
How the English components were approached in the particular
Central Studies programs was a matter Abiz wanted to comment on.
He said that he would have ‘preferred having smaller lessons and
more lessons in the week.’ He felt that in his previous school, because
there were more lessons and consequently they saw the teacher more
often in class, there was possibly more opportunity to ‘discuss things,
get evaluation or feedback.’ On the other hand, he was also very
complimentary of the fact that at the ASMS, because of the
accessibility of the teachers and the ‘open nature of the dialogue
between teachers and students, it was possible to see a teacher at
any time if they were not busy.’ When urged for a point of comparison,
he concluded that it was ‘much easier at the ASMS.’ The question
about levels of support and the adequacy of this emerged again later.
Abiz acknowledged that the ASMS ‘put a lot more responsibility onto
the students [compared with his previous school].’ This was a positive
for him because he liked being left to his own devices. The expectation
about

taking

responsibility

for

their

learning

or

exercising

independence applied across all areas of the Central Studies. He
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concluded that, ‘It was up to us to go and research,’ and to access the
wide range of resources including exemplars available on the internet,
in textbooks, and through the library. If a student needed examples,
Abiz felt that they should be able to hunt these out themselves and
that this was something the ASMS should continue to encourage. He
commented that ‘I didn’t really expect the school to provide models or
templates—this was not the way English was taught to me.’ However,
he conceded that for some students who struggled with writing skills,
setting up opportunities to workshop skills would probably have been
useful. This was one aspect that he considered worth investigating for
the future.
Because Abiz only attended the ASMS for Stage 1 (Year 11) and
Stage 2 (Year 12), there were gaps in what he experienced through
the Central Studies. In attempting to recollect a study involving science
fiction and technology, Abiz struggled to recall the particular study [it
actually occurred in a Central Study cycle prior to his arrival at the
ASMS]. However, he particularly recalled exploring and analysing a
theme relating to the ‘differences between humans and non-humans.’
While he recalled that the study of themes occurred through all the
Central Studies, there were also focusses on different techniques and
methods of communication. Whereas essays were the ‘standard
format’ for communicating understanding in English at his previous
school, Abiz recalled that at the ASMS there were many other modes
through which to demonstrate understanding, including posters,
electronic forms and oral presentations. The opportunity to engage in
interactive

processes,

including

group

work

and

discussion,

encouraged collegiality and made a difference to the quality of
learning. The sense of ‘community’ at the ASMS Abiz felt was ‘a lot
more tight knit’ and the discussions about texts were interesting and
helpful, contributing to the ‘free sharing of ideas.’ Abiz demonstrated
what he meant by describing a task involving the making of a poster.
Although each student might be responding to a different text and the
analysis might be entirely different, each could observe what the other
was doing, discuss and compare their approach or idea and learn from
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each other. This way they could ‘take’ what they liked and develop
their ideas freely. Abiz reiterated that there ‘was always a good free
flow of ideas.’
While the above remarks were particularly directed towards the study
of English, Abiz also exemplified the point with regard to the study of
mathematics. He referred to students being given ‘a kind of openended curriculum or non-traditional instruction in maths.’ As a
consequence, the students could discover mathematical principles and
achieve understanding through collaboration. Abiz implied that this
was effective ‘because we weren’t being fed the information as much
as we had been at another school.’ He emphasised this contribution to
independence in learning by asserting that it was up to them to ‘go into
more depth’ rather than relying on the teacher and that the ‘onus was
on us to take that on and collaborate to help our understanding.’ Abiz
indicated that this also applied in the sciences and that learning was
greatly assisted by developing scenarios that had applications to the
‘real world.’ While there was clearly an encouragement for students to
search out information and exemplars, Abiz praised the on-line inschool support materials managed electronically through the Learning
Management System (LMS), as it was then called. This, he said, ‘was
useful because it provided everything on site.’ This was a revolutionary
tool for him because he thought that it was relatively rare elsewhere.
He particularly valued the fact that these materials could be sourced
from home. The use of the LMS meant less reliance on a teacher and
saved time.
Abiz was very clear about the significance and function of the Fertile
Question as an interdisciplinary tool. He said it was meant to
‘encompass all the different fields that were covered in the Central
Study.’ He referred to a Fertile Question in MAT to show how a
mathematical question may also involve philosophical issues and also
provide ‘a good opportunity to put our English skills to use.’ He noted
the open-ended nature of these questions and that the onus was on
the students to interpret them and ‘come up with some sort of logical
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argument.’ Abiz particularly recalled a Fertile Question relating to the
Towards Nanotechnology Central Study – ‘What are nano world
realities?’ While he acknowledged that this had a specific reference to
science, he also recognised that there were philosophical issues to be
considered, and referred specifically to the Cartesian School of
Thought.

When

asked

about

whether

there

was

enough

encouragement or emphasis given to responding to a Fertile Question
through an English perspective given its scientific focus, Abiz felt that
there was a ‘good mix’ even though the Fertile Question was ‘geared
towards scientific content.’ He did comment, however, that providing a
greater opportunity to respond using processes more attuned to
English may have required a modification of the questions. He
suggested that collating a portfolio of approaches to the Fertile
Question, including English responses, through the semester could
provide a useful resource. His belief was that the responses to the
Fertile Question, with particular reference to English, could have been
more ‘integrated’.
For Abiz, the many skills developed at the ASMS that have been
carried over into post-school study included personal organisation,
time management, workload planning and information management.
He summed this up succinctly, ‘…the way the curriculum forced you to
work independently, the way it forced you to organise yourself and
your work, the way it forced you to go out and do your own research
provided valuable lessons that have helped me. Now I see those
things coming into play a lot more than I did when I was in school.
Now I can appreciate why those things were useful to learn…it made
me a better learner.’ He emphasised that the expectations about his
responsibility as a learner meant that ‘there was the requirement to
step up your effort.’
When asked if this emphasis on self-direction applied to the
acquisition of English skills, Abiz expressed the view that the English
skills content was not ‘markedly different’ from other schools, that
there was ‘adequate coverage’ and that he did not feel that he had
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missed out on anything. He reported that those of his friends who went
on to studies of English at Stage 2 ‘felt very adequately prepared.’
Through the interdisciplinary program, Abiz felt that it helped with his
general thinking, and provided a ‘more rounded approach to
understanding life.’ While he recognised that there may not be direct
transfer of skills between mathematics and English, there were ideas
relating to culture, philosophy and so on that could transfer across.
Further, he distinguished a difference between the place of
imaginative worlds represented in English studies compared with what
he called ‘a quite numerically focussed’ approach in mathematics and
the sciences. He was emphatic about the value of this crossing-over of
ideas or processes across disciplines with specific reference to
philosophical or ethical issues. He cited the biological sciences, health
sciences and some medical fields as examples where processes
extend beyond ‘core scientific methods’ and involve a consideration of
different mind sets, the impact on people, families or communities, and
issues relating to the roles and responsibilities of a practitioner or
citizen. His conclusion was that it was valid to consider ‘different
approaches’ within a scientific field.
Abiz suggested that the development of a facility with communication,
a key element of any English curriculum, was not ‘starkly different from
what you would find at most schools.’ However, what interested him
was the ‘way’ these skills were developed and ‘how’ they related to the
different fields of study. While written communication was ‘critical’,
Abiz referred especially to the range of opportunities made available
through information technologies. He demonstrated his point with
reference to a particular task involving the development of a website
relating to the ethics surrounding stem cell research. This was not
something he had experienced before but through the process he
developed skills in website design that have served him well in his
university studies, particularly applied to a ‘personal learning project.’
He also acknowledged the importance of community in this learning
process and that the way he was able to use a range of alternative
modes at the ASMS to demonstrate his knowledge impacted his ‘view
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of life, definitely.’ The ‘sense of community’ extended to teachers as
well as students. He provided references to a time when designing a
poster for English and when pursuing answers to the Fertile
Questions, science teachers and English teachers worked together to
provide advice—whether about content, presentation or the drafting of
work. He commented that, ‘We had science teachers come and help
with the development of those and provide feedback in terms of an
assessment or just general comments and that was useful.’
When asked about what might have been improved, Abiz felt that
there was nothing ‘pertaining to the…English part of it.’ He
emphasised that he ‘was happy with the way it was.’ He was more
critical of the design of some of the assignments in the components
relating to the sciences. A particular aspect that occupied considerable
discussion time related to group work and the assessments associated
with it. He was concerned about the way students were often randomly
allocated to groups and that where a group did not work well, the way
the work was assessed was not always fair or equitable. He believed
there needed to be more checks in place and that there should have
been a dual assessment involving both a group and an individual
component. He also commented about the often subjective nature of
peer assessment and cited university examples where students often
‘give harsher feedback than a lecturer.’ These criticisms or concerns
applied across the curriculum and not just to the English component of
the Central Studies. Nevertheless, he said that in spite of not having
an ‘eidetic memory’, in retrospect, he valued many of the skills learnt
through his ASMS studies, particularly in relation to understanding
different modes of communication. He illustrated this with reference to
the study of a text relating to the ‘theme of humanity’ and his interest in
‘astronomy and extra-terrestrial life.’ This was enjoyable not only
because of the subject and theme but also because ‘I learnt a lot of
critical reading skills…’ This comment aligned well with his positive
overall assessment of both his experience and what he learnt during
his time at the ASMS.
89

4.1.6 Maddie
Maddie’s schooling background was quite disjointed. Her whole
primary school experience was based in a mining town in the west of
New South Wales. At the end of primary school, due to parental
occupations, she became very peripatetic. She attended high school
for two years in the same location as her primary school. She then
spent four months at a secondary school in a large rural centre on the
New South Wales border north east of Melbourne. After this, Maddie
transferred to a large public international secondary school in South
Australia where she stayed for only six months. The collective
assessment of Maddie’s experience at a secondary level was that it
was ‘fairly consistent at each high school I went to.’ She commented
that the educational approach consisted mainly of being ‘provided a
task and then given feedback’, a process essentially of producing ‘a
piece of work’ and then ‘they would critique you on it.’ It was the
difference in approach at the ASMS that motivated Maddie to attend
the ASMS where she completed Years 10 to 12, including Stage 2
English Studies, and achieved a high TER (ATAR) score. Maddie
clearly had a strong interest in mathematics and the sciences and after
completing her SACE she was accepted into Engineering at Adelaide
University and at the time of this interview was applying her skills to
environmental issues, particularly water quality.
Prior to attending the ASMS, Maddie felt that the English curriculum
she had experienced was relatively unstructured. It was very taskoriented and assessment driven. She recalled that there was little in
the way of ‘guidelines on grammar, punctuation or structure.’ The
approach described was a very conventional approach involving a
single English teacher in a single classroom. This contrasted starkly
with her experience at the ASMS. Because of the interdisciplinary
nature of the curriculum and the place of English in it, Maddie
indicated that at first ‘it was quite difficult to adjust to the integrated
nature of the school.’ In fact, she felt that she needed a year to
facilitate ‘integration and cross-thinking and using what you learned in
one area to highlight and enhance another.’ She re-iterated the
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difference from her previous experiences which focussed on ‘individual
set tasks’ with no integration enabling a student to use information
from one area in another. Through the interdisciplinary nature of the
Central Studies, Maddie reflected that ‘when we did English it wasn’t
really like doing English.’ The structure of the Central Studies meant
that studies were oriented around a science or mathematics theme or
topic but whether producing a report or another piece of work it would
be overlaid by the communication demands and ‘the details that
underline English.’ Communication skills were seen to be an important
base for success. Maddie provided an example of an inquiry around
Leonardo da Vinci but also acknowledged the ability to choose novels
or movies, particularly science fiction, to be written about ‘from a
science perspective.’ As to whether Maddie found this limiting or
constraining, she judged that for her it was. She said that it was ‘a little
limiting

in

terms of

the

number

of

writing

techniques and

communication methods I was exposed to.’ She was particularly
referring to the much more direct and analytical modes of
communication associated with scientific conventions which she felt
were solidly ‘ingrained’ and mitigated against more ‘tangential’
pathways.
While Maddie acknowledged the elements of choice, diversity and
creativity associated with an inquiry approach, she strongly believed
that any task required a product that essentially drove the outcome.
For instance, she suggested that if the product were a report or essay
to be presented in a particular way, this would impact on the research
processes. She referred specifically to a mathematics inquiry where
she attempted to ‘pursue art in Maths’ and explored the work of
Escher ‘in terms of the mathematical theory that he used in his art.’
While she conceded that her response modelled an interdisciplinary
inquiry, it still reflected the ‘scientific method,’ that is, presenting the
method and results, and that this ingrained scientific methodology had
the effect of limiting creativity. She qualified this to some degree in
commenting that, although there was the ‘opportunity to explore’, the
dominance of the scientific ‘mind set’ was a dissuader. When applying
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this to the Fertile Question, however, Maddie conceded a much more
liberal view asserting that ‘the journey was different for everyone’ and
that the paths to reaching a particular point might be very different.
However, she also believed that the results tended to be very similar.
Nevertheless, she saw the inquiry process as ‘great in terms of trying
to find new ideas and thinking potentially outside of what you would
normally do,’ to ‘learn at a tangent.’ While Maddie was deprecatory of
herself as an oral presenter, she valued the process particularly in the
way she received ‘immediate feedback’ and how the presentations
enabled an ‘appreciation of other people’s ideas.’
Because the final presentations of responses to the Fertile Questions
were frequently through group participation, there was a natural
progression to the consideration of collaboration or group work. This
aspect of the ASMS approach she concluded was ‘much better’
compared to her previous experiences; in fact, she referred to it as ‘a
bit of a shock.’ The main differences were the opportunities to
‘collaborate, discuss and negotiate.’ In previous school situations, the
learning was ‘very individualistic’ and the opportunities to develop a
sense of community were limited. Maddie contrasted the collaborative
processes at the ASMS with group work at university and was not
uncritical of the latter. She said that it was very difficult going from a
‘learning environment where everyone was willing to have a
discussion’ to one where everyone was ‘time selfish’ thus impacting on
the quality of the collaborations. Similarly, in relation to inquiry-based
learning and the techniques that she had developed around this at the
ASMS, there was nothing at university, in her experience, to support
that. Collaborative learning was clearly a significant aspect of inquiry
and the richness of this was summed up clearly. She said, ‘At the
ASMS everyone was sharing their ideas to the point where sometimes
you’d have a conversation and you couldn’t actually remember who
came up with what at any one point in time because it was so
collaborative—it was like a group-thought mentality.’ In contrast, her
university experience was that students only did the portions that
contributed to what each individual wanted out of it. This was also
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compounded to some degree at university by the inaccessibility of
some lecturers whom she believed felt that ’undergraduate students
were not a priority’ and that they ‘were fobbed off to look up certain
pages or practise more exercises.’ Maddie noted that this contrasted
greatly with the accessibility students had to teachers at the ASMS
who would support their inquiry and learning by taking time to explain,
‘drawing pictures or providing a demonstration.’
These sentiments were echoed in Maddie’s assessment of the English
components of the Central Studies. She said she really enjoyed them
and commented that before going to the ASMS she ‘did not like
English full-stop’, that she had not liked writing reports, nor the topics
chosen by the teachers because they ‘weren’t interesting, or…were so
mundane and unoriginal…’ Two main differences at the ASMS related
to the level of choice and the ‘creative outlet to science’. She
elaborated this by comparing an ‘ordinary’ school with the ASMS and
pointed out that in a conventional setting a student does not get to
explore ‘the interconnections between events in history and you don’t
get to have a look at how this could impact or how a particular
scientific item could impact society as a whole.’ While Maddie saw the
links between topics as important, she also referred to the importance
of English communication in discovering and reporting these links. The
interdisciplinary

links

between

the

sciences

and

humanities

components, particularly English, were enhanced through team
teaching or co-teacher arrangements prevalent at the time. Maddie
saw this as important because it helped to provide ‘a balance of ideas’
and ‘allowed you to gain an appreciation of the differences of pointsof-view.’ Later, she also referred to the access to mentors at the
Flinders University as an important contribution to the learning
program.
Earlier in the interview, Maddie had indicated that she had not been
particularly conscious of English being English as such. She also
indicated a significant change of attitude towards her studies of
English at the ASMS. In pursuing what she recalled and valued,
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Maddie began by referring to a comparative text study of a movie and
a book. She chose to focus on the film Catch me if you can, a crime
thriller which she related to the Variety of Life Central Study. She was
interested in the texts both because of the content and also because
of the way each text was constructed. While she was intrigued by the
‘mathematical way of seeing’ (presumably the analytical process) and
how the protagonist rorted the system, more interesting to her was the
understanding of how examining different mediums can ‘give an
appreciation of what’s possible in one communication [mode] that is
not possible in another.’ In revisiting this comparative text study, she
concluded that when movies are made from a book she now sees the
‘movie as a memory of the book’, a text that is not ‘exactly like the
book’—hence, a different text in its own right. Clearly this was an
instructive moment because she commented that this had changed
her ‘perspective on how books and movies can be reflected.’ Some
texts, such as Bladerunner, and Clockwork Orange, which she found
disturbing, were not to her liking, but of these texts she had clear
memories. She also referred briefly also to her oral presentation about
Leonardo da Vinci in the Body in Question Central Study and a poster
presentation on forestry in the Sustainable Futures Central Study but
did not provide a critical analysis.
Whether the embedding of English in an interdisciplinary set of
essentially

science-focussed

studies

provided

an

adequate

preparation for Year 12 studies was a matter for consideration. Maddie
lauded the creativity that the Central Studies programs enabled but
rued the fact that there were gaps for those students who did not have
adequate communication skills. In going on to Stage 2 English
Studies, Maddie felt that areas involving ‘grammar and punctuation’
were aspects that had not been focussed on in assessments, because
assignments were mostly marked on content. Consequently, when she
got to Stage 2 English Studies, she struggled. She said, ‘…it was a bit
of a shock for me re-practising all of that, not just writing, but writing
well.’ While she concurred that it might have been fair to consider that
those basic skills should already have been there, she re-iterated that
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her education up to her attending the ASMS ‘was not particularly
formal.’ As a consequence, ‘there were really large gaps.’ Maddie tried
to rationalise this for herself, commenting on her frequent transition
between schools. At a broader level, she considered the clientele at
the ASMS who ‘were either very gifted or very interested in science
and maths.’ Consequently, many may not have had the inclination or
the interest in acquiring these specific basic skills. She summarised
this view rather crudely, but pointedly, asserting that: ‘Previously, they
were not interested in, or could not have been interested in,
communication, and with that kind of bias, if everyone there hated
English before they got there [to the ASMS], what’s to say that they
are going to be any good at it?’ She contrasted her own experience
with that of a fellow student who excelled in English because in
Maddie’s view her friend had experienced a ‘good education.’
However, Maddie persevered and set herself a personal goal to
achieve assessment results closer to those of her friend. This she was
able to do because she became interested in learning ‘all those
techniques,’ sought constructive feedback and sat down with a teacher
to work through what was wrong. This was clearly an example of selfdirected learning and self-motivation supported by what Maddie
referred to as the ‘social structure’ or the sense of community of the
ASMS. She was clear that this was not orientated around English per
se but was pervasive across the Central Studies revolving around
engagement in learning not just school attendance. The expectation to
be self-motivated or self-directed was a hallmark that Maddie saw as a
positive aspect of the approach to learning at the ASMS.
In discussing aspects of assessment, and the interdisciplinary nature
of many tasks, for instance that there was an oral in mathematics that
counted for the SACE English assessment, Maddie indicated that the
shared nature of those assessments did not bother her at the time. In
fact, she quite applauded this. She commented that, ‘I could produce
one really large thing and count it for multiple things…I could produce
something that I really felt proud of—like I felt that I had achieved
something.’ She further ventured that focussing on smaller discrete
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items seemed more like ‘just ticking the boxes.’ Maddie, however, was
far more critical of group work assessment, not only because she
found group work difficult personally but also because it was ‘…so
highly dependent on the social factor in the group.’ Her criticisms
hinged around the roles and contributions of members of the group.
She proffered as an example that an individual might not contribute as
much as others to the ideas or content but might take on the
responsibility of bringing the ideas together into ‘a cohesive unit’
without necessarily being given the credit for this. She emphasised
that this was an issue ‘peculiar to group work’ and not just at the
ASMS. She acknowledged the importance of group work but felt that
there needed to be a process to ensure that individual contributions
were appropriately rewarded and, conversely, to ensure that those
who ‘skive off and use everyone else’s efforts for their own benefit’ are
not rewarded. She also asserted that the power of the group should
embrace the authority to remove non-performers from it—she referred
to this as ‘a capitalist kind of mentality’—an implied comparison to
what happens in reality in the market place. While these evaluations of
assessment

were

directed

across

all

components

of

the

interdisciplinary Central Studies, they were also pertinent to the
English-oriented activities as an integral part of each Central Studies
program.
Although Maddie was critical of how group work was managed at the
assessment level, she provided several examples which successfully
contributed to her learning. One of these related to the Nano Fair, a
central activity in the Towards Nanotechnology Central Study. She
concurred that working in a team of three with each member assuming
a particular role was ‘a really useful way to do it.’ She recalled that the
investigation revolved around ‘colour changing paint’ for solar cells.
Unfortunately, Maddie did not elaborate on the roles assigned to each
member and the communication aspect that related to English. Rather,
she became distracted about whether at that time nanotechnology
should have been regarded as a technology since it was still very
much in the embryonic stages of development—as Maddie put it, ‘It’s
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not there yet.’ A second group activity which involved assessments
across various disciplines including English was to do with the
simulation of an international forum to discuss climate change as part
of the Sustainable Futures Central Study. This involved groups of
students adopting a particular country and taking on an advocacy role
to justify the country’s stance on climate change to an international
forum. She reflected that the activity particularly exposed ‘how your
biases are going to impact what you argue for.’
Maddie was critical that the ASMS did not have a library within the
complex and found that the shared facilities with the university, for
example Earth Sciences at the main campus, created some
disjunctions within the learning environment. She also bemoaned the
fact that she had not taken advantage of the opportunity available at
the time to complete more SACE units at Year 10 so she could
complete a Stage 2 subject concurrently with her Stage 1 studies in
Year 11. In spite of this, Maddie was very positive about what the
ASMS had offered. She referred to the ‘open mindedness’ prevalent
and to the fact that teachers encouraged ‘you to find your own way’
but also provided ‘stop posts or directions when you needed them.’
She acknowledged the positive and open learning environment and
the co-partnership of the teachers in the learning, that ‘teachers and
students can be on a very similar learning plane.’ Maddie concurred
that the focus on inquiry was intentional, that the learning community
infused an underlying respect for learning, and that the access to
teachers and resources was strongly evident. Additionally, she
referred to ‘the lack of the tall poppy’ syndrome and that ‘It wasn’t
necessary to win an argument there. It was necessary to participate in
the conversation that was being had.’
While

the

above

comments

applied

to

all

aspects

of

the

interdisciplinary studies, including the English components, there were
additional comments that were particular to the study of English. She
felt

that

there

was

not

‘enough

constructive

feedback

on

communication methods.’ She elaborated on this, suggesting that
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assessment focussed too much on the content and not enough on the
method or communication skills. She felt there was not enough
feedback on communicating well. Although not an English task,
Maddie singled out writing a science report as an example of a lack of
support about communicating in an appropriate form. She said,
‘Everyone would do a different thing for a science report…You weren’t
given a template…’ In the English components of the Central Studies,
Maddie commented that there was little emphasis on ‘the use of
language’, for example the use of the first, second or third person
voice, and that there was a lack of examples to support students.
Additionally, she felt that there was not enough focus on ‘catching…,
correcting…, and directing’ students to successfully present in ‘usually
accepted’ modes. She targeted oral presentations, asserting that ‘the
communication techniques…for talking to a group situation’ were not
taught, and that in writing, ‘the idea of targeting your writing towards a
particular

audience

wasn’t

communicated.’

