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The Futures Focused School 

Teaching Australia in partnership with Educational Transformations undertook a major project in 
2008 and 2009 to help build a capacity in Australia’s schools to take account of alternative futures 
in their strategic planning. The centre-piece was a national series of two-day workshops – 18 in 
total – conducted in every state and territory in early 2009. This online package provides all with 
an interest with access to the key resources so that related activities can be conducted at the 
school level. The project as a whole builds on Teaching Australia’s Open Book Scenarios project 
and its publication Teaching for Uncertain Futures. 

Context

The importance of the project is best understood in the context of efforts over the last decade to ensure that 
education in general, and schools in particular, better meet the needs of students and society in a period of 
rapid change. While strategic planning assumes a future orientation and has been encouraged for several 
decades, it has not in general proved up to the task, because that orientation was poorly developed and the 
time horizon was rarely more than three to fi ve years. The strategic plans of schools tended to be constrained 
by assumptions that the environment would not change to any great extent and the task was simply to 
schedule year-by-year plans within such a framework. In the meantime, the wider environment started to 
change in dramatic fashion, largely driven by the inter-related forces of technology, globalisation, demography 
and concern for the environment and sustainability.

Purpose

The primary purpose of the project and these materials is to build a capacity for futures-focused planning 
at the school level. They are intended to make an important contribution to managing many of the concerns 
about the future of schools and the wellbeing of the profession, and are designed to meet the needs of 
leaders, teachers, and members of the wider school community, including members of governing bodies.

Objectives

To gain an understanding of the forces in society in general and education in particular which are 1. 
currently shaping the nature of schools and will continue to do so in different ways in the future

To acquire knowledge about exemplary approaches to creating and sustaining the futures-focused 2. 
school 

To explore responses at the school level to a range of likely and preferred scenarios3. 

To determine structures, processes, roles and responsibilities that ensure sustained success in the 4. 
changing context that characterises schools in the 21st century

To prepare a plan for a futures focused school5. 

Pre-Reading

We recommend reading the description of The Futures Focused School (Caldwell and Loader) and Teaching for 
Uncertain Futures (Teaching Australia) before commencing the program of activities.

Acknowledgement And Disclaimer 

This project was funded by Teaching Australia – Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership Limited with funding 

from the Australian Government. The views expressed in these pages are those of Educational Transformations Pty Ltd. 

http://www.teachingaustralia.edu.au/ta/webdav/site/tasite/shared/Futures%20Focused/What%20is%20a%20Futures%20Focused%20School.pdf
http://www.teachingaustralia.edu.au/ta/go/home/op/edit/pid/630
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Two programs

Using this resource

The contents of this online resource can be used in a number of ways.  For those:

wanting to understand what is meant by the term, ‘A Futures Focused School’, download the two • 
page description paper.  

with limited time who wish to listen to the Futures Focused Schools program’s key contributors, • 
can view one or more of the many   lmed interviews. To guide your choice of segments, there are 
two indexes that you can consult. These is a list of linked film resources on the Teaching Australia 
website or the more descriptive Film resource guide (pdf with links to the films). 

wanting to work through the program that was presented around Australia by Brian Caldwell and • 
David Loader, and to replicate the process in their own school, an integrated on-line experience 
of the two-day workshop with a full presentation of the material is accessible by clicking on the 
links in this pdf. It is divided into two parts, Focus on society and schools and Focus on learning 
and teaching. The full program will take about twelve hours to complete. To guide you through the 
program the material is divided into units, each of which will take approximately 90 minutes to 
complete.

Approach

The materials are organised in two programs. Program 1 is concerned with trends in society and schools. 
Program 2 places a sharper focus on the futures of learning and teaching. Each program consists of a 
series of topics and related activities, each of which can be conducted in a 90 minute session. The following 
summarises the two programs, including titles of each topic and activity and a list of related   lms. 

Program 1: Focus on society and schools

Topic Activity Description

1 Title

Films

Overview of the program and its objectives 

Rufus Black [Film A]

Hedley Beare [Film B]

Erica McWilliam [Film C]

2 Title

Activity 1

Films

Optional

Scenarios: Introduction to the value of scenarios 
and an overview of the four scenarios in Teaching 
for Uncertain Futures

A ‘hot seating activity’ in which participants are 
invited to step inside the scenarios, adopting the 
perspective of a key stakeholder in an assigned 
scenario

Rufus Black [Film D]

Barbara Stone [Film E]

Schools may wish to prepare their own scenarios. A 
template and associated methodology are available 

3 Title

Films

Activity 2 

The importance of being clear about the values and 
beliefs that should be clari  ed before the futures 
focused planning gets under way

Rufus Black [Film F] 

Denice Scala [Film G]

Gabrielle Leigh [Film H]

In groups - identifying values and beliefs that 
should underpin the development of strategies for 
your school 

http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=237
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=238
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=239
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=240
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=241
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=242
ttp://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=243
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=244
http://www.teachingaustralia.edu.au/ta/webdav/site/tasite/shared/Futures%20Focused/What%20is%20a%20Futures%20Focused%20School.pdf
http://www.teachingaustralia.edu.au/ta/go/home/op/edit/pid/639
http://www.teachingaustralia.edu.au/ta/webdav/site/tasite/shared/Futures%20Focused/Film_resource_guide.pdf
http://www.teachingaustralia.edu.au/ta/go/home/op/edit/pid/630
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4 Topic 

Film

Activity 3

Film 

What is a Futures Focused School? 