Ultimately,

Maddie

concluded that one of the outcomes of her studying at the ASMS was
that she now appreciated ‘how much communication can make a
difference.’
As a footnote, Maddie indicated that she would ‘highly recommend the
ASMS as a place to learn’ but would warn that ‘the rest of the world is
not like there.’
4.1.7 Jack
Jack was brought up in the country and completed his R-10 education
at a large area school of over five hundred students. He had started
school at an early age and to some degree Jack found this a
disadvantage in terms of a lack of maturity. When he transferred to the
ASMS, he would have completed Year 12 by the age of sixteen had
he continued into Year 11. He and his parents felt that this was too
young so when he arrived at the ASMS it was decided that he should
repeat Year 10, ultimately a positive decision in his view. Although
Jack reflected that much of what was focussed on in his old school
was the same, especially in English, it was not ‘intermingle(d)’ with
other subjects. During his time at the ASMS, Jack was very active in
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student affairs and was seen to have strong leadership capabilities.
This involvement was indicative of interests that influenced his postschool decisions. Although he was determined to go to university while
at school, Jack did not go on to tertiary studies. In making that
decision, he was concerned that he might be judged to have failed.
Nevertheless, he has now completed a Diploma in Business
Management with an intention of converting this into a degree as soon
as possible. One service that Jack would like to have seen the ASMS
offer was ‘more focus on pathways other than Uni for after Year 12.’
Initially, after leaving school, he worked at a large hardware store but
his real interest was in travel so he left the store, travelling extensively
for over a year and working in the UK before returning to Australia with
a young woman who wanted to study at Flinders University. Jack
returned to his former job in the hardware store and soon assumed the
role of manager. He continued in this role for eight months before he
resigned and joined a large travel company working in retail as a travel
consultant. After two and a half years, he transferred into the corporate
division of the company working as a specialist organising treks,
mountain climbs, sporting events and charity rides, amongst other
activities. At the time of the interview, he enthusiastically declared,
‘And, that’s what I’m doing and loving it.’
When comparing his experience with learning English as taught at the
ASMS to his previous school, he concluded that the curriculum was
very similar in that aspects such as poetry, discussions and creative
writing were included. At his previous school, however, ‘English was
English.’ Subjects were discrete so that writing in science was not
judged as if it were an English assignment. He noted that at the
ASMS, English was integrated with other subjects so the whole
curriculum focus was ‘a lot broader.’ He illustrated this with reference
to an essay about the history of nanoparticles which might be
assessed as an English piece. This integration was such that it ‘didn’t
feel like when you were doing Central Studies that you were doing
English, that it was more of a side effect.’ He reiterated that while
writing an essay such as on the history of nanoparticles there would
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be a consideration of the ‘prose and structure’ but the content would
be science-related so the relationship to English was ‘subtle’. As a
consequence, Jack said that he had almost no memory of English in
the Central Studies but recalled details of English at Stage 2 much
more. He conceded, however, that because he was assessed on it, he
must have been taught it. With a little prompting, and later in the
interview, memory became less of an impediment. He recalled an
assignment in which they had to design a zoo enclosure and write a
substantial piece about it and that this had had a strong English
component which he completed with considerable help. He had a
vague memory of studying a book, but not the title, of having been
given a choice to study a Shakespeare play, Macbeth, or analysing
picture books, and of a study of the film Gattaca connected to the
Towards Nanotechnology Central Study. He recalled that this study
involved the examination of filmic techniques and composition and the
‘English behind it in the script.’ Similarly, Jack remembered choosing
the physiology strand associated with the Body in Question Central
Study and that his particular field involved the examination of the
physics of levers and applying that to the study of how joints
functioned. However, he could not ‘think how English was incorporated
into it’ prompting him to reflect once more that ‘it’s so subtle—you
don’t even know you are doing English.’ On the basis of this, and in
response to a question about whether the study of English through the
Central Studies interdisciplinary approach provided an adequate
preparation for Year 12 studies in English, he strongly asserted that he
did not think that there was ‘anybody in that English Studies class that
was underprepared’ because they had not completed a conventional
Stage 1 English program.
Jack was asked to comment on the degree to which opportunities
relating to inquiry and constructivist methodologies presented
themselves in the study of English as part of the Central Studies. He
immediately referred to the study of Macbeth, which largely occurred
while he was overseas. He was in London at the time and saw the
play presented at The Globe Theatre. This provided a different space
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in which to explore and locate the play and through negotiation he
‘ended up tailoring the Central Study to be around watching the play
as opposed to [a study of] the script.’ This was an example of how at
the ASMS he was given the ‘opportunity to change depending on what
we were doing, were interested in or what our life experiences were.’
Similarly, he saw inquiry through the Fertile Question offering choice,
flexibility and the opportunity to be adaptable. He said that the Fertile
Question was ‘always definitely inquiry-driven’ and that it ‘always
made people think outside the square.’ He noted that the Fertile
Question allowed for multiple interpretations and responses, that ‘out
of a class of thirty you got twenty nine different answers…everyone
went somewhere different.’ He conceded, however, that the majority
would have followed a scientific or mathematical pathway because
that was what was embedded in them—the study of mathematics and
science was why most people had come to the school. However, he
named one student for whom this was different and that she was one
who ‘loved the English side of things’ and would have chosen to have
presented through an English lens. One particular Fertile Question that
Jack recalled was central to the Technological World Central Study—
‘Are we the controllers or the controlled?’ However, the question that
excited Jack most related to the Sustainable Futures Central Study.
He commented that the question ‘How do we think globally and act
locally?’ was a ‘brilliant question because it had English in it, it had a
politics focus, it had a world-wide citizenship focus.’ He was positive
about the ‘freedom…to choose’ how to respond to the Fertile
Questions but reiterated that because the students were at a
mathematics and science school that the majority chose that focus.
Even within that, Jack valued the opportunity to choose how to present
his knowledge or understanding in response to the Fertile Question.
For him, the option of presenting orally was attractive. He felt that
there were few schools that would have allowed that flexibility.
Clearly, oral presentation was a preference for Jack in other aspects of
the Central Studies as well. He was very enthusiastic when recalling
the Nano Fair in which his team had designed and was spruiking tyres
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‘that could change their tread depending on the weather conditions.’
Another example where he felt he excelled was in a Sustainable
Futures Central Study. In this task, students worked in teams to
represent a particular country at a Global Summit. The focus was on
global warming and students were provided the challenge of
researching their chosen country’s stand on global warming and
presenting a justification for action. He recalled that many students
added to the authenticity by dressing up in the costumes of the
country. A panel of teachers and experts from outside the school
judged the presentations both for content and presentation skills—the
latter, included as part of the SACE Stage 1 English assessment.
More

specific

to

the

English

component

of

the

Towards

Nanotechnology Central Studies, Jack recalled a town meeting task in
which various people took on roles to defend or protest against a
proposal to build a nano-factory. While communication skills were
important, the English part of the task was the development of a
newspaper report. After much discussion on this point, Jack
considered that he may not have participated in this but only been an
observer. In summary, however, the opportunity to use an oral rather
than a written mode for many of the Central Studies tasks allowed him
to hone a skill that was beneficial beyond school. He said, ‘…it
improved my skills as a public speaker that benefitted me a lot beyond
school more than…writing would have done…it gave me a lot more
preparation for the real world.’ He demonstrated this value by referring
to an application in his current field of work.
Jack provided an extensive commentary about what the ASMS had
provided that impacted significantly on life after school. He outlined the
difference between in-school, where there is a formal structure, and
after-school, where a person needs to be more independent. He felt
that one of the strengths of the ASMS was that it taught students how
to ‘learn yourself, investigate issues and deal with people.’ He referred
again to the frequency of presentations at the ASMS as a preparation
for the corporate world and also the access to information technology.
An example of the latter was learning about Excel spreadsheets, a
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central tool used in his company. In comparing his earlier school
experience with that of the ASMS, he commented that his previous
school may have taught him the curriculum but that the ASMS
managed ‘to teach…the curriculum and life skills.’ One of these skills
was ‘self-motivation.’ Apart from the development of his oral language
skills, Jack was unable to make an equation between English and life
skills. In fact, he made the fallacious (because of the SACE
requirements) statement that ‘in Central Studies if you didn’t want to
learn the English component you didn’t have to.’ Clearly, Jack
regarded English as being almost ‘invisible’ and reiterated that he saw
the Central Studies as ‘all science-based’ and that the study of
Macbeth and Gattaca were the only two aspects of English that he
could recall of English in the Central Studies programs. In contrast, he
could clearly recall his Stage 2 English Studies including particular
poems he studied.
Although Jack claimed that he did not recall much of his English
studies in the Central Studies, he commented that the more
imaginative creation of worlds as seen in English overflowed into other
aspects of the Central Studies. He generalised that when one is
looking at and creating new worlds in science, such as to do with
nanoparticles, it is a similar process to creating a new world in English
through poetry and stories. He concluded, ‘So, there is a massive
correlation between the two. I know that people say that you do an art
or you do a science and there’s no link but there are links and the
ASMS Central Studies proved that.’ Jack conjectured though that it
was more difficult to relate English and mathematics. He recalled an
oral presentation in mathematics about ‘dealer motives—about how to
beat the system’ that was an English assessment piece but that this
was hard to align with the ‘structured curriculum.’ He elaborated the
constraints due to the content to be covered which in turn meant there
was less freedom and time for investigation. While the curriculum
constraints and the different ways of teaching across components of
the Central Studies were an issue in his view, he also concluded that
often the teacher made a difference. He cited two examples of
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mathematics teachers who operated in entirely different ways—one a
very traditional teacher and the other a ‘new age’ teacher. He also
applied this to English teaching and gave an example of a teacher he
liked but who he regarded as a ‘1980s’ teacher. However, even though
she was ‘very down the line,’ he conceded that even she allowed a
degree of ‘flexibility.’ At the time, teachers in the Central Studies were
involved in co-teacher arrangements. While Jack saw some benefits,
for instance, increasing the options to negotiate to do ‘what you were
good at’, he strongly insisted that teachers who taught outside their
field of expertise were less likely to inspire students. He asserted that,
‘…a teacher teaching something they don’t know about is never a
good idea’, and this was a reason why he hated poetry in the Central
Studies and did not recall any detail about it. The way a teacher
delivers was important for Jack and he respected teachers who were
passionate about their subject.
In response to an invitation to describe what he thought could have
been done better, Jack spoke with confidence. He felt a serious
limitation was the lack of ’technical English in the Central Studies.’ He
isolated teaching about different writing styles and the features of
various forms, for example, the structure of a report or a story. He also
pointed to a lack of instruction about language choice and the use of
the conventions, such as where to use a comma. He referred to this as
‘the actual in-depth structural English, what some would call basic
English.’ He felt that this needed to be ‘drummed in’ more and part of
the reason why it was not was ‘because it was all big picture stuff.’ The
consequence of this for him was that he constantly made errors in his
writing when it came to writing at the Stage 2 level, even though he felt
his overall style was fine. He commented that there was teaching
about the beginning, middle and end in story writing and about
sentence composition but ‘nothing about commas, apostrophes, full
stops.’ He discounted the idea that the oversight may have been due
to it being presumed knowledge when students arrived in Year 10. He
asserted the view that, ’even if it was presumed knowledge, it should
have been reinforced.’ Jack was also critical of the lack of teaching of
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presentation skills. Personally, he tended to opt for oral presentations
because he had the skills but he implied that this was not the case for
all students and that teachers were ‘probably assessing presentation
skills but maybe not teaching them.’ At this juncture Jack reiterated his
view about teacher preparation, that a problem was that a teacher at
the ASMS tended to become a ‘Jack of all trades’ and as a result
some of the ‘presentation skills or technical English skills’ were
missed. He summed up the point, ‘Whereas, at a conventional school,
a good English teacher would teach English…a good English teacher
at the ASMS teaches biotechnology.’
In summarising what he valued from the ASMS experience, Jack
referred only in a limited way to what evolved from his English studies,
but more generally about the approach to learning implemented at the
ASMS. He referred firstly to the development of relationships which
have survived through to the present. More importantly, the
encouragement to be self-directed, to be motivated and a self-learner
were important traits that Jack has carried into his post-school life. He
illustrated this by reference to expectations that are placed on him in
his work and how this couples with the need to take the initiative to
self-manage many tasks. He felt these were important life skills which
relate not only to ‘work, but in housing, relationships and friends.’ Time
management was also an attribute that Jack valued from his
experience at the ASMS. An important component in fostering this was
the forty minute Tutor Group time, which enabled Jack to use the time
flexibly to negotiate space to go and get advice and complete work as
well as be involved in ‘sex education and the drugs education’
amongst other things. Because of the accessibility of staff, Jack
developed skills that enabled him to approach people confidently. He
commented that, ‘Knowing how to approach people who are above
you—a lot of people were terrified at that—and I know that in a lot of
conventional schools students are terrified to go and ask a teacher for
help.’ Jack said he does not feel the same apprehension when
needing to approach his CEO, for instance. For him, much of this is to
do with effective communication—a skill he had earlier indicated had
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been finely honed at the ASMS because of the opportunities to
present on a regular basis.
Although Jack did not make the connection specifically, the implication
was that all of the above applied across all of the Central Studies,
including the English components. While Jack felt that the study of
novels provided knowledge that was not likely to be used in the
workplace, the teaching of press releases or how to write proposals for
a contract was ‘more life focused.’ Hence, he valued activities such as
writing a newspaper article as a particular form. Interestingly, as a
result of this evaluation, Jack wondered if he may have been better off
‘doing the other English class’ [English Communications] at Stage 2
because it was more practical. Jack valued the Learning Management
System because it provided access to assignments and the
assessment rubric but conceded that he probably did not use it well
due to laziness or immaturity. In hindsight, he indicated that he would
have liked to have had more resources, models or templates to
access.
The opportunities to take on leadership responsibilities and engage in
fundraising for charity groups and playing sport were significant and
contributed to life-skills. He specifically referred to the travel
opportunities that were made available to him through the school,
including to China and the North Pole, as well as interstate. Finally,
Jack valued the fact that his mother had a background in journalism
and was able to provide some of the assistance in ‘practical English
knowledge’ that he felt had not been available to him through the
school. In conclusion, Jack asserted that he would not change the
school and that in his view ‘there’s no other school in the state that
could have prepared me for life as the ASMS did.’ He felt that the
ASMS gave people a ‘well-rounded education’—‘making educated
people from educated students.’
4.1.8 Jeffrey
Jeffrey spoke very little about his primary school background but one
comment indicated that the interest in interdisciplinarity was founded in
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his middle school experience. It seems that his parents were aware of
the possibilities. He said, ‘I think my parents had discussed it. Yeah,
so we were just waiting ’til Year 10 so we could actually get involved.’
Jeffrey began his junior secondary education at a large public high
school south of Adelaide where he observed that it offered ‘a classical
approach to teaching in the sense that you would have some kind of
concept discussed in class and there would be homework set. You did
your homework, submitted it, and got a mark or grade…a very
straightforward approach…’ At his former high school, Jeffrey was in a
program for students with high intellectual potential and this partially
provided the background to move into a more integrated type of
curriculum, with more ‘freedom to do your own thing’, as offered at the
ASMS. The approach to teaching English at his former school was
progressive to the degree that responses allowed a multi-media
approach, for example making a video of part of Romeo and Juliet,
and contriving re-enactments of parts of other texts. Jeffrey completed
his SACE at the ASMS and achieved a high TER (ATAR) which
enabled him to enter engineering. Jeffrey commented extensively
about how his anticipations actually worked out in practice.
Interestingly, after completing his degree in engineering, Jeffrey had
no idea about where it might lead him in future employment. At the
time of the interview, Jeffrey had been working for a large engineering
firm in Wyalla.
Jeffrey observed that in his junior secondary experience, English as a
subject was seen to be quite ‘segregated’ with its own focus on writing
and language. Similarly, mathematics and science were seen as
discrete areas of study each with a ‘different window’ framing ways of
looking at the world and representing knowledge. On the other hand,
Jeffrey recognised a very different approach at the ASMS. He said that
in relation to how discrete skills pertinent to individual subjects melded
into an interdisciplinary approach, ‘It was very obvious that all those
kinds of skills could be transferred into other areas.’ He illustrated his
point with reference to report writing, noting that when you wrote a
report, language needed to be adjusted for the particular audience,
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rather than just imagining a form. Initially, adjusting to an approach
where ‘you had a bit more freedom to do your own thing…was a bit
daunting.’ Even though he suggested that there did not seem to be a
structure, he conceded that the structure was there and made evident
in drawing ‘connections’ and seeing how these connections applied to
other components. This connection making was supported by the
longer sessions experienced in the Central Studies, that is, compared
to a more conventional school timetable. Jeffrey suggested that the
longer sessions enabled him to engage in deeper thinking and to
complete more work during lesson time.
The connection making across the disciplines that Jeffrey referred to
were predicated around the constructivist process of inquiry. However,
he believed that inquiry was tied strongly ‘with scientific method’ and
the rigor associated with the science fields. He conceded that inquiry
or investigation was also important in the humanities, particularly in
relation

to philosophy which

fosters ‘debate’ and

‘structured

conversation’. Jeffrey recalled a genuine inquiry relating to the study of
projectiles. He was clear about the inquiry processes that he had to
work through—considering such questions as, ‘What do I want to find
out? How do I go about it? How do I tell people what I have found?’ A
further issue was concerned with how to store the knowledge for future
access or reference. While Jeffrey indicated a difference in the inquiry
processes expected in specific areas of the curriculum, he was less
prescriptive about inquiry relating to the Fertile Question. What he
liked about the Fertile Question was that ‘there wasn’t any right
answer and…you could take it in whatever direction.’ With a little
prompting,

several

Fertile

Questions

were

recalled.

Although

communication of the new knowledge gained was an important
consideration for Jeffrey, any specific reference to how studies in
English may have impacted on this inquiry was not evidenced.
A further attempt to uncover any perceived links between the English
component of the Central Studies and the Fertile Question developed
into a more general discussion of what Jeffrey recalled of the studies
in English in which he did engage. He recalled ‘doing a lot of creative
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writing’, ‘other prose writing’ and ‘there might have been some poetry
in there.’ He also commented on developing the ‘skill to express
yourself.’ He recalled looking at a segment of Prey by Michael
Crichton in the Towards Nanotechnology Central Study. He admitted
that later he did read the whole book because his interest was
stimulated. With some prompting, as was the case regarding other
Central Studies, Jeffrey recalled studying Macbeth but without
elaboration. Because there was little in Jeffrey’s recall of Englishbased activities and assignments as part of the Central Studies, it was
pertinent to probe Jeffrey’s perceptions of the adequacy of English
studies in the Central Studies program as a preparation for Stage 2
English Studies and university studies. Jeffrey felt that through the
Central Studies and all their components, key aspects were gathered
and brought together ‘from different sources’ and that this was
achieved at a ‘nice pace’. He compared his junior school experience of
analysis in English as ‘hand waving’ but that at the ASMS, ‘I definitely
got the impression that there was an analytical approach that involved
deconstruction.’ Jeffrey acknowledged that what he had experienced
through the English components, but also infused across the
curriculum, had been significant in terms of post-school study and
work. He particularly referred to expressing ‘yourself in a clear and
precise way—especially in the written form.’ He expanded this to
include oral presentations indicating that before he attended the ASMS
he was ‘terrified of public speaking.’ He appreciated the fact that oral
presentations were so expected at the ASMS that as a consequence
he developed some ‘indispensable’ life skills. It was clear that Jeffrey
was quite self-motivated in his desire to improve. He responded to the
challenge, sought out tips and tried to apply them, and gradually
achieved a level of competence from which he could begin to polish
his skills, ‘to look at some of the very fine details about how to
improve.’ As examples of how school-based skills carried over into
later life, he referenced several recent oral presentation opportunities
in relation to his work that he felt people ‘were reasonably impressed
with.’
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Overall, Jeffrey expressed strong satisfaction with his ASMS
experience. In comparison with his university experience, he asserted
that the ASMS was ‘ahead of its time’ in access to teachers and
resources. He valued the shared expertise from teachers working in
interdisciplinary teams and compared that to his current work in
industry. He summarised this convincingly: ‘I have found that in
industry that you need that multi-disciplinary cartel of people because
everyone has a certain level of expertise with something that they can
bring to the table…then between everyone…you have such a depth of
experience and information that you can offer.’ This discussion led to a
consideration of literature as a ‘creation of imaginary worlds’ and
whether the study of literature had perhaps contributed to different
ways of thinking about solutions to problems in his current work.
Jeffrey referred to the film Gattaca and the way it raised ethical
concerns and the need to consider risks and weigh them up. This he
said had ‘definitely carried over, especially into work now, because
mining is so closely tied to stakeholders and the environment.’ He
acknowledged that there was a level of creativity associated with
approaching a problem and finding solutions. The links the ASMS had
with Flinders University and the access to university resources and the
‘expanse of knowledge available through the university’ were also
positive aspects. In relation to learning outside of school, but related to
his in-school endeavours, Jeffrey appreciated the opportunity the
ASMS gave him to attend an International Student Science Fair in
India.
In conclusion, Jeffrey reiterated that in terms of the treatment of
literary studies through the Central Studies there was a ‘good balance’
in the consideration of ‘a range of texts—films, books, poetry, fiction,
non-fiction…and also the basic skills like writing using the correct
language for reporting…’ He further emphasised that the English work
completed at the ASMS was ‘good in forming the skills going into
university and beyond.’ Before attending the ASMS, Jeffrey said that
he ‘didn’t really enjoy English.’ However, the integration through the
Central Studies and being able to apply skills to different applications
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was ‘helpful.’ He did not feel that he was hindered in any way and
concluded that he did not ‘think there was anything they could have
done better.’
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CHAPTER 5: THE SYNTHESIS: A COLLATION OF
THE GRADUATE COMMENTARIES
This chapter provides an account of the findings. The collation of key
ideas and issues arising through the commentaries of the graduate
participants involved a content analysis of each transcribed narrative
against the interview questions that framed the discussions. Additional
impromptu but significant comments or observations arising in the
course of the dialogues were also noted and reported.

5.1 The studies of English through the Central Studies
programs compared with experiences in previous
schools
5.1.1 Experiences with subject English prior to attendance at the
ASMS
Every interviewee had a story to tell about their experiences with
English both at the primary and junior secondary levels prior to
attendance at the ASMS. Collectively, the picture represented a quite
structured, traditional and teacher-centred approach. Julianne and
Michelle both recalled copying what the teacher presented on the
blackboard or whiteboard. Michelle mimicked the typical teacher, ‘…sit
down, books out, follow the teacher on the blackboard…’ Abiz referred
to the teaching of English in ‘the traditional sense’ and that the
curriculum was delivered in a ‘standard format’. Andy iterated this with
an example of what traditional teaching might be seen as. He cited a
typical approach involving the teacher ‘…telling you all that…and then
when it was time for the assignment, it was, OK we are all going to the
library and you’re all going to find these books and summarise what
you find…’
5.1.2 Perceptions of the nature of English and subject priorities in
previous schools
While there was a strong recognition of English as involving the study
of books or literature and writing and there was some reference to the
study of grammar, the latter was not consistently mentioned as a
significant focus. This was an exception for Rosie who did ‘lots of
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grammar’ but struggled with spelling. She enjoyed constructing
narratives but felt that literature was largely neglected in her junior
secondary school experience. Although Maddie attended a number of
primary schools and several secondary schools, she concluded that all
were similarly conventional in the approach taken, or what Jeffrey
referenced as a ‘classical approach.’ For Abiz, however, there was a
slight difference to the experience of others in that his English
curriculum was more culturally-based with a focus on themes such as
‘belonging’ and ‘community.’ For all interviewees it seems there was
little opportunity to make choices in their previous schools; in fact,
Michelle suggested that ninety per cent of the work was mandated,
that is, the teachers taught what they had to teach and there was an
emphasis on assignments, feedback and assessment (Maddie, Andy,
Rosie, Michelle).
5.1.3 Differences in the approach to English studies at the ASMS
compared with that in other schools
The degree to which the study of subject English was seen as
‘segregated’ (Jeffrey) or a separate enterprise in other schools was
well summarised by Jack and Jeffrey. Jack commented that, ‘You
would go to English and your English would be English and that was
it.’ Jeffrey elaborated by comparing what happened in English with
science or mathematics lessons. He said, ‘…when you are doing
English…then that’s when your focus is on writing and your language
and when you go to Maths or Science…it’s a different window
again…versus when I came to the Australian Science and
Mathematics School it was very obvious that all of those kind of skills
could be transferred across into other areas so that when you wrote a
report, for instance, you had to write using the sort of language
catering for [particular] audiences.’
Jack also referred to the interweaving of conventional English with
other subjects at the ASMS. He acknowledged that there were
similarities in the treatment of particular content pertinent to the
teaching of English, i.e. books, film, poetry etc., but that at the ASMS
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these were handled in a very ‘different way.’ Interviewees varied in
their views about the nature of English in the interdisciplinary
approach. This varied from a blunt assertion that there was ‘no English
program’ (Julianne), Rosie’s assertion that she ‘didn’t feel that she was
doing a lot of English at the ASMS’, or that because of the
interdisciplinary focus it seemed that ‘when we did English it wasn’t
really like doing English’ (Jack). Andy also reiterated an earlier
comparison between his earlier schooling and that experienced at the
ASMS. He said, ‘In normal schools, English is English—that’s an
English class, you rock up and you have an English teacher, you study
English. At the ASMS, no subject is like that.’

5.2 The significance of the interdisciplinary approach
and perceived positive impacts
5.2.1 English in practice as integrated into the Central Studies
programs at the ASMS
Julianne was a student who was more attracted to the literary aspects,
the arts and humanities focuses in the Central Studies but referred to
particular

examples

where

interdisciplinary

approaches

were

significant. Two of these involved the exploration of social issues in the
film study of Gattaca in the Biotechnology Central Study and the
technological and social issues associated with the documentary
about the building of the Brooklyn Bridge in the Technological World
Central Study. Julianne referred to the enjoyment factor and the
advantage of being able to approach a task from ‘two angles.’ Michelle
similarly illustrated the demand implicit in the interdisciplinary
approach to build cross-overs between the humanities and the
sciences with reference to designing a website for the Biotechnology
Central Study involving the representation of fermentation processes,
business, philosophy (ethical values) and the technological aspects of
website design. She concluded that this was ‘very helpful in seeing
how the humanities connect with science and the importance of that.’
She also referred to the study of the film Gattaca and the building of
Brooklyn Bridge as important in the preparation for future study and
highlighting complementary ‘implications of the science[s] and the
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humanities.’ The value of skills being ‘transferred across into other
areas’ was also significant for Jeffrey, and the ‘umbrella’ concept of
the Central Studies was also acknowledged by Rosie and Abiz.
Abiz also exemplified the overarching nature of the Central Studies
theme with reference to his approach to the Towards Nanotechnology
Central Study Fertile Question, ‘What are nano-world realities?’ He
commented that he was able to deeply consider the nature of realities,
relate them explicitly to the sciences and apply his understandings to
more general philosophical considerations. Both Julianne and Michelle
referred to the use of poetry as a vehicle for conveying ideas.
Interestingly, both won poetry prizes written around science themes
and Michelle’s poem was eventually incorporated into the curriculum
resources available to all students through the electronic Learning
Management System. While Maddie found that it took her up to six
months to adapt to the interdisciplinary approach, in the end she saw
the value of it. In her previous schooling, she commented that she
‘didn’t like English full stop’ but she really enjoyed the interdisciplinary
approach for two main reasons. The first was because of the level of
choice which also enabled a ‘creative outlet to science.’ The second
reason related to the fact that Maddie could produce more extensive
pieces of work that she could feel very proud of and components of
which could be assessed in multiple ways to meet the SACE
requirements. Overall, there was a view, as Andy concluded, that the
English ‘was very successfully integrated’ through the Central Studies
programs.
5.2.2 Some perceived benefits of studying English through an
interdisciplinary approach particularly in relation to choice and
personalised learning
Underlying the view that many students understood in retrospect that
they were actually ‘doing’ English without realising it was a compliment
in relation to the success of the interdisciplinary approach. Jack
provided some examples of this. One related to writing about the
history of nanoparticles and although this was not a task generally
associated with conventional English classrooms, it was assessed as
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an English piece. He cited a similar task involving the design of a zoo
enclosure which involved considerations of technology, science,
mathematical calculations, design and communication. While these
tasks evolved around science concepts, other tasks emanated very
much from literary texts, such as the play Macbeth or the film Gattaca.
The interdisciplinary demands relating to these texts ensured that
incorporated into the thinking about and execution of the related tasks
were considerations of ethics, media techniques, scientific concepts,
social issues, technology, the paranormal and succinct communication
skills. Jeffrey commented on the apparent lack of structure but
asserted that this created the possibility of ‘doing your own thing’ and
fostered the ‘ability to draw connections’. He illustrated this with
reference to the openness available in developing a response to a
Fertile Question which could be taken in ‘whatever direction’.
The opportunity for diversity of choice in tailoring responses as well as
choice of texts was emphasised by several interviewees. Michelle, for
instance, felt that the way English was included in the Central Studies
program ‘…felt almost like a break…’ and she relished the opportunity
to choose her own books to read and to consider alternative ways of
writing about them. She felt motivated by this freedom and the
approach was consequently more enjoyable. Maddie found that this
freedom was liberating and allowed a ‘focus on using communication
tools effectively’. Like Abiz, Maddie extolled the opportunity to choose
science fiction and examine it from a scientific viewpoint. Abiz was
particularly appreciative of the opportunity to pursue science fiction in
that it integrated his love of mathematics, science and English. He
commented that because he was able to study interesting texts of his
own choice he was encouraged to delve into them in greater depth.
He, like others, found the ‘open discussion format’ or opportunities for
collaboration in searching for understanding stimulating and more
effective than being fed information directly from the teacher. This
enhanced his engagement. This was also true for Andy. The demand
to be self-directed or self-motivated had the positive effect of
stimulating him to play with ‘English concepts.’ Michelle also
116

commented on the levels of creativity and referred to the emphasis on
group work, collegiality and the use of oral presentations. She
provided an example of how this creative aspect was deployed in
dressing up and dramatising an oral presentation relating to aspects of
the carbon cycle. Because the approach to the studies of English was
more open-ended and less teacher-directed, it was clear that for these
students there were higher levels of enjoyment and engagement.
5.2.3 Inquiry and the use of constructivist pedagogies
Fundamental to the teaching and learning approaches pertinent to the
Central Studies programs were constructivist processes that fostered
inquiry in particular (see Appendix 1: ASMS Context Statement, 2011
p.4) The centrality of the notion of inquiry was a key factor in
promoting the enjoyment in the learning. Part of this was due to
students being given choices within the parameters of a particular
Central Study. All of the interviewees referred to the importance of the
choice factor though not all availed themselves of the opportunity.
Julianne for instance, confessed that in the ‘majority of my inquiry
projects…I would have done a report’. Even so, she acknowledged
that she did have choice of texts and ways of responding to them in
the English-type components of the course. The poem mentioned
earlier, for which she was awarded a prize, resulted from the study of
‘modernity’ and was her response to a Fertile Question. Jeffrey
referred to a similar group decision-making process and believed that
there was genuine choice, though this was contested by Rosie who
thought that choice was less available than purported.
Andy recalled that he was enabled to ‘take my own direction’, and he
valued this because being able to work at his own pace and decide
how best to represent his understanding resulted in the significant
development of his English skills. He recalled his study of poetry, for
instance, being enhanced by his facility with music and his familiarity
with song lyrics. Maddie illustrated a similar choice, though not related
to an English context, when she attempted to pursue art in
mathematics in a study of the mathematical theory embodied in the
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works of Escher. Rosie, on the other hand, felt that there were limits to
how far a student could go in negotiating alternate ways of responding.
Nevertheless, like others she was able to cite an example of doing a
study with the Environmental Health and Safety Department at
Flinders University and that when she took those findings to present at
an international student conference, she had considerable freedom
about how to develop her research and present her results.

5.3 The common positives and what made a difference
5.3.1 Notable influential factors affecting positive learning
outcomes
Because the approach to curriculum design was interdisciplinary, it
was difficult to compartmentalise the positives in relation to English
alone, embedded as it was in the Central Studies. Similarly, it was
difficult to isolate how the interviewees perceived the value or
effectiveness of their studies of English as having impacted on their
further studies or work. Some of the positives relate to a range of
factors, including: the ambience of the school; the architecture and
how this facilitated learning; the joint access to Flinders University
resources and the access to mentoring opportunities with Flinders
University staff and other experts; the open access students had to
ASMS staff; the opportunity at that time for students to complete some
of their SACE units at Year 10; access to quality resources including
the electronic Learning Management System; the emphasis on social
cohesion—respect and acceptance in a caring environment; the
opportunity to participate in international exchanges; access to extracurricular activities including sport, fund raising etc.; and the
opportunities to engage with organisations and apply knowledge in
authentic contexts beyond the school walls. Additional positives
include the development of techniques for effective learning, the
development of communication skills and the growth of self-esteem.
All of these are illustrative outcomes of the ASMS Charter for learning
and of the espoused Capabilities or competencies (ASMS Charter,
https://asms.sa.edu.au).
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Following is a summarisation of the key positives relating to the
interviewees’ perceptions of the effectiveness of learning English as a
component of an interdisciplinary approach.
5.3.2 Improved communication skills as a positive outcome
The

development

of

communication

skills,

particularly

oral

presentation skills, was commonly referred to, both for the successful
completion of tasks and as a life-skill for post-school study and work.
For Julianne and Andy this was significant in terms of building
confidence and self-esteem. For these interviewees, the skills
developed were important for their post-school studies and their future
or current careers. This was also true for Rosie and Jeffrey. Julianne
attributed much of the success for improving oral presentation skills to
the caring environment of the ASMS, referred to by Abiz as ‘the lack of
the tall poppy’ syndrome, which encouraged a supportive approach in
what was seen as a community of learners rather than a competitive
individualised forum. Jeffrey provided an example of an activity that
fostered strong communication skills through role play. This was the
simulated World Summit on environment issues in the Sustainable
Futures Central Study, involving the adoption of particular roles and
researching as a team, collectively coordinating ideas, planning a
presentation

and

presenting

information

and

argument.

The

assessment was multi-faceted and contributed to a range of SACE
requirements. Jeffrey also took on a chairing role—an opportunity
widely available to students in a range of collaborative tasks—and
concluded that this was an important learning experience that has had
a lifelong impact. This Forum was also referred to by Rosie and
Maddie who concurred that this was a valuable event in their learning.
The emphasis on oral presentations involved both individual and group
work. Julianne commented that one life-skill learnt through group work
was how to work with people who held different views and had
different levels of motivation. She also commented on how there were
opportunities for leadership and management of groups so that each
member could contribute according to their strengths. An example
involved working in a group of three to develop and promote a
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nanotechnology product at the Nano Fair—part of the Towards
Nanotechnology Central Study. While she received mentoring in the
more technological aspects of the project, she was able to mentor her
fellow students in the aspects which were more to do with marketing
and communication.
5.3.3 Preparation for Stage 2 studies and post-school studies
Preparation for Year 12 and beyond was also a common topic. While
all interviewees generally agreed that they did not miss out on
anything or that they got everything they needed, there was divided
opinion about several aspects. Rosie felt there could have been more
emphasis on literary analysis but Michelle and Jeffrey disagreed.
Jeffrey felt there was good variety, and listed reports, website
development, essays, narrative writing and poetry as important
aspects. He also felt that there was a strong emphasis on analysis or
deconstruction of texts and the consideration of ideas. Further, he
asserted that there was a consideration of the appropriateness of
language for particular purposes and within a range of genres. He
recalled becoming very aware of the difference between technical and
colloquial language and the differences in the choice of language
appropriate to the analysis of a literary text compared to a science
report. He illustrated this with reference to his current day-to-day work,
that is, the distinction in the use of language in a formal technical
report compared with the less formal language when working in a
team with colleagues. This was at odds a little with other interviewees
who felt that there should have been a greater emphasis on the
treatment of the conventions of writing—grammar, spelling and
structure. Overall, though, Jeffrey’s summary of balance was largely
shared. He concluded:
…we considered quite a range of texts – film, books, poetry,
fiction, non-fiction – pretty much everything and then there were
the basic skills like writing using the correct language for reports
and things like that.
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Having said that, most interviewees agreed that grammar knowledge,
for instance, rightly or wrongly, was largely assumed to have been
mastered by Year 10 but that a greater consideration to honing those
skills could have been addressed.
5.3.4 What was considered significant?
Jeffrey saw that although English was embedded in the Central
Studies, it was still clear what was intended as an English component.
Jack and Maddie disagreed, suggesting that writing a piece with a
science focus even though intended as an English assessment piece
was not so obvious. Jack concluded that even when considering the
language and structure ‘you were still getting the English but you didn’t
realise you were’. Rosie, on the other hand, was very aware that there
were components that had a strong English bias and specifically listed
researching and writing a science article, studying picture books and
interviewing a friend, and writing poetry. She also acknowledged that
this background in the humanities alongside her skill at writing
successful science practical reports stood her in good stead when she
attended university. She commented, ‘I think my science background
helped me come at my humanities with a bit of a different perspective
maybe [compared with] those who were focussed mainly on their
humanities throughout their secondary education’. Rosie, Maddie and
Abiz all valued the independence in learning and the opportunity to
choose. Maddie elaborated that it was important that she was ‘allowed
to find her own way’ but that there were clear guidelines. Abiz noted
that not everyone chose similar texts to analyse but that there was a
level of collegiality, including support from science teachers, about
developing responses, for example, designing a poster to represent
his understanding of an English-oriented topic designed around a
scientific concept. Maddie also recalled what she had learnt from
comparing a book and film in the comparative text study, a component
mandated by the SACE curriculum requirements, and how this has
influenced the way she regards movies based on novels to this day.
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5.4 The perceived negatives and suggestions for change
Two areas which received critical commentary related to a lack of
experience with literary analysis and a lack of attention to developing
conventional language skills. Two further considerations related to the
skill base of teachers and the assessment of group work.
5.4.1 Training in literary analysis
Michelle and Julianne both felt strongly that there was limited
opportunity to engage in literary analysis and Michelle expanded on
this suggesting that even the analysis of an excerpt from the novel
Prey by Michael Crichton was more focussed on ‘social commentary’
than literary analysis. For Rosie, this lack of experience with literary
analysis, whether relating to a novel or film or other form of text, was a
deterrent to considering enrolling in English Studies as a Year 12
subject. She was expansive on this, commenting:
I probably would have liked to have had more direction when it
came to analysing literature itself and look at something and
really analyse it because that is a completely different way of
thinking—you’re reading between the lines and figuring out
what an author or even a film director is trying to say…that’s not
something I really explored until Uni.

Jack and Andy had alternative views on this aspect. Jack noted that
there was a lack of attention to literary analysis but rationalised that in
his everyday work he would never use the language of literary analysis
and that, as such, a more appropriate emphasis might have been
directed to a focus on functional genres, such as how to write press
releases. Andy, on the other hand, acknowledged his love of reading
novels and poetry but disdained the analysis. He said, ‘There’s nothing
that ruins a good book more than picking it apart for an essay.’
5.4.2 Teaching the conventions of written language
While not all students commented on the lack of attention to the
development of techniques for literary analysis, all referred to the lack
of attention to the honing of conventions relating to sentence structure,
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grammar, spelling and language choice. Most agreed that these skills
should have been well-established by Year 10, that it was generally
assumed when students came to the ASMS that this was the case, but
that it should not have been taken for granted. Michelle was aware of
the lack of ‘language skills’ amongst students coming to the ASMS
and agreed with Julianne, Andy and Abiz that many students needed
more support or that there needed to be a ‘more structured approach’
(Julianne) to the development of fundamental skills. Jack referred to
these skills as ‘technical’ or ‘basic’ and attributed the lack of attention
to these to the fact that English as such ‘was all the big picture stuff’.
Rosie reflected that aspects of sentence structure and grammar did
not assume significance until she was studying a foreign language at
university. She further illustrated the importance of helping students to
achieve competence with language skills by referring to her current
work, saying that, ‘…it has become incredibly obvious how important
sentence structure is, and the grammar, because a lack of
understanding of grammar and how to construct a sentence can have
a great adverse impact on meaning.’
Interestingly, the concerns and suggested remedies alluded to by the
interviewees relating to ‘remediation’ for students lacking skills in the
conventions of English are in keeping with the Australian Association
for the Teaching of English (2009) policy re the teaching of grammar at
‘high school’ levels.
What…English teachers understand about the teaching of
writing and grammar, and what international research has
confirmed over many decades, is that once students reach high
school, whole class instruction on items of grammar does not
improve students’ written expression. [But] when assessment of
a student’s work reveals a particular area of weakness or
misunderstanding across a class, it is common practice for
teachers to run a ‘mini lesson’ in order to demonstrate to
students the correct usage.
AATE Response to the National English Curriculum, (2009, p.9)
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The difference is that the interviewees from the ASMS suggest
individual support or small group sessions for students in need and a
greater awareness by teachers of the problems to determine when to
intervene. In an interdisciplinary approach, the implication is that such
intervention, as suggested by Davis and O’Reilly (2012), should
involve all interdisciplinary teachers. Shanahan and Shanahan (2008)
are more assertive about the need for direct instruction recognising
that different texts, mathematics compared with history texts, for
instance, require different strategies for reading and text construction.
They are adamant that ‘…advanced literacy instruction embedded
within content-area classes such as maths, science and social
studies—should be the focus of middle and secondary school settings’
(p.40). Furthermore, they assert that, ‘Most students need explicit
teaching of sophisticated genres, specialized language conventions,
disciplinary norms of precision and accuracy, and higher-level
interpretive processes’ (p.43). Shanahan and Shanahan refer to this
as ‘disciplinary literacy’ opposed to the ‘intermediate’ or general
literacy ‘common to many tasks’ (p.44). While the interviewees
seemed to be more focussed on ‘intermediate’ literacy skills in their
criticisms, the conclusions by the majority that basic language skills
should not be assumed as having already been acquired by Year 10
and should be addressed is not without support from teachers and
academia.
5.4.3 The skill-base of teachers to assist students with the
conventions
Almost all interviewees referred to particular teachers who impacted
on them and they were able to cite examples of ways in which they
were influenced and given recognition. This was true across all
components of the Central Studies programs and included a range of
English teachers (unnamed here). This observation by interviewees
was consistent with views expressed by Rogers and Freiberg (1994)
that students wanted teachers to be ‘helpers’; that in an active
classroom students should be seen as ‘shareholders’; that there
should be ‘shared responsibility’, with teachers taking on a the role of
124

a learning ‘facilitator’ rather than the teacher as the ‘possessor of
knowledge, and ‘power’. Andrew Metcalfe and Anne Game (2006) in
Teachers who change lives interviewed twelve prominent Australians
and their teachers about what teachers do to change people ‘so that
we become ourselves’. The graduate students interviewed in this case
study referred to passion and expertise in their field as two significant
attributes recognised in memorable and influential teachers. However,
in the spirit of the ASMS as a learning community and of the synergy
between students and teachers in the learning process, they were in
keeping with Metcalfe and Game’s conclusion that ‘the vitality of a
classroom is an energy that teachers and students produce together’
(Preface). Additionally, Metcalfe & Game acknowledge the ‘dialogue’
and openness between teacher and students and the ability and
importance of the teacher creating ‘the situation where learning
happens’. These are attributes and conditions fully acknowledged and
appreciated by the interviewees as significant elements associated
with the ASMS that contributed to their growth as learners and for life
beyond school.
Inspite of the positive view about teachers, there were considerations
relating to the skill and experience of the teachers involved in teaching
English. Michelle observed that because English was embedded in the
interdisciplinary program, not all teachers teaching across the
disciplines

were

experienced

or

skilled

English

teachers.

Consequently, there were discrepancies in how errors were picked up
or the degree to which teachers might make suggestions to facilitate
more effective language use. For these graduates, this was clearly a
significant area that needed greater focus in the development and
execution of the curriculum. Coupled to this was a view that students
who lacked essential skills or who lacked a ‘passion for English’ could
have benefitted from ‘more leading.’ However, Julianne moderated this
by recognising that ‘…because the [English] subject matter related
back to things [scientific matter] that they were passionate about, it
was really well-compensated for’. It must be noted, however, that
reports by Davis and O’Reilly (2012) indicate a significant focus
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directed towards the development of literacy skills amongst science
and mathematics teachers to encourage a more shared responsibility
to enable all teachers to provide greater support to developing
students’ literacy skills.
5.4.4 Assessment of group work and oral presentations
The facility with oral language was extolled as a positive outcome of
the ASMS experience for all of the interviewees. This was something
strongly acknowledged as providing a crucial skill for a range of
purposes and situations in post-school study, work and personal life
(see Section 5.5). However, Maddie was one interviewee who
observed that in relation to English communication skills, ‘there wasn’t
enough feedback on communicating well’, partly because ‘the learning
outcomes were directed towards the content and not necessarily the
method’. The opportunity to work in groups and develop collegial skills
was strongly endorsed. However, several interviewees were critical of
the way that the assessment of group work occurred, not only in
relation to the English components of the Central Studies, but overall.
Jeffrey recalled the inequity associated with the recognition of the
contribution of individuals in a group. He drew attention to peer
assessment processes used at university but also acknowledged the
deficiencies with peer assessment at university as he experienced it in
that members could collude to ensure a high mark. Abiz agreed that
peer assessment ‘had its own set of problems’. He suggested that
there needed to be a balance between a collective and an individual
assessment for group work. Julianne referred specifically to examples
where she, or other more competent or academically inclined
students, did much more of the work in order to pull ‘other students
up...’ The positive side of this was the important roles assumed by
influential student mentors. Nevertheless, although the assessment of
group work generally was seen as problematic, and in need of review,
Abiz was the only interviewee to suggest an alternative involving a
balance of an individual and a collective assessment.
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5.5 The impact of English in the Central Studies
program as a preparation for further study or work
Only one of the interviewees did not go on to study at university,
although he has since completed some post-secondary diploma
courses,

particularly

in

business

management.

Two

of

the

interviewees completed degrees that did not have a relationship with
science, mathematics or technology. The remainder completed
science-related technology studies. All made references to the
benefits they accrued from studying at the ASMS impacting on their
post-school studies, work and for life in general. It was difficult for most
of the graduates interviewed to separate the impact of English studies
for future use from the overall long-term benefits of studying an
interdisciplinary program in which English was embedded. Most
interviewees were content to generalise about the skills they carried
over from the Central Studies programs to their post-school lives.
However, specific references to the English aspects of the programs
were indicative of a relatively successful integration. This was
supported also through an examination of both the curriculum
initiatives and English tasks embedded in the Central Studies
programmes, as well as the wider learning principles and capabilities
fundamental to the ASMS vision.
In some fields of tertiary study, the general knowledge acquired
through the Central Studies programs, or experience with concepts
which superficially may have been seen as lacking relevance to that
study, was enabling. Julianne, for instance, did not engage in tertiary
study in a discipline relating to science or technology. However, she
acknowledged that in her field of business and law, particularly in law,
an awareness of such matters as cloning and nanotechnology was a
benefit, since it provided a window into issues affecting social change
and the way laws may need to adapt. It was this experience with
science that was most useful for Rosie in transitioning from media into
journalism. In contrast, she felt that some of her enjoyment of English
was lost at the ASMS and that there was a deficit in terms of teaching
the conventions—something that was an issue throughout her
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schooling not just at the ASMS. Nevertheless, she conceded that the
ASMS provided valuable curriculum learning opportunities and greatly
influenced the person she became, ‘to be more open-minded about
things’. Jeffrey drew attention to the relevance of understanding ethical
issues through his studies of English, particularly in the film Gattaca,
and how this applies in his world of work as a mining engineer. He
commented on the importance of being able to ‘consider and weigh up
what the risks are and what the impacts might be’ and how ‘that
definitely carried over, especially into work now...’, because mining is
so closely tied to a variety of stakeholders, and the environment. He
elaborated that there were conscious ethical considerations ‘because
you have a licence to operate’ and there are conditions that need to be
met. This appreciation of ethical issues was also considered by Andy.
He said, ‘There’re lots of places in English where you can explore
different ethical norms.’ He referred specifically to considerations of
ethical issues relating to biotechnology, nanotechnology, cloning and
DNA manipulation. He concluded that while studying Physics,
Chemistry and Biology may provide facts, studying issues through
English allowed students ‘to start looking at the ethical dilemmas you
might come across in the future if this technology comes to fruition’.
The

demand

for

independence,

personal

responsibility

and

resourcefulness in their learning were attributes recognised and
valued by the interviewees. The opportunity to set their own goals,
structure their own learning and set personal time limits was important
to Julianne. She appreciated not being ‘spoon fed.’ When she went on
to university studies she was surprised to find other students
struggling, but her transition to tertiary studies was much easier
because she was ‘used to searching out new information and how to
reference it’. Abiz commented on the apparent lack of direction at the
ASMS, though not necessarily as a negative implication, and spent
considerable time recalling that many students, including himself,
wondered about the relevance of much that they were asked to do,
including in English. However, he said that he only appreciated in
retrospect that the approach that fostered personal responsibility and
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independence, even in the English components of the Central Studies
programs, provided valuable management tools beyond school.
Jeffrey also appreciated the link between having the opportunity to
make choices and the contribution to taking responsibility for his own
learning. A consequence was that there needed to be a consideration
of a variety of sources and this meant collating ‘key’ ideas across a
range of texts. This connection was explored more deeply by Jack
who asserted that the expectation that a student take personal
responsibility for his or her learning was important in developing skills
in ‘self-direction’, ‘motivation’ and ‘time management’. These skills he
argued are essential in the corporate world. He related this to his
current work and role as an employer: ‘…being able to self-direct, that
motivation, being able to do your own thing without being told what to
do’. This quality is something that he looked for and believed was
significant in an employee or a potential employee.
Several interviewees referred specifically to the inquiry processes,
which Jack referred to as learning through ‘investigation’, as
fundamental to curriculum delivery in the Central Studies programs in
that they engendered important skills for further study. Julianne
commented that what she valued most was what she learnt about
critical thinking and she assessed this as the most useful aspect that
carried over into her university studies. The experience and practice in
applying analytical processes and engaging in the deconstruction of
texts was particularly important for Jeffrey. He emphasised this,
referring specifically to ‘…that ability to break down ideas and analyse
them and express yourself in a clear and precise way—especially in
the written form—and that has carried on through uni and even work
now’. Others inferred similar views, particularly with reference to the
Fertile Question which was cardinal to each Central Study.
While there was little specific reference to the more English-oriented
tasks in the Central Studies programs, there were acknowledgements
of various tools or skills learnt through English and other aspects of
the Central Studies programs. Jack, for instance, referred to the use of
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Excel spreadsheets, which he learnt to use at the ASMS but which are
fundamental to his day-to-day work. Abiz also commented on the ‘IT
friendly’ nature of the ASMS and that the relatively open-ended
choices enabled them to present responses in other than conventional
written formats. He valued this because it advanced skills in
communication, particularly the ability to communicate in a variety of
different mediums—something he only appreciated post-school.
Julianne concurred with Abiz about the development of a facility with
different forms or genres. She commented on the ‘…different ways
that you could use English e.g. the recount, the report, the essay, the
story writing…and the website development and the website
evaluation…knowing about these things certainly made a difference’.
The development of oral language skills was referred to by most
interviewees, who saw this as an area that was fostered through the
way the curriculum was designed. Jack valued his experience with oral
language, a significant aspect of both the English component of the
Central Studies but across the range of topics. The frequency and
practice, he said, ‘…improved my skills as a public speaker’. He
related this to his current work and exemplified its importance by
reference to selling a contract. He commented that it was not what
was written in the contract that was important but what he ‘could
articulate that was persuasive’. Jeffrey also linked his developing
proficiency with oral language at the ASMS as significantly important
in his current work, particularly in working collaboratively. Maddie
commented that she had ‘never been a very good verbal
communicator’, that she lacked ‘linguistic style’ so that presentations
were ‘stressful’. However, because she got ‘immediate feedback’ and
helpful suggestions from her peers facilitated by the tasks and
pedagogies associated with each of the Central Studies, and because
of the supportive ASMS environment, she became more confident.
Andy also recognised how his oral abilities developed and how as a
result of support and because of the regular practice he became ‘a lot
better at explaining things to people’. Now, he uses a more internally
dialogical approach, a very Bakhtinian notion (Bakhtin, 1981), thinking
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more about the questions that people might want answered first, then
considering how he might structure the information or explanations
that he needs to provide.
The opportunity for collaboration and to work in teams was highlighted
as contributing to skills that impacted on both post-school study and
work. Jeffrey recalled the World Summit from the Sustainable Futures
Central Study and isolated skills involved in planning, coordinating
ideas, working in a small team, organising weekly meetings, assigning
responsibilities, delegating tasks, working out goals, that is, ‘what we
wanted to achieve’, as important in developing his abilities to work with
others. He provided a current example where he was working with two
engineers and asserted that small group dynamics are ‘incredibly
prevalent in industry’ and that the skills and experiences that were
developed at the ASMS had been significant.
Maddie also felt that ‘collaboration’ or ‘working in groups’ was an
important facet of the Central Studies and that the processes of
working with others, sharing thoughts about a problem, discussing and
negotiating were beneficial. However, she recognised a disjunction
between the ASMS experience and post-school study in that she had
little opportunity to engage that way in university life. She reminisced
about this aspect commenting that frequently it was so collaborative at
the ASMS that often no one could remember who came up with an
idea in the first place. She referred to the process as ‘group-thought
mentality’.
The impact of experiences engendered in the tasks, the processes of
inquiry, the opportunities for collaboration and the development of
communication skills extended beyond post-school study and work but
also applied more broadly to life skills. For most interviewees, like
Abiz, it was the ‘sense of community’ that led to a modification of life
views. He said that the interdisciplinary approach helped him with his
general thinking and challenged a more ‘rounded approach to
understanding life’. He provided a view that through aspects of his
studies of English he developed a greater understanding about cultural
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and philosophical ideas. He provided an extended illustration in
relation to health sciences or medical fields of how this sense of
community applied in a humanitarian way in his life beyond school:
….in my degree, especially, we do have a lot more coverage
about things relating to ethics, and philosophy, so in the
biological sciences and the health sciences or the medicine
fields, we can relate it not just to the core scientific method but,
‘Here’s some observation, here’s what we know best from that
observation and this is how the hypothesis holds up.’ We can
also consider that in a different mindset, so, what does this
mean in terms of a person or a family or a community and what
does it mean in terms of your responsibility as a practitioner or
as a citizen of some sort? So, I would say it is useful if you can
consider different approaches in a scientific field. (Abiz)

Jack also acknowledged that the skills and attitudes developed at the
ASMS have been applied in all aspects of his life and work every day.
He argued that the sense of a learning community required
interactions that helped him and others deal with people in a way that
enabled one ‘to survive in the real world’. He further generalised that
the requirements for self-direction and time management as
engendered through the Central Studies programs had applications to
relationships, work ethic, housing, and friends. He concluded that
people need to be ‘self-directed in life’. Abiz applied this to problemsolving and ‘other areas of metacognition’. All of the interviewees
acknowledged the importance of communication summarised by
Maddie’s insight about ‘how much communication can make a
difference’.

5.6 Associated findings not central to this study but
with relevance to the ASMS leadership team
Four issues that arose consistently during the interviews and deemed
to be of interest to the ASMS leadership team have been detailed in a
separate report which has been sent to the ASMS Principal for
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consideration by the leadership team and staff. In summary, these
included:
 the reasons why the graduates chose to attend the ASMS
 the importance of the teacher or tutor as a mentor and model for
interdisciplinary practice
 comparisons between the MAT (Mathematics) Central Study and
the more science focused Central Studies, particularly in relation to
the attention paid to basic disciplinary skills and concepts
 the impact of the change to the opportunities to choose to complete
SACE units in earlier years after the introduction of the ‘new’ SACE
requirements in 2010.
Additionally, all graduate students commented on the significance of
the architectural design of the building, particularly with regard to the
flexible and open learning areas, easy access to staff, availability of
high quality and flexible IT tools and the proximity to shared tertiary
resources. They regarded the design as having made a significant
contribution to their learning both socially and academically because
the architecture promoted the opportunity to develop a genuine sense
of a learning community.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS
Following is a discussion with reference to the overall analysis of the
narratives evolving from the interviews and a linking commentary to
the ASMS goals, adopted learning theories, curriculum statements and
exemplars from the two year interdisciplinary cycle. The discussion
also acknowledges the changing nature of English both as a school
subject and as a discipline in its own right which has a consequent
impact on how English might be viewed in an interdisciplinary
approach in the future.

6.1 Introductory comments
The dialogue that ensued between participants and the researcher in
the hour long interviews was relatively organic so that, as observed by
Connelly and Clandinin (1990), the evolving narratives between the
interviewees and the researcher became ‘a shared narrative
construction and reconstruction through inquiry’ (p.5). In the process of
analysis and reconstruction, however, care has been taken to avoid
what Connelly and Clandinin (1990) have referred to as ‘the Hollywood
Plot’ (p.10); that is, contriving to shape the data towards a happy
ending or softening possible negative interpretations. This researcher
was cognizant of the need for ‘reflexive self-awareness’ (Someck and
Lewin, 2005, p.4) to minimise interpretative bias. This was particularly
important given the interviewer’s association with the ASMS prior to
the research being undertaken
While the place of English within the Central Studies was the focus in
this case study, the very nature of the interdisciplinary program
deliberately facilitated by the architectural design of the school, the
integrated structure and content of the curriculum, and the espoused
goals expressed in the ASMS Charter, including those invested in the
Graduate Capabilities, made it difficult to isolate a singularity defining
the place of English. The difficulty in maintaining a focus on the place
of English as a discrete area of study was exacerbated by the
interviewees’

strong

identification

with

the

overarching
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interdisciplinarity, including the place of inquiry, their appreciation of
the common assessment procedures, the nature of shared resources
(especially access to Flinders University), and the ASMS as a collegial
learning community. That the interviewees consistently focused their
recollections

around

the

sciences,

and

to

a

lesser

degree

mathematics, was not surprising since the ASMS Charter asserts that
its goal is to respond ‘to current and future interests and needs of its
students

to

establish

models

of

excellence

in

science

and

mathematics education’ and to provide ‘a learning environment of
leading edge and enterprise-oriented science, mathematics and
technology’ (ASMS Context Statement, 2011, p.3). Consequently,
many of the observations made by the interviewees related to the
interdisciplinary curriculum and their evaluation of the ASMS as a
successful learning institution that has impacted positively on their
post-school lives.

6.2 Curriculum design with reference to the place of
English in an interdisciplinary program and delivery in
practice
Against the flux of debate about the changing nature of English as a
school subject, impacted by socio-cultural changes significantly in
relation to communication and work, and by politically motivated
imperatives regarding numeracy and literacy standards, must evolve a
valuation of how effectively a school’s curriculum design or
construction delivers the skills and tools needed for post-school work,
study, or general living. At a curriculum design level, teacher planners
developing the Central Studies programs at the ASMS were cognisant
of a range of links that informed their practice and needed to be
considered in shaping what was required but also melded with the
broader interdisciplinary goals. The diagram (Appendix 4) provides an
overview of issues, including theoretical understandings, curriculum
components,

pedagogical

considerations

and

common

interdisciplinary links, relevant to the English component of the
interdisciplinary Central Studies programs. At a systemic level, the
ASMS was required to meet the Stage 1 accreditation requirements of
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the South Australian Certificate of Education (SACE) through the
interdisciplinary programs. Consequently, in each semester students
had to meet the following minimum requirements for completion in
English:
 two text responses
 two text productions
 one oral presentation
 and, either, a connected text study in one semester
or, a critical literacy study in the second semester
The responsibility for ensuring that these requirements were met lay
with the teachers responsible for English when working collaboratively
with specialist teachers in other disciplines to design the focus, central
fertile question and embedded tasks in each Central Study. How the
key requirements were met through the task choices was more openended and, as acknowledged by the interviewees, there was
considerable opportunity to choose from a range of possibilities,
negotiate modes of response, collaborate, use scaffolding, benefit
from peer feedback and self-evaluation, and engage in genuine,
authentic and meaningful problem-solving or tasks.
This case study was not intended as a mapping of the curriculum to
inform the present through ‘historical retrospectivity’ (Cormack, Grant,
Kerin, and Green, 2003, p.67). However, a central goal was to develop
a commentary around the impact of integrating studies of English into
essentially science-focussed interdisciplinary studies and gauging the
impact of this on students in whatever further study or post-school
situation they entered. In order to appreciate this, it was pertinent to
measure the interviewees’ observations alongside examples of
planning processes, curriculum materials and student responses. The
following discussion is based around a selection of materials which
have more English-oriented focuses but are clearly intended as
interdisciplinary in their application. Archival materials were mostly
held on an electronic Learning Management System which has
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undergone a number of transformations over the years. However,
several examples of tasks and teacher advice notes (Appendix 5)
have been recovered and provide an illustration of curriculum design,
attention to balance and interrelatedness, and facilitation of systemic
requirements (Appendix 6).
In the Biodiversity Central Study one significant task was a Creative
Diversity activity which involved a study of poetry and the creation of
two ‘poetry bricks’ of words and images for display on a poetry wall
(Appendix 2a). The task encouraged group sharing and had an
element of peer assessment with a rubric to facilitate this. Additionally,
there was a general rubric designed to meet the SACE text production
requirements and which was adapted for non-SACE and ESL
assessment purposes. Students were required to keep a Learning Log
as a self-monitoring device to assist them in maintaining a progressive
timeline for completion and as a tool for self-reflection. Additionally, the
Learning Log was designed as a tool to provide a log of thoughts and
ideas that might ultimately contribute to the planning associated with
the completion of the Fertile Question. The Learning Context advice
statement for the task highlighted a focus on communication and an
understanding of the difference between denotative and connotative
language. Guidelines for examining the differences in the use of
connotative and denotative language in scientific writing and more
artistic texts were included in the Learning Log materials (Appendix
2b). An example of one student’s responses and rationale are included
in Appendix 2c. Although most of the interviewees did not recall much
about the study of poetry, poetry texts were central in the Biodiversity,
Sustainable Futures and Variety of Life Central Studies as text
responses or creative writing tasks. Importantly, however, commentary
about the value of group work, peer assessment, developing selfdiscipline and reflective practices were highly esteemed through these
and other tasks.
Text response studies, other than poetry texts, were incorporated into
the Biotechnology, Body in Question, Earth and Cosmos, and
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Technological World Central Studies. These included the study of film,
Inherit the Wind and later Gattaca in Biotechnology, novels (selfselected in Body in Question and excerpts in others) and short stories
in Earth and Cosmos. While most of the interviewees did not feel they
had ‘missed out on anything’ as a preparation for Stage 2 English
Studies or Stage 2 English Communications (if they chose to go on)
they were guardedly critical of the lack of practice in critical analysis.
However, examination of the lesson sequence in the teacher notes for
the study of the film Inherit the Wind shows a clear intention to
examine the structure of a film text and to highlight issues in relation to
‘point of view’. While the content focus was on ‘using a media text to
examine conflict between scientific beliefs and traditional, moral or
spiritual beliefs’ (Teacher Notes)—an interdisciplinary intention—the
sequence of lessons employed illustrated instruction in film language,
a story board activity to illustrate ‘plot development and sequencing’,
an analogous role play to introduce ‘point of view’ and shared class
discussion to develop skills in critical analysis before the completion of
the set task. The rubric clearly delineates an emphasis on
understanding literary and film techniques, genre (form) and language
(register).
In the Body in Question Central Study, there was a similar targeting of
literary analysis. Students were divided into one of three areas relating
to health; immunology, physiological health or mental health, and with
the support of the librarian were assisted in choosing from a range of
relevant texts pertinent to their allocated area and then worked in
reading groups of three to collectively explore these texts. (See
Appendix 7 for introduction to task). The task sheets provided a range
of possible response modes but clearly emphasised attention to the
conventions of literary analysis: recognition of themes and pertinence
to the contemporary world, the understanding of the relevance of the
ideas to important life issues (in this case one of the three strands
relating to human health), stylistic features, and an overall critical
assessment (in the form of a recommendation.) The Connected Text
Study and the Short Story Unit in the Earth and Cosmos Central Study
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and the study of either Shakespeare’s Macbeth or picture books
provided further opportunities for students to engage with texts, to
explore structure, language, purpose and audience in addition to
relevant social issues relating to social living, philosophical questions,
scientific understandings and communication.
Based on this brief examination of Central Studies materials, a more
extensive analysis of lesson notes, learning materials and advice,
teacher notes, rubrics and other curriculum documentation suggests
that there was ample opportunity for students to engage with a
diversity of texts and to develop appropriate skills in critical analysis.
Thus, the assertions by the majority of interviewees that they had not
‘missed out on anything’ as a preparation for further study seems a fair
assessment in spite of the fact that many felt a lack of preparation in
literary analysis.
Interviewees were very positive about the opportunities to develop
their oral communication skills. Examination of task sheets and rubrics
show a strong emphasis on group collaboration and oral presentation.
The interviewees recognised the importance of clear and appropriate
communication skills and this was paramount in activities such as The
Earth Summit in the Sustainable Futures Central Study and the Nano
Fair

in

the

Towards

Nanotechnology

Central

Study.

Other

opportunities were prevalent in the choices students made in response
to Fertile Questions. For the Communications Systems Fertile
Question students enjoyed a large range of choices including comic or
cartoon strips, imaginary transcripts, memoirs, poetry, taped or filmed
interviews, or another negotiated form in response to the question,
‘Are we the controllers or the controlled?’ Indeed, the final advice was,
‘It is up to you to choose how you respond to the ideas from the
teaching units.’ Interviewees valued the licence to choose and
negotiate and many acknowledged that this enhanced their learning
because it enabled them to ‘play to their strengths’. Several
interviewees confessed that they were initially very uncomfortable with
oral presentations but indicated considerable gratitude in having been
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supported in a positive learning environment to develop their
confidence and oral skills through group activities and delivering
‘publicly’ either individually or in team situations.
Although interviewees were critical of the lack of attention to teaching
the conventions of written English, examples of tasks relating to text
analysis already highlighted show a considerable emphasis on
examining how language works in a range of texts, including scientific,
technological, filmic, iconic, and creative texts more pertinent to the
arts and humanities. The analysis and construction of scientific texts
and reports involved understanding the nature of denotative language.
The language of reporting and persuasion was central to the ‘Town
Meeting’ task in the Towards Nanotechnology Central Study.
Specialist critical language for literary analysis for narrative, drama
and poetry texts and the requirements for more formal essays were
evident in Biotechnology, Body in Question, Earth and Cosmos, and
Sustainable Futures Central Studies tasks. A particular focus on
connotative language was also evidenced in a range of tasks,
particularly relating to more English-oriented activities. However, most
interviewees did not recall this as an overt focus on, or teaching of, the
fundamental conventions of written language use. Many felt that there
were gaps in their knowledge about these functional areas from earlier
schooling experiences. There was a strong feeling that these should
have been more strongly targeted and in some cases specifically
remediated.
To facilitate efficient and effective language skills, most interviewees
were adamant that they preferred teachers who were enthusiastic and
dedicated English teachers with the knowledge and skills to foster
excellence in language use—a view paralleled more widely by many
prominent citizens in reminiscences about teachers who made a
difference to them both as students and into their post-school careers
and lives (Metcalfe and Game, 2006).
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6.3 Commentary
The place of the arts or humanities is not specifically mentioned in the
ASMS Charter, but the expressed intention to ‘prepare young people
to be creative, critical, informed and motivated contributors responding
to professional, personal and social issues’ (ASMS Context Statement,
2011, p.3) goes somewhere towards embracing and legitimising the
integration of disciplines beyond mathematics and science. The first
and second Graduate Capabilities which the ASMS expected students
should aspire to and be competent in relate to being able to operate
‘scientifically’ and ‘mathematically’. The remaining four are more
general with applications across the disciplines. Many of the
interviewees singled out as an English outcome the development of
their personal and professional abilities in communication, whether
completing oral presentations, discussing issues in groups or planning
collaborative presentations, or writing appropriate forms for a particular
purpose: for example, a science report, a narrative, an argument etc.,
or a text using multi-media resources. However, the application was
interdisciplinary in practice. Being able to ‘communicate effectively’
implies the clear, precise and measured expression of ideas and
learning using a variety of forms and genres. Though oral, written, and
forms employing information technology resources were evidenced in
all

aspects

of

the

interdisciplinary

program,

they

were

key

communication modes in the SACE English curriculum. At the ASMS,
the interviewees recognised that the achievement of effective
communication skills was facilitated by an interest in the content of the
interdisciplinary programs and the ambience of a learning community
that supported the development of communication skills in a nonthreatening environment.
The sixth Graduate Capability relates to the demonstration of ‘critical
literacy skills’ and like the Communication Capability has an
interdisciplinary application both for dealing with learning within school
and aspirations beyond school. The problem with the reference to
‘critical literacy’ in the Graduate Capabilities is that it is not defined.
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Many of the interviewees commented on their growth in their abilities
to probe texts more deeply, to deconstruct texts and to analyse them
more critically, but critical literacy is more than examining the detail or
breaking a text into discrete components. Critical literacy involves
students critiquing texts in ways that challenge them to understand the
socially constructed beliefs, values and attitudes inherent in them. It
involves students developing an understanding of discriminatory
practices, of power differentials and inequalities associated with social
justice and status, and of how readers are positioned by authors for
particular purposes (Harste, 2003; Shor, 1999; Tompkins, 2010; also,
Friere, 1970; and, Shor and Friere, 1987). This goes far beyond
conventional understandings of literary analysis or the instrumental or
functional literacy that students need to access a variety of twenty-first
century texts.
In the context of the interdisciplinary curriculum, critical literacy in
science hinged around philosophical issues relating to ethical
considerations. An example elaborated earlier related to aspects of
nanotechnology and the social, ethical and economic considerations
around the building of a nano factory in a sensitive location. A second
related to understanding the impacts of climate change through
presentations at a simulated world forum in the Sustainable Futures
Central Study. Another related to ethical considerations around the
manipulation of DNA in the Biotechnology Central Study. While
students expanded their considerations of these issues into science
areas, much of the stimulation arousing such connections came
through the study of literary texts, for example, excerpts from Michael
Crichton’s Prey, the study of the film Gattaca, examination of views
expressed through poetry, and the study of historical documentaries
such as Brooklyn Bridge.
The cross-over between the disciplines and the way this influenced
curiosity, the consideration of problems and the acquisition of
knowledge, was recognised by all interviewees. Aspects of critical
literacy were stimulated through particular texts and curriculum content
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but in a 2010 report, Scientific Literacy & the ASMS (Davis and
O’Reilly, 2010), there is an indication that teachers were grappling with
the distinction between ‘scientific literacy’ and ‘critical literacy’. In
considering the role of the science teacher in assisting students with
written texts, the writers concluded that both the English teacher and
the science teacher had a collegial responsibility to assist students
with conventions such as spelling, punctuation and grammar as well
as the structuring of texts, but they left an unanswered question. They
postulated that, ‘There is a growing depth of understanding of the
concept and an understanding about applications’ but then posed the
question, ‘Is this Scientific Literacy or simply Critical Literacy?’ (p.8).
The graduate students were able to demonstrate an appreciation of
the impact of ‘critical literacy’ to some degree. What seem to be less
explicitly acknowledged and need to be more consciously considered
by the curriculum designers, are the literacy differences that enable a
student of history to think and communicate like an historian or a
student of science to communicate like a scientist, for instance.
Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) summarise the point: ‘…there are
differences in how the disciplines create, disseminate, and evaluate
knowledge, and these differences are instantiated in their use of
language’ (p.48).
Two related learning principles elaborated in the ASMS Charter (2011)
relate to ‘inquiry learning’ and accessing ‘authentic experience’—
‘allowing students to study real world ideas, problems and issues and
to make connections with their learning that are meaningful to them in
their present and possible future life circumstances’(p.4). To facilitate
learning through inquiry and authentic experience necessitates what
Gardner (2006) referred to as ‘multiple entry points’ (p.138),
opportunities for negotiation (Boomer, 1992) and choice. Interviewees
acknowledged the significance of choice, particularly in responding to
tasks that were more conspicuously related to what they regarded as
conventional English-type tasks. Gardner (2006) saw this as critical in
the creation of the ‘expert’ which he defined as ‘an individual who can
think about his or her area of expertise in multiple ways—verbal
143

description, graphic sketches, behavioural embodiment, humorous
renditions, and so on’ (p.142). The examination of the ASMS Central
Studies programs presented ‘multiple entry points’ that provided
access to the exploration of ideas, the construction of knowledge and
the presentation of understandings through a broad range of modes—
narrational (narrative or story); logical (structural/scientific argument);
quantitative (numerical/statistical relationships; foundational/existential
(philosophical

aspects);

aesthetic

(artistic/sensory);

experiential

(hands on/authentic experience/practical); and, ‘collaborative’ (group
work/peer supported) (Gardner, 2006, pp.139–141). The Fertile
Question was a particularly enabling key in each Central Study to
provide the opportunity for students to approach an investigation
around their ‘take’ on an issue or problem and the interviewees
described different ways of reporting their findings or conclusions,
including writing poetry or narratives. Understandably, because of the
focus on mathematics and science at the school, the majority of
presentations relied on the logical and quantitative, and evolved
through collaboration. Nevertheless, choices enabled students to
develop self-discipline, take responsibility for their own learning and
become the agency for personalisation (Cliff and Miller, 1997). As
demonstrated through the responses of the interviewees, choice,
particularly in relation to the examination and construction of more
literary style texts, enhanced their pleasure or enjoyment and provided
a significant springboard for growth as communicators.
While the interviewees were critical of the lack of attention to teaching
the conventions of English and of ways to critically analyse a text in
preparation for Year 12 English studies, they saw the skills developed
and alternative ways of perceiving the world as valuable in their lives
beyond school. They highlighted the development of oral skills and
distinguished the differences between working formally in collegial
problem-solving and team-building, the ability to communicate using
the richness of IT resources, and the understanding of a range of
different forms and genres (and the structural and linguistic features
that hallmarked these for particular purposes and audiences) as
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important. The diversity of choice also exemplified an underlying
principle of constructivist learning, of fostering curiosity and of inquiry
processes (Piaget, 1973; Dewey, 1933; Harpaz, 2003; Harvard Project
Zero, Harvard University, 2002).

6.4 Summary: What was valued?
Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) challenged schools and teachers to
consider ‘what’s worth fighting for’. Much of this focus was on
community building, creating civic and democratic awareness. They
called on schools to build ‘democratic communities which value
participation, equality, inclusiveness and social justice, in addition to
loyalty and service among all their members’ (p.13). Like Gardner
(1993), they also highlighted the need to foster a ‘knowledge building
society’ (p.47) and cultivate ‘emotional intelligence’ (p.32). In practice,
a successful interdisciplinary approach demands: a flexible and
innovative role for the teacher; a curriculum that acknowledges the key
disciplinary intelligences and basic concepts on which disciplinary
approaches have been modelled; tasks that allow students the
freedom to explore and present their findings in a variety of ways; and
an assessment process that enables self-reflection, presents clear and
achievable assessment criteria, and acknowledges the components of
an interdisciplinary program and contributes to meaningful learning. It
is clear from the interviews of the selected graduates that they saw the
ASMS as a community of learners, supported by passionate and
dedicated teachers, who fostered collaboration, facilitated the sharing
of resources, and constructed challenging and authentic tasks which
were enhanced by interdisciplinary thinking and led to personal growth
and opportunities for excellence in achieving learning goals and
outcomes.
The interviewees concluded that at the ASMS, creativity, invention,
and the use of imagination was encouraged by allowing alternative
ways to present the outcomes of an inquiry. Hence, students were
enabled to demonstrate their understanding of fundamental academic
subject knowledge and ways of applying that knowledge to solving
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real-life problems. In the process, they developed tools for future
study, work or engagement in the world as responsible global citizens.
This included the acquisition of higher order thinking and literacy skills
that were empowering in their post-school academic pursuits and
enabled adaptability in the world of work. Central to an interdisciplinary
approach designed to build bridges across the disciplines and
enhance problem-solving skills was the development of tasks that
encouraged questioning, cross-discipline subject connections, the
abstraction of theories and ideas, and the development of interpreting
and analysing skills. It also encouraged the conceptualisation of ideas,
the use of evidence and reasoning, and the acquisition and application
of content knowledge.
Learning and inquiry opportunities were enhanced by opportunities to
work with mentors from the university and the University Studies
program current at the time. Many availed themselves of the chance to
participate in International Science Fairs or student conferences
overseas—opportunities that most felt would not have been available
through more conventional schools. Thus, curriculum was seen to be
much broader than one limited to a local school site or mandated by
an assessment authority. The experiences gained from participation in
these related extra-curricular events contributed significantly to each
interviewee’s life experience, knowledge and sense of self. It fostered
a sense of team work, responsibility, self-sufficiency and purpose for
learning. It also fostered development in their communication skills
and provided opportunities for them to present their knowledge and
understanding to real audiences, something which each interviewee
acknowledged carrying into life beyond school. For these graduates,
meeting the ASMS Graduate Capabilities was not a segregated goal
but was achieved seamlessly because they were so intimately
encapsulated in the curriculum design, tasks and opportunities to
parade or champion their learning. While there are challenges to
confront in assimilating the changing nature of English as part of the
interdisciplinary program at the ASMS, the existing Central Studies
provide a substantial platform for creative integration.
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Erica Jolly (2010) in her scholarly book Challenging the Divide:
Approaches to Science and Poetry, deplored the teaching of separate
subjects in schools because it mitigated against the fostering of
‘curiosity’, ‘undermined the independent spirit of learning’, and
‘perpetuated tunnel vision’ (p.1). As a visiting poet and passionate
advocate of the importance of science, Jolly mentored ASMS students
in responding to scientific understandings and challenges through
poetry. Although none of the interviewees were at the ASMS for this
program, several used poetry as a vehicle to respond to scientific
concepts (Julianne and Michelle). However, Jolly took this a long step
further, devoting a whole chapter reporting on the outcomes of the
‘Poetry and Science at the Australian Science and Mathematics
School Project.’ Her conclusion is powerful:
The students and staff of the Australian Science and
Mathematics School have demonstrated what is possible. They
have turned a dream of connections into a reality. Their work
sheds new lights on what is possible where collaboration within
and between schools is fostered. This school has been built on
this connected approach, recognising the individual strength of
their disciplines as well as ways they interact, into the hearts
and minds of students. Nothing has been lost. Much has been
gained (p.193).

This is what interdisciplinarity is centrally about and Jolly’s comment
summarises a significant achievement at the ASMS in materialising
learning through an interdisciplinary approach and one in which the
study of English has made an important contribution. That many of the
graduates interviewed reported less than satisfactory experiences in
their pre-ASMS English classes but were able to say that at the ASMS
their enjoyment of English-type tasks as part of the Central Studies
programs improved, sometimes beyond expectations, indicated a
successful integration. Choice of texts and ways to respond to them,
opportunities for peer-feedback and self-assessment, the relevance of
the content to aspects of science or other issues that interested them,
opportunities to be innovative, the emphasis on inquiry, leadership
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possibilities in the wider school environment and the supportive
learning community that fostered risk-taking contributed to their
enjoyment

and

sense

of

achievement.

The

constructivist

methodologies and the spirit of interdisciplinarity are evidently powerful
tools to facilitate effective learning. Different ways of considering
problems in later study and careers, the ability to work independently
and collaboratively, confidence in communication, and the capacity for
critical thinking and evaluation, were all outcomes that were taken into
post-school situations. Stephen Lawrence, a local South Australian
poet, in a short essay, The Sounds of Silence (in Jolly, 2010),
predicted an outcome of integrated studies that provides a great deal
of hope for the future, a potential that the graduates interviewed seem
capable of materialising because of their learning experiences at the
ASMS. Lawrence said:
Science and art are our highest realities. If they can join and
blend in creative ways, humanity has the chance of moving
forward productively and avoiding catastrophe (p.202).

The brief stories based on reflective reminiscences shared in this case
study already indicate significant contributions by the interviewees to
community through their various career choices and interests, and are
illustrative of the value of an interdisciplinary approach that blends
English, the arts, and the humanities subjects in curriculums focussing
on the sciences and mathematics.
Overall, the interviewees presented a relatively positive view about the
place of English as delivered through the interdisciplinary Central
Studies programs. The interdisciplinary approach at the ASMS
enabled students to use literature, inquiry processes, text production
and multi-media communication tools to draw on texts and ways of
thinking in other fields to enhance their engagement with ideas,
imaginative worlds and factual accounts in the construction of new
texts and engagement in a rich array of metacognitive challenges. This
involved deconstruction and analysis, the adaption of new ways of
thinking, and the construction of new texts that embodied fresh
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knowledge and understandings. They applauded the opportunity to
make choices in terms of texts and ways of responding within the
established guidelines. They valued the flexibility and a level of
personalisation and independent learning through the programs. They
acknowledged the development of skills, including oral skills, group
work, the awareness of a range of genres, the function of language
pertinent to audiences, purpose and function of particular text forms,
and the value of accessing knowledge from different disciplines and
sources. As a preparation for Year 12 and study or work beyond
school, they were positive that they had been well-prepared and that
many of the skills they had learnt were significant life-skills that made
‘educated people out of educated students’ (Jack). While they
acknowledged the access to resources and the significance of the
ASMS environment architecturally, they also saw the school as a
learning community. The opportunity to engage in an interdisciplinary
approach to learning and to have the opportunity to construct products
for authentic purposes or in simulated situations mirroring real events
was seen as particularly rewarding. All interviewees agreed that they
were well served by the school experience.
Appropriately, the graduates should have the penultimate words.
Michelle commented on the school as a learning institution:
I feel very lucky that I had the opportunity to go to the ASMS
and I look back fondly on my years there and I’d like to think
that students in later years might feel that—because of the
opportunities we had, and because of the teachers we had, as
well as the fellow students in the kind of environment which
facilitated the learning (Michelle).

Julianne and Rosie felt that the interdisciplinary approach had real
positives. Jack referred to a ‘well rounded education’ and that he felt
there was no other school in the state that could have ‘prepared me for
life as the ASMS did’. Julianne was more specific asserting that the
integration of science within the Central Studies, and with particular
reference to her love of English, has served her well because she is
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more cognisant in her post-school life about issues that are present in
the world. In her summary interview statement, she expressed
something that could be attributed to all. She commented on her
development as a thinker. She said, ‘Because I was freed to connect
everything, I ended up being a better thinker, a better problem
solver…a better everything’ (Julianne). And, Jeffrey ruminated more
particularly on his successful engagement with English—a view
echoed by most of the interviewees:
I think that overall there was quite a good balance when I was
there—like, we considered quite a range of texts, films, books,
ah, fiction, non-fiction—pretty much everything and then there
was also the basic skills like writing, using the correct language
for reporting and things like that. Yeah! I think it was a really
good spread…
…I think the English component of my work at the ASMS has
just been really good in forming skills going into university and
beyond. I think that, to be honest, before that I didn’t really
enjoy English, it wasn’t my, kind of, ‘cup of tea’. But…having
that integration and being able to apply it to different sorts of
things, it really helped…Quite a lot, I think. (Jeffrey)

Although the graduate students from the ASMS did not have the
academic descriptors to define their understandings about the nature
of English, nor incidentally about other school subjects or academic
disciplines, their collective recollections recognised many of the
disciplinary issues highlighted in this study and the implications for
them in their post-school study and their lives. Their responses also
were extended to include considerations for future students: for
example, understanding the purpose and function of different text
forms, the appreciation of language pertinent to a particular discipline
and audience, knowing how to critically analyse or deconstruct a text,
the importance of clear and precise communication skills, the ability to
choose from a range of different tools to present their ideas or
conclusions, and the importance of collaboration. And, they saw these
as significant for the successful completion of school and post-school
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study, and for achieving useful life-skills. The flexibility or capacity of
curriculum authorities and designers to adapt to contemporary societal
expectations, both local and global, and to develop curriculum to
evolve highly educated young people with exemplary communication
skills, collegial capabilities, but also the ability to act independently,
and with the capacity to think creatively, emerged as a significant
imperative. As indicated by the recollections and stories of the
graduates interviewed in this study, the ASMS appears to have
effectively achieved this in accordance with its Charter, and the
subject English as a component of the interdisciplinary approach has
not only contributed to this outcome but has also benefitted the
students in the process.

6.5 Broader implications and follow up
The ASMS has already begun the process of reviewing a number of
areas referred to critically by the graduates. These include a focus on
the conventions of language, the explicit teaching of forms and genres
associated with particular disciplines and the reaffirmation of inquiry as
a foundational theory for learning. These are being addressed as part
of their ongoing reflective review of performance. The initiative for
some of this has also been stimulated by the implementation of the
requirements of

the National Curriculum. Much, however, is

associated with the culture of the site and its dedication to achieving
excellence as espoused by its Charter.
At all levels of government, amongst business representatives and by
some elements of the public, there has been, and still is, considerable
contemporary concern about the achievements of students in relation
to STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) and
criticism of teaching and learning in science and mathematics at both
the school and tertiary sectors. However, there has also been an
increasing focus on STEAM, (Science, Technology, Engineering, the
Arts and Mathematics), as an integrated educational approach. The
ASMS is a model that has many strong elements for consideration by
educational leaders reviewing the needs for contemporary education.
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A much more comprehensive study than was possible through this
dissertation could be undertaken.
In the process of developing and completing this study, however, a
variety of possibilites for further study evolved. As indicated earlier in
the dissertation, a comparative study between more conventional and
more innovative educational sites, the impact of different models of
curriculum choice and delivery, public perceptions of schooling and the
preparation of teachers to engage in interdisciplinary teaching were
backgrounded but were beyond the scope of this study.
While this study has particular relevance for the ASMS, at a broader
level, a consideration of the collaborative processes in which teachers
at the ASMS engaged in designing curriculum and units of work to
assimilate state and national requirements, and to meet the
educational outcomes expressed in the ASMS Charter, could provide
an instructive model for other work sites. An examination of how an
interdisciplinary curriculum (including the arts, humanities and English
along with STEM subjects) could contribute to the evolution of a rich
learning environment that impacts positively on student learning
outcomes and has the potential to contribute significantly to important
skills for post-school study, work and life, would be worthwhile.
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Appendix 1: Australian Science and Mathematics School Context Statement – 2011 (Pages1-12)
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Appendix 2a: Example of a task and rubric from the Biodiversity
Central Study

Creative
Diversity
Name ........................................ Tutor Group Number........... Tutor’s name......................
 SACE

 Non-SACE

 ESL

Creative Diversity Group.................................................. Teacher ..........................................
Task description and performance standards for the Creative Diversity study
This is a Text Analysis task. Assessment of this unit of study consists of two separate task components
1.

Satisfactory completion of a personalised Learning Log
(Weighting 10% of total semester mark for SACE 1 English)

2.

Design and display of two Creative Diversity Bricks
(Weighting 10% of total semester mark for SACE 1 English)

(plus

written

rationale

for

SACE)

Instructions for each task are outlined on the Portal pages for each study segment and in the Learning Log. The final
display of student products is peer evaluated using a rubric that identifies the degree of commentary, creativity,
complexity and ambiguity apparent in each brick and explores how the design concept links to the fertile question in
Biodiversity.
Criteria for meeting performance standards are outlined in the task instructions and in the rubric on the
reverse side of this page. The Comments box below indicates any negotiated changes to the task and
indicates strengths in the student’s response and opportunities for further development in skills and
understandings.

Learning Context
Students have been developing creative and critical literacies through a study of rich visual images and elements of
language. Learning activities have included:
 exploring ways to describe the diversity of the world around us in precise and powerful language
 investigating the different ways that language works in science (mainly denotative language) and in the
humanities and mass media (mainly connotative language)
 working in groups and individually through 10 sequenced activities in a personal learning log (see portal for
copy) and have selected texts and images to create their own two collage “bricks” of A3 size to create a
diversity wall display
 explaining their concept, design features and the challenges of the task to classmates, through a written
rationale and in an “art gallery” tour of the final display.

Graduate Capabilities
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Satisfactory performance in this task demonstrates the following ASMS Graduate Capabilities
3. Communicates effectively
 Can communicate clearly and accurately in Standard Australian English to suit different purposes and contexts.
 Can communicate across a range of modes using oral, written, visual and digital literacies appropriate to the
purpose and context.
6. Demonstrates critical investigation and inquiry
 Can identify, locate, access and ethically use a wide range of information and resource technologies.
 Can interpret knowledge and understandings and apply to new circumstances

Creative
Diversity

Criteria for judging performance
The student’s learning log, the creative design for the bricks and accompanying rationale demonstrate the following
Performance Standards, graded on a scale from A-E.
*The Creative Diversity Brick design is peer assessed on a separate student rubric.

Learning Logl
Rationale

Features

E

D

C

B

A

Knowledge
&
Understanding
of
how ideas, values,
and
beliefs
are
explored differently
in science texts and
literature

Very simple ideas
Understanding
of
language in study texts
not clearly apparent in
journal entries

Simple ideas based on
restricted study texts,
investigating
limited
range of language features
in a limited way

Connections among key
concepts and language
features explored in some
detail, Understanding of
purpose, context and
audience
evident
in
approaches to study texts

Application:
evidence from texts
is used to support
personal
perspectives
on
aspects
of
Biodiversity

Basic
commonsense
problem
solving;
minimal creativity in
approach

Some
evidence
of
problem solving and
creativity in approach
Mainly factual, common
sense content presented

Evidence of problem
solving and creativity in
approach
Adequate
range
of
evidence to support ideas
Strong factual, common
sense content to express
ideas

Key concepts and Interesting
connections
explored
in
comprehensive detail across a
wide range of texts with
specific language features
highlighted
Purpose, context and audience
explored
clearly
and
competently
Strong evidence of problem
solving and creativity
Well integrated evidence in
relevant texts to support ideas
Moving
beyond
factual,
common sense content to
express ideas

Communication:
accurate, clear and
fluent speech or
writing

Need for much more
attention to editing to
achieve accurate and
fluent communication

More attention to editing
needed
to
achieve
accurate
and
fluent
communication

Generally accurate and
fluent communication
Appropriately edited

Accurate and fluent writing
communicates ideas clearly
Strong attention to editing,
style and structure is evident

Complex and ambiguous
concepts
explored
comprehensively
with
sophisticated analysis of
language techniques
Strong
investigation
of
purpose, context and audience
in the study texts, with
appropriate evidence selected
Sophisticated
skills
in
problem
solving
and
creativity
Detailed and appropriate use
of evidence well integrated;
references
incorporated
fluently
Communicates
complexity
and ambiguity of chosen
theme
Communicates complex ideas
and analysis of these in a
sophisticated way.
Excellent editing to achieve
polished style and structure.

Analysis
of
connections among
aspects of the study
topic and of how
language
choice
evokes
reader
response in a range
of contexts
Communication:
In accurate, clear
and fluent speech or
writing;
with
appropriate
style
and structure for the
audience
and
purpose in this task

Few
connections
apparent with minimal
awareness of language
techniques

Limited exploration of
links
Some
language
techniques explored in a
limited way

Range of connections
explored analytically
Variety
of
language
techniques explored

Interesting connections and
strong personal insights in text
responses
Wide range of language
techniques
explored
competently

Complex and ambiguous
connections explored with
strong
personal
insights
evident
Sophisticated analysis of
language techniques

Need for much more
attention to editing to
achieve accurate and
fluent writing and more
appropriate style and
structure

More attention to editing
needed to achieve accurate
and fluent writing and more
appropriate
style
and
structure

Generally accurate and
fluent
writing
with
appropriate focus on style
and structure evident

Accurate and fluent writing
communicates ideas clearly with
strong attention to editing, style
and structure evident

Precise,
powerful
and
sophisticated with excellent
editing to achieve polished style
and structure.

Grade for Bricks................

Final task grade ...............

Teacher Comment:
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Creative
Diversity

Peer assessment Rubric for Bricks
Work with a partner, using the criteria on the rubric, to assess how successfully the brick(s)
communicate the chosen theme in Biodiversity. The grade you award will count towards the
final teacher assessment.
Reviewers (1).......................................... (2)............................................
Producer.......................................... TG. .........TG Teacher ….................................
Theme of the brick(s).........................................................................................................
Ask yourself the following questions to award a score between A –E on the rubric:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

How much interesting knowledge and understanding does the brick show?
Is a cohesive theme clearly defined?
Is the chosen theme appropriately complex / ambiguous at this level of study?
Does the visual content demonstrate artistry and skill in image editing?
Is there adequate research into finding a range of poetry (and science texts)?
How successfully is the text content integrated?
Is the overall design thoughtfully constructed and polished for public display?
Evidence
demonstrate
d in the
brick(s)
Understands
aspects of
Biodiversity

Creative Diversity Bricks

Shows
problemsolving and
creativity

Communicat
es clearly
(style,
structure,
editing)

E
Very
simple
ideas; no
clear
theme
Very little
problem
solving or
creativity
in
approach
Needs
much
more
attention
to style
and
structure;
lack of
editing

D
Simple ideas;
theme not
really clear

Basic, factual,
common sense
approach

More careful
focus on style
and structure
needed

C

B

A

Key
concepts;
clear
sense of
theme
Evidence
of problem
solving and
creativity

Clear
concepts;
some depth

Complex
concepts; very
well developed

Strong
evidence of
problem
solving and
creativity

Appropriat
e focus on
style and
structure;
appropriate
ly edited

Fluent
writing
communica
tes clearly;
strong
attention to
editing,
style and
structure

Sophisticated
problem solving;
creatively
communicates
complexity and
ambiguity
Communicates
ideas precisely
and powerfully;
excellent editing;
polished style
and structure.

Final
Score

Comments:
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Appendix 2b: Example of Learning Log Advice from the
Biodiversity Central Study
(Note: Only 3 of the 10 activities shown. Activity 3 involves definitions relating to
connotative and denotative language.)

Creative Diversity in the Natural World:
Learning Log
Name: Tutor Group No.:……… Tutor:…………………………………
Biodiversity Group:………………………….



SACE



Teacher:…………………………..

Non-SACE



ESL

Unit Overview
The Creative Diversity unit is an English Language Text Response study, with a focus on poetry and other examples of
connotative language.
The aim of the study is to give you new understandings about the power of language to communicate ideas, feelings and
sense impressions, with a particular focus on connotative language (which we will define very soon here).
You will have the opportunity to demonstrate



how well you understand the tools and techniques of connotative language, which we will study
in this topic, using this Learning Log
how well you can use connotative language to express your own ideas about some aspect of diversity in the
natural world, through creating your own product.

You will develop skills in critical literacy, ICT and information literacy through exploring collections of poems in print and
online.
You will visit the ASMS library and use the Internet to search for examples of language and visual images and you will use
these texts and images to create your own imaginative product that captures some aspects of “creative diversity in the
natural world”.
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About the Learning Task
How will you demonstrate your learning at the completion of this topic?


You will complete your own Learning Log and create two “bricks” for a wall.
The
bricks
will
capture
your
understanding
of
a
single

theme

in

biodiversity.

Each brick will be a collage/mosaic/jigsaw of images and text extracts.


You will also take the class on a tour of our gallery of bricks and talk about your own and other creations.



The assessment rubrics can be downloaded from the ASMS portal. Please check carefully to see the different
task requirements for SACE / non-SACE / ESL.

* For SACE assessment, you also complete an additional written rationale (around 750 words). This
explains what you set out to communicate and how successfully you feel the elements of your product
convey the key concepts in this topic.

How to use this Learning Log


You need to work through the 10 Activities in this document. Each is on a separate page to avoid
confusion. Some will take only 5-10 minutes, others more time, depending on your background in
this area of learning. The idea is that you use the combined skills of the class group in problemsolving.



You will read the text extracts and the questions, then discuss your ideas with a partner. You do
not need to work with the same partners in each learning session. You can also work with your
teacher if you prefer this option for extra learning support. Groups working together independently
must be no bigger than 4 people.



You will probably work from a paper copy of the Learning Log in class to facilitate your group
discussions. But... you need to download the Learning Log and save to the Biodiversity folder in
your own drive with your name in the filename e.g. CD_learninglog_jclayton, as the digital copy
will allow you much more scope in commentary and this is what is assessed.



For the assessment task, you need to use the Ms Word comment tool or find another method to
write your comments into your own Learning Log, in an interesting way, to build a picture of your
personal learning outcomes (ideas, questions, images, references, useful weblinks). Or, you can
create a blog or a wiki using the text digitally if you prefer these kinds of options.



As you complete each activity, ask a teacher to look at what you have written.
If you have completed the segment satisfactorily, he/she will sign off your work.
Each activity must be signed off before you proceed to the next, since the learning has been
sequenced in steps that build on each other.
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Activity 1: Is it useful to define some key concepts?
How many of the terms listed below are familiar to you?
Many

of

them

will

be

explained

as

you

work

through

the

following pages. At this stage, just take 5 minutes to highlight any that you know and explain what they
mean to your partner. You might also want to use the Visual Thesaurus or other paper/online dictionary to
help you.










collage
mosaic
jigsaw
mash-up
morphing
denotative language
connotative language
imagery
personification










At the end of your Learning

simile
metaphor
symbol
motif
rhyme
alliteration
assonance
onomatopoeia

Log entries, come back
and look at this list again to
check your understanding.
Also note that you can also
use callouts like these for
your own comments in this
Log.

Collage–a mixture of photos in one picture

Mosaic–a blend of pictures

Jigsaw–a puzzle of a picture

Mash-up–takes different pictures, to create a whole
new picture.

Morphing: Changing an image to look like another,
threw a series of captions.

Denotative language–Factual e.g. classification,
scientific

Connotative language–emotions feelings,
imaginary things.

Imagery–collection of images

Personification–something which is represented as

Simile–comparing two unlike things

a person.
Metaphor–a figure of speech.

Symbol–a representation of word

Motif–A recurring symbol

Rhyme–in sequence

Alliteration–repeating the same consonant sound at

Assonance–Simular vowel sounds
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the beginning of several words
Onomatopoeia–a word that seems to imitate the
sound or sounds associated with the object or
action

Many of these concepts relate to tools and techniques writers use for creative purposes, just as an artist
uses oil paint or clay and a scientist uses equipment and chemicals in the lab. We are all making
meanings from the world around us in various ways that suit our purpose.
In a sense, the way we make and modify meanings is Biodiversity in action and also relates to our Fertile
Question,

which

we

will

revisit

several

times

in

the

course

of

the

following

activities.

Activity 2: How can you think of some themes for your own
creative product?
A number of possible themes for study were introduced in the PowerPoint the amazing diversity in the
world of nature. What themes could you use for your own study, which may become the subject for the
“bricks” you produce?
*Take no more than 15 minutes on this search and discussion, as it is easy to get distracted!
Make some brief notes in your Learning Log, after a discussion with your partner(s) in which you briefly
explain your interest in the theme(s).
If you have no ideas, go back and look again at the PPT and do an internet search under the broad topic
of Biodiversity. Google will give you 18 million topic hits in less than 1 second!
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Theme

Discussion

Regeneration

The regeneration within nature, like plant growth

Beauty

Animals can be aesthetically pleasing and then the
natural behaviour can be pleasing.

The abuse of technology

Technology like mobile phones get out dated and
get thrown away as if it was food, that people will
miss treat.

Being free with money

Wealth and having money, buying things that you
may want and being able to do endless things

What’s bad about creepy crawlies

They are small, dirty, and they look scary.

Write your notes then ask your teacher to sign them off before you move to the next section.

Activity 3:How can we find out what ‘denotation’ and
‘connotation’ mean... and anyway, does it matter?
Discuss the following questions with your partner(s) and use a dictionary or the
web to identify:
1. Which form of language

is a scientific language

that catalogues and categorises specimens

into a typology or taxonomy
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in ways that are defined by “experts”
according to specific features that this specimen has
that are the same as or different from other specimens?

Answer …Denotative……..
In which kinds of texts would you expect to find this kind of language? (Suggest 3 text types)
Science Report
Documentary
Method or set of instructions to complete a task
2. Which form of language

has emotional, intellectual and imaginative impact on the brain, triggered by words (or
words+images)

creates pictures, ideas, feelings and memories that words conjure up when used in certain
ways

is also called figurative language?
Answer ……connotative…………..
In which kinds of texts would you expect to find this kind of language? (suggest 3 text types)

Romeo & Juliet – Romance
Shakespeare in love – Novels
The Dead Poet Society – Autobiography s
3. Why might understanding the difference be useful?
You would use Denotative language when you are writing a Scientific Report, or
when you are talking about something that is serious, like laws, rules and papers.
You would use connotative language when writing a story, or a play, words which
paint a picture in your head, with the most possible detail of imagination.

4. Give an example of each form of language describing the same natural object (eg
a whale, a raindrop or a mushroom, both denotatively and connotatively). Ask
your teacher for help as required.
Denotative language
The Penguin is from the Animalia kingdom, it is an aquatic bird, which is mainly
black and white, and can variety in size from as little as a foot to as tall as a meter
in size.
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Appendix 2c: Student sample of two created poetry bricks,
samples from the learning log, the student written rationale and
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reflection on the task

171

Poetry Brick 2
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Excerpts from Learning Log

Activity 1: Is it useful to define some key concepts?
How many of the terms listed below are familiar to you?
Many

of

them

will

be

explained

as

you

work

through

the

following pages. At this stage, just take 5 minutes to highlight any that you know and explain what they
mean to your partner. You might also want to use the Visual Thesaurus or other paper/online dictionary to
help you.


collage

A group of pictures that are
stuck together as a piece of
work.



Mosaic
A mosaic is a picture made
up of small tiles of glass or
other materials. In literature
it could be a scene made
up of small pictures that
combine together.

jigsaw
A puzzle made of pieces
that connect together to
form a picture, jigsaws can
be difficult or easy.










mash-up
A
mash-up
is
when
elements
of
different
source
material
are
combined to create on
piece of work.
morphing
Changing into something
new and different.
denotative language
Denotative language is a
type of language that
describes
things
scientifically, how they are
not
the
emotions
or

simile
Comparing something to
another thing using words
including as or like. A direct
comparison.
metaphor
Similar to a simile, but
saying that something is
something else. An implied
comparison.
Symbol
A symbol is something that
represents something else,
like an object or a feeling.
motif
A symbol, image or word
that keeps appearing or
recurring.
rhyme
Using words that have the
same sound to create a
sort of rhythm.
alliteration
A string of words starting
with the same letters and
sounds, alliteration creates
a rhythm.
assonance
Similar to alliteration, but
with words that have the
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feelings they inspire or any
opinions you may have.




connotative language
Connotative language is a
type of language that
describes the feelings and
emotions an object creates
and what it may symbolise.



Imagery
Imagery
uses
detailed
descriptions to create a
picture of a scene or even
in the readers’ mind.



same vowels.
onomatopoeia
Words that sound like the
sound they are describing.

At the end of your Learning
Log entries, come back and
look at this list again to
check your understanding.
Also note that you can also
personification
Making an object or an
animal seem like a person
by making them talk or
portray other human traits.

use callouts like these for
your own comments in this
Log.

Many of these concepts relate to tools and techniques writers use for creative purposes, just as an artist
uses oil paint or clay and a scientist uses equipment and chemicals in the lab. We are all making
meanings from the world around us in various ways that suit our purpose.
In a sense, the way we make and modify meanings is Biodiversity in action and also relates to our Fertile
Question,

which

we

will

revisit

several

times

in

the

course

of

the

following

activities.
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Activity 2: How can you think of some themes for your
own creative product?
A number of possible themes for study were introduced in the PowerPoint the amazing diversity in the
world of nature. What themes could you use for your own study, which may become the subject for the
“bricks” you produce?
*Take no more than 15 minutes on this search and discussion, as it is easy to get distracted!
Make some brief notes in your Learning Log, after a discussion with your partner(s) in which you briefly
explain your interest in the theme(s).
If you have no ideas, go back and look again at the PPT and do an internet search under the broad
topic of Biodiversity. Google will give you 18 million topic hits in less than 1 second!

Write your notes then ask your teacher to sign them off before you move to the next section.
I have found a couple of themes that interest me; one is space, because it is so vast and different, it
seems almost impossible and unreal in a way because I’ve never been there or really seen it. Space
seems so mysterious. The other theme that really interests me is marine life; mainly creatures living in
the sea. It seems so strange that they can breathe in water whereas humans will drown in it, and we
think we are superior. Another theme I really like is that of nature and the elements.
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Activity 3: How can we find out what ‘denotation’ and
‘connotation’ mean... and anyway, does it matter
Discuss the following questions with your partner(s) and use a dictionary or the
web to identify:
5. Which form of language

is a scientific language

that catalogues and categorises specimens

into a typology or taxonomy

in ways that are defined by “experts”

according to specific features that this specimen has

that are the same as or different from other specimens?
Answer: Denotation
In which kinds of texts would you expect to find this kind of language? (suggest 3 text types)




A dictionary
An encyclopedia
A thesaurus

6. Which form of language

has emotional, intellectual and imaginative impact on the brain, triggered by words (or
words+images)

creates pictures, ideas, feelings and memories that words conjure up when used in
certain ways

is also called figurative language?
Answer: Connotation
In which kinds of texts would you expect to find this kind of language? (suggest 3 text types)




Novels
Newspaper articles
Newsletters

7. Why might understanding the difference be useful?
Understanding the difference might be useful in understanding what people mean by the words they
use, it could also be useful when you need to write a description in one of the language types.
8. Give an example of each form of language describing the same natural object (eg a whale, a
raindrop or a mushroom, both denotatively and connotatively). Ask your teacher for help as
required.
The denotation for a dove would be a usually white bird which comes from the same family as the
pigeon. The connotation would be that a dove represents peace, gentleness and purity.
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BRICKS IN THE WALL REFLECTION

When creating my brick, I toyed with many ideas such as space, marine life, and
nature before finally deciding on the theme of nature and the elements, and how
dangerous nature can be.
One poem that I really like is Fire and Ice by Robert Frost. I included this as part of my
first brick along with a fire, ice and water style background that I created using Adobe
Photoshop CS2. I reasoned that ice is pretty much water so the first brick was based
on fire and water, two of the four elements. Fire and Ice is a great poem where the
poet is describing the benefits of death caused by fire and ice, so it really fitted my
brick in the way that it hints at the dangerous aspect of these elements.

For my next brick, I started creating a space picture and haiku before realising that
outer space isn’t really a part of nature, planets could be classified as part of nature
but outer space isn’t really. I then created a brick which symbolises earth and air.
Once again I created the background in Adobe Photoshop CS2. I created the
background to show the dangerous and deadly aspects of both air and earth. My brick
shows a tree covered in thorned vines with a tornado in the background. If you look
carefully you can also see a snake camouflaged in the tree. Finding poems for this
brick was a lot harder so I wrote two haikus, one based on air, and the other based on
earth. I also wrote a diamante poem about earth and air. In these poems I tried to
capture the danger of nature and the elements, to suit my theme.
I really enjoyed creating these bricks; I thought they were a great way of expressing
creativity and ideas, I would like to do something like this again.
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Creative Diversity – Rationale

When we say ‘You’re just another brick in the wall’ it means that you are just another ordinary person or
object like all the other ‘bricks’. If we have diversity bricks it represents our world having diversity as an
everyday thing, not something that is being continuously diminished. “Yellow Brick Road” to me means
a path to something of fulfilment and if we had plenty of diversity than our world would certainly achieve
this.
For our activity we created a ‘brick’ using collage techniques. A collage is a collection of images, text,
anything that is conveyor of communication really. When we collect these images and texts and so forth
we generally have an underlying theme. This collection then creates an overview of that theme, a
bigger picture so to speak.
We then either used someone else’s poem or wrote one ourselves. Writers, especially poets, can use
an array of techniques to create ‘pictures’ in words; the main technique used is referred to as imagery.
Then by using descriptive, evocative words they concoct this mental picture, this includes colour, size,
shape, feel etc. They can also set out their writing in a way that emphasizes the words to help us create
an image in our mind, describing things that appeal to every sense (the taste, the feel, the sight, the
noises, the smell) so we can envision a well-rounded image in our minds. Many different formats can be
used to target the type of imagery the poet wants the reader to imagine. E.g. short, abrupt styles will
result in a to the point type of feeling (even if there is a hidden meaning behind these words) whereas
long drawn out formats could relate to poems with deeper meaning and more of story to them. In my
opinion, when dealing with imagery, adjectives are the key.

I chose to focus more on the flora and human interactions with this flora. Forests and trees can be so
beautiful and majestic and hold a home for other fascinating creatures yet humans decide to destroy
this nature that has taken so many years to create in mere seconds.
You could interpret my brick in a few ways, you could consider it as life and death (of a forest) but what
my intended them was why has society started as something beautiful and turned into something so
selfish and fraudulent?
As opposed to using another person’s poetry, I chose to write my own poems for this task, I thought that
way I could really pinpoint what my intention of my bricks were. I think the different type of words used
in my text will capture people’s imagination and draw them into my perspective.
I hope the viewers of my bricks will find the stark contrast between the two bricks; the colourful
affluence of the first one and the grey destruction of the second.

178

I am quite happy with my outcome therefore I wouldn’t change much next time. I didn’t want my bricks
to be too overloaded with images and let the 4 images and poetry stand for itself and let people’s mind
construe the bricks themselves.

I found that some of other bricks I have seen did not really apply the collage technique and some did
not choose the best pictures to correspond with their poetry. I also thought some did not understand the
point about choosing diversity as the main topic.
The more successful bricks I believe had done the opposite and chosen a good topic with good
collaged pictures and a suitable text extract. Presentation always helps and I believe colour-scheme
and making the writing a colour that is readable is also helpful. I believe some of the shorter poems
were quite successful as the format allowed the point to be conveyed easily without consuming the
entirety of the brick.
Of course when dealing with other people’s work we need to reference, therefore here are the sources
of
my
pictures;
Jatin Malhotra, Dec 2009 ‘Green Bonus for Saving Forests’ [On-line Available]
http://www.topnews.in/green-bonus-saving-forests-2230876
(Accessed
23rd
April
2010)
Author unknown, 2008 ‘Things to do in Africa’ [On-line Available] http://www.top-things-todo.com/africa/rainforest.jpg (Accessed 23rd April 2010)
Author Unknown, 2009 ‘Jungles of the World’ http://www.tqnyc.org/2006/NYC063206/2.jpg (Accessed
23rd April 2010)
‘Rising
C02
http://globalwarming.house.gov/impactzones/amazon/admin/pages/files/0001.jpg

Levels’

http://realestatetwincities.net/wpcontent/uploads/2007/10/istock_000003249271devastation480x319.jpg (Accessed 23rd April 2010)

Environmental
Defense
Fund,
July
2007
[On-line
Available]
http://www.edf.org/content_images/rainforest_destruction_250.jpg (Accessed 23rd April 2010)

Victorian Rainforest Network, 2008 http://www.vicrainforest.org/images/rfbawbawburnt.jpg (Accessed
23rd April 2010)
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Appendix 3: Task and Rubric for the Fertile Question in Communication
Systems

Communication Systems
Response to the Fertile Question
“Are we the controllers or the controlled?”
Your task is to prepare a response to the fertile question. You can choose to respond to the
question in the way that best suits your thoughts about the fertile question.
Your response could be:
 a cartoon, comic strip, collage with a strong message, website which contains appropriate
graphics and illustrations.
 an “unusual written response”
o
a transcript of a radio interview,
o memoir of a significant person involved in the communication system
o poem
o something that you negotiate with your teacher
 a taped or filmed interview.
You must write a comprehensive comment on ideas that you are portraying and processes
used in developing and producing your response.
It is up to you to choose how you respond to the ideas from the teaching units.
Examples
You could respond to just one aspect of the course:
For example:
My response will be about chemical control of our bodies.
My point of view is that we don’t have any control, as we are completely controlled by the
chemicals in our bodies.
 My audience will be ASMS Central Studies students.
 My response will be in the form of a cartoon strip something like a Dr Frankenstein story.
 My length will be 4 frames
OR: You could respond to all of the teaching units together:
For example:









My response will be about all the ways we are controlled and the ways we are controllers.
My point of view is that we are controlled and controllers at the same time e.g. we control
the media by paying for or watching particular things and then are controlled by it, we are
in control of our bodies by the food we put into it but are then controlled by the
chemicals in the food.
My audience will be a general audience of teenagers and adults.
It will be in the form of a digital story with voice, music, photos and video. (Approx. 3
minutes.)

Examples of topics which you could include in your response:
Global media and control of the Australian Media
How book are constructed to influence their readers
How digital media is used to create an emotional response
The control mobile phones have on teenagers’ behaviour
The control electricity has over our lives
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Control over plant growth gives us control over world hunger
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Communication Systems

SACE Rubric

Name_______________________________
CS Group ________________ Tutor Group _________

Fertile question: Are we the controllers or the controlled?
Beginning
No
planning
sheet
or
reflective
comment on any
aspect of the
course

Developing
Evidence
of
planning but poor
quality reflection.

Proficient
Basic
planning
sheet
submitted
and some attempt
to
reflect
on
learning across the
COS units

Accomplished
Detailed
planning
sheet
submitted
and
links
and
reflection
made
across several COS
units

Exemplary
Detailed
planning
sheet
submitted
and
insightful
reflections across
the COS units

Concepts,
ideas and
form of
presentation
(including
organisation)
_ /10

Concepts
and
ideas unclear,
inadequately
developed and
poorly
represented or
organised.

Concepts and ideas
are
recognisable
but not adequately
represented in a
logically developed
written, visual or
combined written
and visual text.
Much
more
elaboration
is
required.

The key concepts
and
ideas
are
represented in the
texts, products or
presentations
in
response to the
question
but
a
sharper
focus,
further elaboration
and/or
cohesive
links are required.

The central ideas
or concepts are
clearly established
and
are
represented
and
developed
and/or
illustrated in a well
formed
and
directed answer to
the
fertile
question.

The central ideas
and concepts are
clearly established
and explored and
are
presented
convincingly in a
well-developed and
illustrated answer
or product as a
response to the
fertile
question
(may be presented
in a creative way.)

Comment on
intention,
audiences &
processes.
Link to
aspect(s) of
study in
COS
_/10
Features of
chosen form
to present
answer
_/5

No supporting
comment
to
demonstrate
processes and
thinking
and
limited or no to
link
to
aspects(s)
of
COS
(list features
here)


Some
supporting
comments provided
to detail processes
but
needing
further
detail.
Limited attempt to
make a link to ideas
in COS.

Some
comment
provided
about
purpose, and the
processes
gone
through
in
developing the final
text or artefact.
Clear
link
to
aspect(s) of COS

Detailed statement
about
intention,
purpose and how
you went about
developing the text
or artefact. Links
top aspect(s) of
COS made explicit
and reflected on.

Comprehensive
comment
about
intention, audience
and
process
in
developing text or
artefact. Explicit
links to aspect(s)
of COS and deep
reflection evident.

Choice of language
and visuals convey
ideas clearly and
demonstrates
a
competent
understanding and
usage
of
appropriate
conventions
for
written
and/or
visual texts for the
chosen
audience,
purpose and focus
question

Language
and
visuals are entirely
appropriate for the
audience
and
purpose
and
question
and
demonstrates
a
sophisticated and
highly
competent
understanding and
usage
of
conventions
for
written
and/or
visual texts.

Planning
Sheet &
Reflection
_/5

Language
and
conventions
_ /5

Comment






Inappropriate
choice
of
language,
register and/or
visuals.
Many
errors in the
use
of
the
conventions
appropriate to
the
chosen
form
of
presentation.



Choice of language,
visuals and form of
presentation shows
an
inappropriate
level of formality
for the task and
little understanding
of purpose and
audience needs.

Choice of language
and visuals convey
ideas
adequately
and demonstrates a
clear understanding
of
appropriate
conventions
e.g.
choice of register,
but
errors
or
inappropriate
choices still exist.

Mark

_/35

Grade ………..
Comment by
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Appendix 4:

Theoretical

and

pedagogical

issues

to

be

considered in the incorporation of subject English within an
interdisciplinary curriculum
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Appendix 5: Example of teacher notes from the Variety of Life Central Study (Selection
of pages for Activity 1 only). Note: Not all teachers were English trained.

VARIETY OF LIFE
Variety, the spice of life through literature 1

Teacher Notes

Approx. 16X100minute sessions for Read, Read, Read task and Oral Histories
task.
Activity 1: Introduction to Read, read, read unit (Needs 2 to 3 Sessions plus
homework time)

This could lead to a very interesting discussion about what
students see as the value of literature and fiction in particular.

INTRODUCTION
Literature gives us the opportunity to see the world through another’s eyes. Although books, films,
magazines, tapes, CDs and electronic sources contain information, the way they are written and
presented gives us an insight into the values and attitudes of others and the way they live.
Could talk about the differences between the following
forms compared with others like reports, information texts
etc.
In novels, short stories, plays, narrative poems, anecdotes or other kinds of fiction, these insights are
represented through imaginative worlds.
May need to explain what a memoir is etc.

In biographies, autobiographies, memoirs and real stories are based on actual worlds even though
there will often be interpretations according to the writer’s, teller’s or producer’s point-of-view.
Discuss the term point-of-view
In this unit of work, there are two related components:


The first relates to oral histories, or the stories people have to tell about their lives or
experiences – sometimes referred to as ‘real’ stories
Look at the scope of what we mean by imaginative worlds



The second is to do with imaginative literature or the way that writers create a world through
which to convey something about how humans (sometimes represented through using
metaphors or fables relating to animal, fantasy or other types of systems or societies) behave,
think or construct value systems.
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The focus for the reading component of the course
In other sections of the Variety of Life Central Study, you will engage in activities, investigations or tasks
that look at aspects of cultural diversity. In this section of the Variety of Life, you will be required to
choose and read a novel that shows some aspects of life in a way that is different from your own.
Go through this carefully and stress the constraints
below
For instance, you might consider novels that are:






in a cultural or family setting different from your background e.g. if you happen to be an
Australian from Anglo descent, you might consider a novel set in Africa, India, Israel, Iraq,
Afghanistan etc. or you could choose an Australian novel but one that represented a migrant or
other cultural experience
in a different time setting e.g. during one of the World Wars, in the Victorian era, or great, great
grandma’s colonial experience
fantasy that might involve mythical figures or creatures, or make believe worlds, such as in the
Lord of the Rings, the Nania series or Emily Rodda’s Deltora Quest series - or even Animal
Farm by George Orwell or some of the rather dark Gothic novels.
set in a science fiction world, most commonly futuristic but not necessarily so.

Reminder:
You might choose an Australian novel for this activity, but it would need to be one that involved a
culture different from your own e.g. using Indian, Greek, Italian, Norwegian, Chinese etc. characters.
For this activity, please avoid American, Canadian or English novels that show lives that are very similar
to Australian life as you experience or know it.
Choosing a book
You can choose your novel from the Sturt Library, from home, from a public Library or from friends.
You willthat
need
to choice
allow time
for a visit to
the Library
Just make sure that you check with your teacher to ensure
your
is sufficiently
different
from
your usual lifestyle or meets the criteria above.
When you have chosen your book, there is a Bibliographical Reference Sheet to complete.
Before you choose a book however, there are some activities to do as a whole class with your teacher
and there are some things you need to know.
What do you need to do to complete this reading component successfully?
This part of the course satisfies the requirements or one of the Text Response components of a Stage 1
English Unit.

No need to heavy this – just draw attention to it and the scope

To satisfy the requirements you will
need to complete all of the formative and the summative tasks.
below
These will be based around a series of activities, a formal written response (summative task) and a
reading journal.
Activity 1

Read, Read, Read

Bibliographical sheet and activities

Activity 2

Plot diagrams, Setting and
Style

See PowerPoints and activity sheet

Activity 3

See PowerPoints and activity sheet

Activity 4

Characterisation and
Figurative language
Theme

Activity 5

Response to text

Activity sheet

See PowerPoints and activity sheet

* The due date for the journal and summative task will be Week 8
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Variety of literature – Train activity (teacher directed)

You don’t have to use the train idea, but
the important thing is for students to
share their ideas with several people

Your teacher will direct you through this activity which is designed to help you define what we mean
when we use the term literature and what kinds genre, forms or text types can be classed as
literature. It will also help us to focus on the idea of variety as it is represented through literary works.
Keeping a reading journal
Keeping Reading Journals about texts that you have read or watched allows you to put your thoughts
and Ideas on paper. By using a variety of note-taking methods, often makes it easier to see links
between ideas that can contribute to your final summative response.
Use of imagery, metaphor,
dialogue, layout etc.

Your journal could contain:

Description 
s








brief notes in which you analyse of comment on what is happening
brief character sketches and comments about their roles and influence on the plot structure or
story line
notes and ideas about the ideas and messages the writer is getting across or which you the
reader see
comments about the importance of setting, stylistic features, language used etc.
annotations of some selected passages
Emphasise the need to support their views by
referring to the text/using quotes etc.
plot diagram (using Inspiration or some such graphic)
your own responses to aspects of the text (or the whole) with some justification or at least
reference to particular episodes or events that support your view
you may also think of other ways e.g. pictures or diagrams, a translation of the text into another
genre (such as a segment in a novel or short story into a film or drama script) etc.

Note: Some students scan passages that are significant or illustrate key ideas or features and then
annotate them. Certainly, recording particular passages or dialogue which is well written or carries
significant meaning is encouraged.
Emphasise that the journal is a learning
toolIt is designed to help you think
A journal is a working document and does not need to be polished.
about your reading and engagement with the text as you go.
Make sure you date your entries. Keep all the ideas together in a plastic sleeve or a folder, so that you
can hand all this work in together.
Read, read, read bibliographic reference sheet
Go to the Read, read, read Bibliographic Reference Sheet and complete the bibliographic details. Don’t
forget to get the teacher check to ensure that you have the entry recorded in the correct Harvard format.
Then begin the responses to questions 1-7. Record your answers to these questions in your Reading
Journal and be prepared to share them with someone else in the class. This needs to be checked off on
the Peer Assessment Sheet (which also needs to be passed up with your Reading Journal at the end of
the
unit.

Students will need to be given
some time in class to read and to
share their reading. The activities
below are designed to provide a
focus for the reading and to get
students used to using their
Reading Journals.

There’s no problem with them discussing these questions but they do
need to write up their own individual/personalised reading journal

186

Picture Books Unit
Continued

Appendix 6: Communication Systems Curriculum
Statement – Visual Texts (English tasks)
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Macbeth Unit
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Appendix 7: Introduction to Body in Question Text Response
Unit

Body in Question:
Text Response
TALKING ABOUT BOOKS – STUDENT EXERCISES AND TEACHER
NOTES
Session 1

1. Group discussion
Ask students to talk in groups of 3 or 4 to share information about reading
habits and preferences.

2. Individual record
Ask students to complete the attached sheet

3. Class discussion
Class discussion about any texts that relate to
Immunology
-

disease

-

technology or other discoveries such as vaccines etc.

-

stress

Mental health
-

stress and sleep disorders

-

technology

-

mental illness and institutions

Physiological health
-

lifestyle and fitness

-

nutrition, diet, digestion
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4. technology e.g. x-rays, drugs, sport etc.Reading log
Discuss various alternative ways of keeping one
-

book

-

loose leaf and plastic inserts

-

electronic (use of a scanner etc.)

-

blog (this is the preference)

Margin notes, highlighting or underlining
Scanned text with commentary alongside
Paraphrasing and quotes with personal response and commentary.
Related articles and clippings from other sources e.g. newspapers, brochures,
magazines, journals etc.
Pictures, illustrations, cartoons with a commentary to make the connections
with the chosen text
The Reading Log is a tool to record the observations, ideas and thoughts which
will help with the final response.
The Reading log will need to be passed up with the final summative piece.

5. Visit the library
Need to choose from
-

novels

-

short stories (not necessarily the one collection)

-

drama texts

-

biography and autobiography

that relate to one of the themes listed in 3 above.

192

Appendix 8: Example of an interview transcript
Transcript of interview with Maddie
Interviewer: We are talking to Maddie about the ASMS and the Central Studies
Interdisciplinary program and er, um, her recollections of the embedding
of English into it and to see what you can remember.
Maddie:

OK

Interviewer: OK. One thing I don’t know is where you went to school and what kind of
English experience you had before you went to the ASMS.
Maddie:

Ah … very disjointed. For … I’ll go backwards. Prior to the ASMS I was
at the [name omitted] International High School for six month. Before that
I was at [name omitted] High School in Victoria for four months. Prior to
that, I was at [name omitted] High School in New South Wales for two
years

Interviewer: My goodness, you’ve moved around.
Maddie:

And, prior to that I was at [name omitted] Primary School for the entirety
of my primary schooling years.

Interviewer: Yeah! So, can you talk a little bit about the kind of English curriculum
experience you had, particularly the secondary I suppose, though the
primary experience is also relevant.
Maddie:

Ah, I suppose … I don’t think that I had anything particularly structured.
In high school it was really more of [being] provided a task and then
given feedback. We were not necessarily provided guidelines or
guidelines on grammar, punctuation or structure. It was basically you
would produce a work piece and they would critique you on it. Um, that
was fairly consistent at each High School I went to.

Interviewer: And, was it pretty much the English teacher with the English class?
Maddie:

Yeah! Ah, that was it. You would have a single English teacher and that
would be it.
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Interviewer: I ask that question because it forms a nice backdrop to the different
experience that you probably did have when you came to the ASMS,
and, perhaps you could talk a little bit about how you [experienced
English at the ASMS]… and this is inevitably going to spill over into the
curriculum in general.
Maddie:

Yeah! Yeah!

Interviewer: Was it interdisciplinary in nature though? Perhaps how different was it
and maybe how difficult or easy was it to adjust to that?
Maddie:

I think initially it was quite difficult to adjust to the integrated nature of the
school and it probably took me a t least a year to get my thought
processing around integration and cross-thinking and using what you
learned in one area to highlight and enhance another, whereas,
traditionally in other experiences there were individual set tasks – there
would be no integration or there’d be no access to information from other
classes to use in multiple tasks

Interviewer: I want to come back to that a bit later on because one of the things that
is important in this study that I am doing is how much that was a
preparation for post-school work or study and, um, what was perhaps
most useful conventionally in one discipline and crossed over into
another. I am just wondering how much you actually recall about the
English part of that in that it was interdisciplinary.
Maddie:

It was interdisciplinary, so, from my perspective, when we did English it
wasn’t really like doing English because you do science or you do maths
or you do like a biology topic or something and you would have to, or in
that case you would have to report or produce a piece of work and
overlayed with that would be the communication and the details that
underline English. So, you know, if you want to write effectively and you
want to be a good communicator, in this discipline you have to have all
the base knowledge in order to do that.

Interviewer: Mm!
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Maddie:

So, we did projects on Leonardo Da Vinci and on—(pause)—and we did,
we chose novels and movies, like science fiction, and we would write
about it from a science perspective.

Interviewer: Ah, see, that’s interesting because it always seemed to me that it was
the science curriculum or the science idea that was driving what was
going on. Did you find that limiting as far as the English part? Er, or, I
mean, maybe …
Maddie:

I did find it a little limiting in terms of the number of writing techniques
and communication methods I was exposed to because the method of
communication for science was very direct and very analytical.

Interviewer: Yeah!
Maddie:

It’s very pathway oriented—it’s A to B, not necessarily tangential, and so,
I suppose the communication techniques were missing in that there was
little divergence, um, yeah.

Interviewer: One of the driving principles, I guess, learning principles at the ASMS
was inquiry and, er, I guess that translates into educational theory in
terms of various other things but, er, that suggests that there is
opportunity for choice, diversity in how you might report things and
express your knowledge and so on, and, er, suggests that there should
be a level of creativity. Do you think there was, er, that that [dimension]
was there?
Maddie:

I think there was a level of creativity. But, at the end of the day, the
products that you are trying to produce at the end drives the outcomes,
so, you, if you are given, you know, if you are going to write a report
about this, or you are going to write an essay or you ‘re going to present
in a particular way, it drives what you are actually going to research.,
and, in some ways, it’s … I tried to pursue art in maths, as an example,
and there are many occasions when I came up to, like, I did a report
about Escher as an artist in terms of the mathematical theory that he
used in his art without actually underpinning mathematical knowledge.
The work produced is still very reflective of the scientific idea of providing
your method’s results etc. Having that structure, that set structure, of a
195

scientific methodology is ingrained. And, I think the repetition of that
methodology limits the extent of creativity because using that one
method, or, the science field accepts that method and therefore that’s the
one you continue to use, so, even though there’s that opportunity to
explore, it’s frequently not taken because of the mind set that’s already
ingrained.
Interviewer: Mm! Mm! Was that particular to mathematics or was that something that
you felt across the other Central Studies?
Maddie:

(long pause) Um, potentially across all Central Studies—it—might just be
the way I think as well, you know, a bit of bias.

Interviewer: One of central things—I have a cheat sheet here somewhere that refers
to the Fertile Question—yeah, here we are and it also tells us what those
Central Studies were. The Fertile Question was there and it was set up
as part of the introduction to each Central Study and—people could
explore around it. And, when it came to providing some kind of tentative
answer to it and reporting back, it…
Maddie:

…I think the journey was different for everyone, the journey of how you
got to a particular point was different but the results that you tended to
get were quite similar. Like, everyone’s journey could be very different
and that was great in terms of trying to find new ideas and thinking
potentially outside of what you would normally do. The Fertile Question
and the way that you’d [respond] … you’d provide hints but not
necessarily the answer. That was great because you were given the
opportunity to go on a different path, not necessarily the direct one –
because, you could learn a tangent, but in the end you were always
directed to the same point.

Interviewer: Yeah, OK! The presenting of those things [FQ findings] often was to the
whole group. Was that useful in terms of expanding understanding or
learning new…
Maddie:

…I was always a terrible presenter and I was always a terrible public
speaker, um, I think, for me, it was kind of nerve wracking because I
have never had a strong linguistic style—I have never been a very good
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verbal communicator. So, for me, it was quite stressful having that
presentation idea at the end. So, I don’t know if…
Interviewer: …In the long term, though, was it useful to have that experience, that
opportunity to present that way? You know, in lots of conventional
schools students don’t have an opportunity to present at all.
Maddie:

I think it was because it provides for immediate feedback. It provides a
level of realism in terms of whether or not your ideas or thoughts or the
way you have done something is realistic and if—it gives you an
appreciation of other people’s ideas because you can get that immediate
feedback response and gaining suggestions like, ’Have you thought
about this? ‘So, it helps a lot with criticisms.

Interviewer: Yeah, I agree. I understand absolutely what you are saying there. That’s
why I used to go to Friendly Street and read my poems in public because
you knew immediately whether something worked or not. And, I also got
a lot of ideas from other people through their readings and people would
come up afterwards and say ‘That worked really well, I liked that’ or, they
wouldn’t say anything at all and you’d think ‘Oooh!’ (shared laughter.) So,
that’s good.
One of the things that happened in the exploration of the Fertile
Question, which was part of the Central Studies too, was collaboration,
working in groups, and so on. Was that a better experience for you at the
ASMS than perhaps elsewhere or was it different…?
Maddie:

I found it much better at the ASMS. I found the difference between the
collaboration I experienced at the ASMS both before I went there and
afterwards, I found to be a bit of a shock. I found it a bit of a shock as to
the level of communication differences which I experienced at ASMS
which were of a fairly good quality in terms of being able to collaborate,
discuss and negotiate. And. For me, to develop those relationships
outside of that environment was difficult because I found learning to be
very individualistic before I went there and afterwards at university.

Interviewer: Interesting point. Let’s move on to that point before we come back to the
curriculum stuff. Did you find maybe that the ASMS processes or the way
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the curriculum was delivered was a bonus for you when you went to
university? Did it impact on how you could deal with university life?
Maddie:

It definitely impacted me. I think the shock of going back to a system
which didn’t have that level of communication and collaboration, for me,
was very difficult. Um, I think I was potentially influenced by a few
personal factors, but, for me, it was very difficult to go from a learning
environment where everyone was willing to have a discussion, willing to
think on a problem, communicate, come back in twenty minutes,
whereas, at university, everyone is time selfish.

Interviewer: Yeah! Yeah!
Maddie:

And, so, for me, it was difficult because I had developed this inquirybased learning technique but when I got to university there was nothing
that was able to provide support for that.

Interviewer: I know I have experienced that myself even though I’m only doing it part
time—very isolated, very insulated—not even having an opportunity to
have a discussion with anyone, even in the post-graduate study centre
because everyone is focussed, so focussed on their work and they’ve
got no time for it.
Maddie:

Yes. At the ASMS everyone was sharing their ideas to the point where
sometimes you’d have a conversation and you couldn’t actually
remember who came up with what at any one point in time because it
was so collaborative, it was like a group-thought mentality.

Interviewer: Yeah!
Maddie:

And, at university it was completely different. Everyone was singular and
very individualistic in the result and even when you did group projects
people only ever did their portion of work to get what they wanted out of
it. Um, potentially that’s because of individual results—that’s what’s
measured.

Interviewer: Yeah, I appreciate that. You know, and part of the problem is that a lot of
the people who teach at university are not trained teachers.
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Maddie:

No—I found that as difficult as well. Um, asking a question of some of
the lecturers and then responding to it with exactly the same
explanation—even if you asked multiple times the explanation didn’t
change in terms of the way that they provided it. They wouldn’t change
techniques; they wouldn’t go from an oral [explanation] to drawing a
picture or providing a demonstration. There were very few and the
people/lecturers who did it very well had very good communication skills
in terms of interpersonal communication as well has having a level of
interest in whether or not their students were able to understand. I think
the lecturers who really succeeded were the ones who engaged with
their audience. They asked pointed questions and they didn’t move on
until someone answered it or they would pick on students or they’d ask
to give an example of ‘this’ in real life. So, there was a level of
engagement with some lecturers and just nothing at all with others.

Interviewer: Just one more thing about university life in relation to all of the influences
of the ASMS. Did it give you the confidence to approach people—you
know, at ASMS the people were there all the time, teachers were very
available, you could drop in almost at any time.
Maddie:

I would say no—there were so many differences between the people at
the university and the people at the ASMS. When the teachers at the
ASMS said, ‘You can come and ask me a question at any point’ they
were genuine about it. And, I think when I first got to university I tried that
out and it was made quite clear to me that undergraduate students were
not a priority and if you could redirect your questions to somewhere else
that’s what was done.

Interviewer: Right.
Maddie:

It was, ‘Look up page blah, blah, blah.’ Or, ‘Do some more exercises.’ It
wasn’t—

Interviewer: My wife was in the office of a lecturer at [Name] University recently and
she saw that happen first hand. The student was summarily dismissed—
most uncomfortable.
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And now this allows me to get back to the English part of the curriculum
since that is really what my emphasis is on. And the research stops at
the start of the new SACE because the new SACE put in place changes
about how the English part of the interdisciplinary program could be
delivered. And I want to, for the first time ever, gather some of the
evidence about what it was like to have English embedded in an
interdisciplinary program.
Maddie:

I really enjoyed it—I suppose because before I went there I didn’t like
writing reports—I did not like English full stop because to me it was just
something boring. The topics chosen by my teachers weren’t interesting,
or, they were so mundane and unoriginal, or—

Interviewer: Mm! Write about your holiday.
Maddie:

Yep! (shared laughter) Yes, it just wasn’t something that I wanted to do,
um—

Interviewer: So what was more engaging? What made it more engaging? Was it the
interdisciplinarity, or was it the approach or the level of choice? What
was it that made the difference?
Maddie:

I think there was the level of choice— (long thoughtful pause)—possibly
also that it gave a creative outlet to science.

Interviewer: Ah, really!
Maddie:

Because when you learn something in an ordinary school you don’t get
to explore the history necessarily or, um, the interconnections between
events in history and you don’t get to have a look at how this could
impact or how a particular scientific item could impact society as a whole.
I think the level of choice and that, from the way the science was taught,
allowed exploration and through that you got to communicate in a more
vibrant manner in terms of the level of links that you could make between
topics—and, that level of links kind of underpinned being able to
communicate in terms of English items. It provided a richer source of
material in order for you to be able to be expressive.
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Interviewer: Right. It’s interesting—[one of the specialist science teachers], now
retired, indicated that she learnt a lot by working across the disciplines
with other people from the Humanities. I certainly worked with people like
D…. and there were others in the sciences from whom I learnt a lot, I
must say. You were there probably at a time when some of the teachers
were paired up to work together.
Maddie:

Yes.

Interviewer: Was that effective? Was that useful/good?
Maddie:

I found it useful in terms of perspective because one teacher would say
one thing and one teacher would say another. It allowed you to gain an
appreciation of the differences of points of view.

Interviewer: Right. Yeah, I mean, that’s interesting because when I was working with
D… and he was working on evolution timelines for the various ages of
the development of our Earth, um, I guess I was dealing more with the
English side of things and he was dealing more with the science. When I
was taking more of the English components, he was dealing more with
providing students advice about the content that could go into that. I
found it wonderful team work actually—it doesn’t happen as much like
that anymore now.
Maddie:

Yes, I think it also provides you with the inference about what ideas
could be important to some people and what could be important to others
and a direction to what the commonalities and differences are.

Interviewer: Even though you said previously that you weren’t very conscious of
English being English as such, were there any English-oriented activities
that you recall/remember with fondness or that stick out in your mind.
Maddie:

Um—I did a report on Catch me if you can. It was choose a book and
movie…

Interviewer: Was that Body in Question where things were broken up into three
areas, Immunology, and Physiology and Psychology?
Maddie:

Yeah! (tentative)
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Interviewer: It may have been one of those. Anyway, go on.
Maddie:

Possibly, yes. There was that one—I found that kind of interesting,
possibly because of the content and the way that [it was constructed—
comparative text study]—it was interesting in terms of a mathematical
way of seeing what this person actually did and how they rorted the
system, and, interesting in terms of the different mediums to give an
appreciation of what’s possible in one communication method that is not
possible in another. And, how you think about movies with regards to
books, um, I suppose from that and from reading and watching Harry
Potter, I see movies as a memory of the book. If a movie comes out
when it’s been a book, I don’t expect it to be exactly like the book, I see it
as a memory or a recollection.

Interviewer: That’s interesting—I like that!
Maddie:

Something that is a reminder—it’s like a déjà vu moment where you get
a smile, so, that kind of changed my perspective on how books and
movies can be reflected—that was an interesting one.

Interviewer: Some of those texts were, I think we’ve already mentioned this—some of
those texts were very specifically chosen because of the science focus,
Gattaca—for instance.
Maddie:

I didn’t watch Gattaca.

Interviewer: You didn’t, oh…
Maddie:

No. I think I tried to watch Bladerunner or something like it.

Interviewer: That was more extreme science fiction.
Maddie:

Yeah! I didn’t really like it but I still remember what it’s about.

Interviewer: Right! Brooklyn Bridge in Technological World— did you do that one?
Maddie:

I did Clockwork Orange.

Interviewer: Oh, OK!
Maddie:

I found that one disturbing.
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Interviewer: Yes. Yes, so do I— still!
Maddie:

Yes, ah!

Interviewer: Although these days people might regard it as rather mild I guess.
Maddie:

I remember when we did an oral presentation on Leonardo da Vinci.

Interviewer: That was in Body in Question too I think. Did somebody from the
university come down and do some art work, looking at faces and
proportions and stuff. Did you do that as well?
Maddie:

No, no. I remember a mathematics presentation that we went to once on
the Foundations of Mathematics and it was a university person
presenting a story about the progression of mathematics and numerals
with regards to who came up with using letters and symbols representing
numbers.

Interviewer: I’m trying to recall…I think in Sustainable Futures, one of the central
English components was to do with poetry, um. One of the poems I do
recall was that poem by Jimmy Morrison of The Doors about a man
burning rubbish, or leaves, burning leaves.
Maddie:

Yeah. I think we had to do poster presentations for Sustainable Futures.
We did a forestry project. That was before you— my advice is that it was
before you. It was the first year.

Interviewer:

OK!

Maddie:

What else did we do?

Interviewer: Yes, I came and went, I mean, I came and went and then I came back.
(shared laughter)
Maddie:

Yes! What else did we do? I don’t know—most of it was so ingrained
that— …

Interviewer: …it’s hard to remember…
Maddie:

…it’s hard to remember particular items
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Interviewer: Yeah! Thinking about the step from the Central Studies program to Year
12, was there an adequate preparation for Year 12. Are there things that
could have been done better? Or, maybe more intensively?
Maddie:

I would say no because the Central Studies were great in allowing that
creativity to come out but they didn’t highlight or they didn’t allow for
gaps to be realised where people were out with their communication
skills. I don’t think necessarily that—when I got to year 12 I thought I
hadn’t done grammar and punctuation for years and I don’t think I’ve
been marked on it. You’d get things back and you wouldn’t get marks
based on that. You got marks largely based on content and so when I
got to Year 12, it was a bit of a shock for me re-practicing all of that, not
just writing, but writing well.

Interviewer: Yeah! Well—interesting point. Possibly there was an assumption that by
the time students got to Year 10 that all those basic fundamental things
were there.
Maddie:

Yeah!

Interviewer: And do you think that they were?
Maddie:

No!—I think, fundamentally, in primary school and earlier high school, for
my education it was not particularly formal, um—

Interviewer: So, you would say that there were gaps?
Maddie:

There were really large gaps. It could have been because I moved
schools but I still think they would have been there. I don’t think—I think
that the base knowledge that everyone had, everyone who went there [to
ASMS] were either very gifted or very interested in science and maths so
they usually had a bias towards that scale and so…
(interruption by member of the public)
…where were we? Ah, yes, gaps. I think everyone was biased towards
an interest in science and mathematics. Previously, they were not
interested in or could not have been interested in communication and
with that kind of bias—if everyone there hated English before they got
there, what’s to say that they are going to be any good at it! Or that they
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have been provided with that level of education. The number of
backgrounds, the social and economic backgrounds, that everyone had
at that school, were vast. For me, the people that did really well at
English were the ones who had a really good education before. J……,
who was in my class as well…
Interviewer: Mm!
Maddie:

…she was very good. She had an excellent education before she got
there and the differences between her and I were quite stark before the
beginning of the year. I think I remember averaging 12 and 13s but she
would get 20s and 19s all the time but by the end of the year I was closer
towards her band of learning. And that was only because I went through
the process of actually being interested in learning how to use all those
techniques and taking on constructive feedback and sitting down [with
the teacher]and saying, ‘What’s wrong here?’

Interviewer: That’s interesting because one of the things that I’m also interested in is
about the kinds of things that made a difference, you know, in the long
run. And, maybe, well that’s one of them obviously that you had that
opportunity [to get help or advice]—but, were there other things perhaps
that helped?
Maddie:

(long thoughtful pause) I think, for me, a large part of going to the ASMS
was having the social structure there and it wasn’t really based around
the English as such but it was being engaged in learning, not just going
to school because that‘s what your obligation is.

Interviewer: So, there was an environment there that…
Maddie:

Yeah!

Interviewer: What the French call a milieu or something.
Maddie:

I don’t know, from what I’ve heard from others, and some of the
teachers, that that’s not there anymore, or it’s less.

Interviewer: I understand it’s different, that it’s much more structured, much more
working in set groups, more of an accountability stamp on things.
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Maddie:

Mm! When I got there, if you didn’t do well, they would say that’s your
own fault, you’ve got all the resources, that’s not my problem. If you want
to learn, I’m here to help, otherwise, if you don’t want to be here, go
somewhere else.

Interviewer: Was it useful to have resources up electronically—available in the way
they were?
Maddie:

Yes, but I found when I was there they didn’t have a library so not having
that traditional resource made it difficult but I did find that having
computers everywhere really did help in terms of getting information
because if you had a question and someone couldn’t answer it you could
ask the computer.

Interviewer: Yes! Ask Ms Google it. That’s true. Just an aside here, currently I am
back working with P……….
Maddie:

Really!

Interviewer: Yes. She is my co-teacher teaching English in the Study Centre
Maddie:

She’s a lot of fun.

Interviewer: She is indeed—she’s great. Anyway, that’s really an aside. You
mentioned the library—it was part of the university. Lots of teachers have
come and gone at the ASMS and many have thought there ought to
have been a library in the ASMS. What’s your view about that?
Maddie:

I would say yes, I agree. I think, because of the nature of the building
and the nature of the learning environment it’s set up to be a single unit
and having peripheral outcrops and things like that, you know, a library
across the road or learning spaces on the top of the hill on the other part
of the campus—it doesn’t fit

Interviewer: That’s Earth Sciences etc.?...
Maddie:

Yeah! Earth Sciences—I don’t think they have that anymore—they
swapped with other classrooms across the road.

Interviewer: Yes, they’ve got a classroom upstairs in the—[Sturt building].
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Maddie:

Yes. It didn’t fit, it didn’t quite fit the mentality or the use of the building.

Interviewer: Some of the students who completed some of their SACE units in Year
10 were able to negotiate, [Name omitted] was one of those, were able
to negotiate to work with a mentor at [Flinders] University and perhaps by
the time you were there that wasn’t quite as available.
Maddie:

[Name?] He was in my year.

Interviewer: He was in your year?
Maddie:

So it was him.

Interviewer: I thought you were a year later.
Maddie:

No—he was in my Chemistry class.

Interviewer: OK! So, he was one I think who had finished his English and perhaps a
couple of other things in his Year 10 year, and in Year 11, he did work
with mentors from the University.
Maddie:

I think, from my knowledge, it would have been if you had asked for that,
that was a possibility.

Interviewer: I thought that was great flexible aspect of the ASMS to be honest. And, I
was sorry when for some reason or other that was not made available to
others and now students in Year 10 are not permitted to be accruing
SACE points.
Maddie:

Really! Because I found that really useful. If I had thought about it more I
would have loved to have finished off some of my SACE units in Year 10
and do a subject of Year 12 or do a bit more in terms of prac time. Yeah.
The people who got the opportunity to do Year 12 subject in Year 11
ended up doing really well.

Interviewer: Yep! You are not alone in making that comment. I can tell you. It’s a
good observation. Part of the problem was the introduction of the new
SACE which changed things a bit but—there you go.
Where are we up to in terms of my cues here now? Mm! One thing that I
haven’t picked up is the way in which the assessments were done and …
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the assessments were unusual in the sense that there was the
interdisciplinary study, you did units and then you drew out components
that were related to the SACE requirements. Even in mathematics there
was an oral which was counted for English. Did that matter to you or was
it just par for the course?
Maddie:

I don’t think it really bothered me at the time. I just thought OK, you
know, instead of producing lots of tiny things I could produce one
reasonably large thing and count it for multiple things. It was—I found it
useful because I could produce something that I really felt proud of— like
I felt that I had achieved something, um—

Interviewer: Which is what learning should be about.
Maddie:

I found smaller tasks where you just get perhaps a credit for one thing
frustrating sometimes because when you are doing smaller things,
sometimes it seems like just ticking the boxes.

Interviewer: What about the assessment for the group work?
Maddie:

I have always found group work difficult.

Interviewer: Yeah! Go on.
Maddie:

It’s so highly dependent on the social factor of the group, um, I don’t
think the level of management within a group is really recognised. Like,
one person could have contributed less on paper than anyone else in the
group but they actually got each one of those individuals talking, they
might have brought together what everyone else’s thoughts were and put
it in there and actually made it a cohesive unit. And, the person who
does that doesn’t necessarily get the credit.

Interviewer: It’s one of the things that P……….. and I were beginning to explore and
then she moved to …………… That [inequity in the assessment of group
work] is an issue but not an issue peculiar to the ASMS.
Maddie:

No! It is peculiar to group work, full stop.
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Interviewer: Yes! And how to do group work assessment in an appropriate and a fair
way— it’s not an easy thing and yet I believe that group work is really
important—
Maddie:

I think that group work is really important and in some ways allocating
correction factors to individual people’s portions of work is useful in terms
of cutting out people who are going to skive off and use everyone else’s
efforts for their own benefit. But, I also think that a group should be able
to kick those people out or to say, this is what our project is, if you’re not
going to work, then you are not going to be part of the project. It’s a
capitalist kind of mentality because if you are not going to provide what
you say you are going to provide then we are not going to give you
anything either.

Interviewer: One of the positive things that happened, and I think it happened when
you were there, was the Nano Fair.
Maddie:

Yeah!

Interviewer: You work as a group of three people.
Maddie:

Yeah! I enjoyed that project— I thought it was really good.

Interviewer: In that way people took on specific roles and their assessment really
related not only to the overall outcome but to the role that people had in
the group.
Maddie:

I think that’s a really useful way to do it.

Interviewer: Tell me, what was your project?
Maddie:

Um, maybe some kind of paint.

Interviewer: OK—interesting. I remember some of them.
Maddie:

Colour changing paint or paint on solar cells or something. Funnily
enough, one of my university er, actually my research supervisor in my
final year, is working on nano-paints…

Interviewer: Is that right?
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Maddie:

…for solar power.

Interviewer: Well! There we go! One I do remember was a group doing—or,
developing nanotubes to be built into a new kind of tyre which changed
its profile according to the weather conditions. That was clever.
Maddie:

That was clever. At the time I was so annoyed with people. At that stage
I didn’t think it was nanotechnology because my idea of a technology is
repeatable results ending in a useful product that is definitive and the
same every time in terms of engineering. And, science for me is the
study and logical explanation of phenomena. For me, at that stage,
nanotechnology was still at that science stage.

Interviewer: Embryonic!
Maddie:

That’s right—too embryonic to call it a technology. I was just annoyed at
the time because, you know, it could be there but it’s not there yet.

Interviewer: We need to note that it was called Towards Nanotechnology.
Maddie:

I know! I know!

Interviewer: Another project that really sticks in my mind— I think it must have been
part of Sustainable Futures—where, correct me if I am wrong and I may
be wrong, where people were working in groups and they took on the
role of a country and they had to go into a forum where—
Maddie:

Yes! Yes! On climate change and they had to advocate for rights for
Kiribati (??) and island nations v mainland China etc. I remember.

Interviewer: What are your thoughts about that?
Maddie:

I thought it was really interesting in terms of that perspective again, of
how your biases are going to impact what you argue for.

Interviewer: So if you look back on it now (I’m gob-smacked, and it has been really
interesting to talk to you)—if you look back on it now, it sounds as though
you have a very positive view overall. What are the things you think you
really gained out of the experience of being there [ASMS]— not just
English but the whole experience?
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Maddie:

The open mindedness, the idea or the prevalence of people not telling
you what their expectations are at the beginning, um, allowing you to find
your own way, um, providing you with stop posts or directions when you
need them and letting you know that they’re there. For me it was really
an environmental condition that was very positive for me seeing how an
environment could impact someone so heavily. Um – what else did I
gain?

Interviewer: I think some of those things—
Maddie:

I think an appreciation of what adults really mean and an appreciation of
that teachers and students can be on a very similar learning plane.

Interviewer: Certainly that was true for me.
Maddie:

Um!

Interviewer: Some of those things are the very reasons why I loved being there. As
you said, it was that open learning environment, it was very
constructivist, that focus on inquiry was intentional—it was there, there
was an underlying respect for learning even though there was a lot of fun
and even though—people behaved with mischievous behaviour from
time to time there was nothing sinister about that. It was just a lovely
learning community operating in the place and I really loved being there.
I enjoyed that and I loved the fact that there was that open exchange
between students and staff, the access was there, the resources were
there.
NOTE: Scattered notes of agreement from Maddie throughout this
summary/overview.
Maddie:

There was also a lack of the tall poppy—, that is, of people trying to cut
down the tall poppy and try and win an argument. It wasn’t ever
necessary to win an argument there. It was necessary to participate in
the conversation that was being had.

Interviewer: In spite of that there are probably things, particularly from an English
point of view, that we could have done better.
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Maddie:

I think so too. I think from an English point of view in the early years
there wasn’t enough constructive feedback on communication methods.
There wasn’t enough in terms of, ‘If this was your outcome, where do I
go from here?’ I think learning English communication skills were limited
by what you got from the beginning or what you had at the beginning
because the learning outcomes were directed towards the content and
not the necessarily the method—whereas, the method might have
helped the content. There wasn’t enough feedback on communicating
well. On—it was largely about content in the early years of the school.

Interviewer: And I think there was an assumption that, you know, if you had to write a
science report well, the science teacher did that or whatever and I’m not
sure that the demonstration of what was an appropriate form for the
purpose was done.
Maddie:

Yeah! That was not done. Everyone would do a different thing for a
science report. There wasn’t—you weren’t given a template as such or—

Interviewer: —a model.
Maddie:

Yeah! You weren’t taught— you were taught a little bit about the use of
language and what kind of tense and third person, first, second, that you
would use for different kinds of writing but there wasn’t an emphasis on
providing examples and catching people and correcting and directing
people towards the ultimate method that’s usually accepted. For a
science report you’d just I did this, I did that, and that would be OK at
that level but—

Interviewer: … it wasn’t writing for an academic purpose quite …
Maddie:

No! It wasn’t and I think that the communication techniques you use for
talking to a group situation weren’t—the idea of targeting your writing
towards a particular audience wasn’t communicated.

Interviewer: I’ve just had a little peek here and we have been talking for almost an
hour and it’s been absolutely fascinating. But I promised I wouldn’t keep
you more than an hour talking about this. There’s a wealth of information
that you have given me here, fantastic.
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Maddie:

Are there any extra items on your notes.

Interviewer: Well, really something about overall satisfaction and basically, I suppose,
would you recommend such a place to others?
Maddie:

I would highly recommend the ASMS as a place to learn. I would say
there is a footnote to that and that is that the rest of the world is not like
there.

Interviewer: No! And with the change of government maybe—
Maddie:

—less so. (shared laughter) I’d say it breeds idealism and open
communication in the workplace and at university it wasn’t always
appreciated.

Interviewer: I know exactly what you are saying there. And it is true and it’s one of the
reasons why I guess that when I went to [Name omitted] College for that
one year I desperately wanted to return to the ASMS because suddenly,
although I really liked the students, I just did not like that competitive,
commercial or box-like kind of process—
Maddie:

—the military hierarchical kind of structure—

Interviewer: Exactly. I just yearned for that openness, that integration—
Maddie:

—to be able to say what you think—

Interviewer: Yes! That’s right and not have any fear of retribution or being punished
for it—just open in that way. But I’ve just cut across you now!
Maddie:

It’s OK. Yeah! I’ve learnt a lot since then—open communication isn’t
always going to work for you and language in communication can be
skilfully used in manipulation—or trying to get around the hierarchal
competitive nature of using collective terms instead of individualistic
terms in trying to get past the individualistic nature of work and
university.

Interviewer: It was science-oriented, it was mathematics-oriented, but nevertheless
there was history, geography, philosophy—that town planning in
Towards Nanotechnology involving the setting up a nano-factory—and
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all the ethical debates surrounding that was a fabulous—[example of
interdisciplinarity.]
Maddie:

Was it Prey the Nano book?

Interviewer:

Yes—that was right—Michael Crichton.

Maddie:

Yeah!

Interviewer: So, there are lots of little residual things that have obviously had an
impact on your life and it’s because you had that opportunity there.
Maddie:

Yeah! I don’t think I would appreciate how much communication can
make a difference

Interviewer: I think we should end this on that note because that is so positive and
optimistic. Thank you! Thank you for that! And look at that, exactly 60
minutes and 30 seconds.
24/3/2014
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