Gabrielle Leigh and Marlene Monahan [Film I]

Individually and / or in groups – conducting an 
audit of your school’s capacity for futures focused 
planning

Hedley Beare [Film J]

Program 2: Focus on learning and teaching

Topic Activity Description

1 Title

Film

Activity 4

Trends: An overview of trends in 21st century 
learning and teaching, including fi lmed excerpts 
from exemplary futures focused schools

David Warner and Erica McWilliam [Film K]

In groups – what would a visitor to the school in 
2014 see or sense that is different from what would 
be seen or sensed in 2009?

2 Title

Films

Activity 5A and Activity 5B

Films

Planning for Change:  Introduction to templates for 
planning for change in approaches to learning and 
teaching of a kind identifi ed in Activity 4

Ross Smith [Film L]

Deborah Derrick [Film M]

In groups – determining in Activity 5A: ‘Where are 
we?’ (Refl ecting), ‘Where could we be’ (Strategic 
Thinking), ‘What do we know” (Strategic Analysis), 
and ‘How can we explain it?’ (Mental Models); and 
in Activity 5B the extent of ‘no change’, ‘incremental 
change’ and ‘major change’ for each of eight facets 
of learning

Phillip Heath [Film N]

Jim Watterston [Film O]

3 Topic

Films: 

Activity 6

Films

Disciplined innovation and next practice: 
Introduction to a template for developing strategies 
to achieve major change over the next fi ve years; 
that is, to successfully implement ‘next practice’

Ross Smith [Film P]

Tony Mackay [Film Q]

Elisabeth Lenders [Film R]

In groups - select two major changes that will need 
to occur (Activities 5A and 5B) to achieve Vision 
2014 (Activity 4)

Bethany Leadership Team [Film S]

Barbara Stone [Film T]

4 Topic

Films

Designing our destiny: Where to next?

Barbara Stone [Film U] 

Hedley Beare [Film V]

http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=245
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=246
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=247
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=248
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=249
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=250
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=251
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=252
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=253
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=254
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=255
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=256
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=257
http://discussion.teachingaustralia.edu.au/mod/flv/view.php?id=258
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Directors of the Futures Focused School project

Brian Caldwell and David Loader

Professor Brian J. Caldwell is Managing Director of Educational Transformations and Associate 
Director of iNet (Global) (International Networking for Educational Transformation) of the 
Specialist Schools and Academies Trust in England. From 1998 to 2004 he served as Dean of 
Education at The University of Melbourne where he is currently Professorial Fellow. International 
work over the last 25 years includes more than 500 presentations, projects and other professional 
assignments in or for 39 countries or jurisdictions with several assignments for the Asia 
Development Bank, Asia Pacifi c Economic Cooperation (APEC), OECD, UNESCO, UNICEF and 
the World Bank. Brian is author or co-author of books that helped guide educational reform in 
several countries, most notably the trilogy on self-managing schools: The Self-Managing School 
(1988), Leading the Self-Managing School (1992) and Beyond the Self-Managing School (1998), 
each with Jim Spinks. Re-imagining Educational Leadership was published in 2006. Raising the 
Stakes: from Improvement to Transformation in the Reform of Schools, his fourth collaboration 
with Jim Spinks, was published in 2008 along with Why not the Best Schools? with Jessica Harris. 
Brian Caldwell was Chair of the Advisory Board of the Asia Education Foundation from 1998 to 
2004. He is a director and Deputy Chair of the Board of the Australian Council for Educational 
Research (ACER) and a member of the Board of Patrons of The Education Foundation. He is a 
Fellow and Life Member of the Australian Council for Educational Leaders (ACEL) and a Fellow of 
the Australian College of Educators (ACE). He was President of ACEL from 1990 to 1993 and was 
awarded its Gold Medal in 1994. In July 2005 he received the College Medal of ACE. In 2004 he 
was awarded the Sir James Darling Medal of ACE (Victoria) and the Hedley Beare Educator of the 
Year Award of ACEL (Victoria). 

Associate Professor David Loader is Principal Fellow, Graduate School of Education, The 
University of Melbourne. As a classroom teacher David taught mathematics in government and 
non-government schools in NSW, Victoria and Canada.  For 32 years, from 1971 until 2002, 
he was a school principal in non-government schools in NSW and Victoria, including Methodist 
Ladies College (Melbourne) and Wesley College (Melbourne). David has presented lectures and 
seminars in leadership at the master’s level since 1995 at the University of Melbourne and Monash 
University. In 1994 David was a Visiting Fellow at the University of Alberta, Canada and in 2002 
was a Visiting Fellow at the University of Lincolnshire and Humberside School of Management.  
In 2003 he conducted research on leadership in schools as the International Research Fellow at 
the National College of School Leadership in England. David is author of two books: The Inner 
Principal: A psychoanalytical perspective on school leadership, published by Routledge in 1997 
and Jousting for the New Generation: Challenges to Contemporary Schooling, published in 2007 
by ACER Press, which provides a critical commentary on current schooling and deals with the 
kinds of dilemmas that are intrinsic to futures thinking and strategic planning. In addition he 
has published over 150 articles in professional journals and books.  David was recognised for 
‘outstanding services to education’ in 2002 with the award of an Australian Centenary Medal. In 
1999 he was awarded the Sir James Darling Medal for ‘outstanding contribution to education in 
Victoria’ by the Australian College of Educators and in 2008 was the recipient of the Gold Medal of 
the Australian Council for Educational Leaders. 

Acknowledgement We acknowledge the contributions of Dr Jessica Harris, Director of 
Research at Educational Transformations and Research Fellow at Griffi th University and the 
University of Melbourne, in the preparation of case studies and for conducting interviews in 
exemplary schools; and Kevin Wetdewich for his work as cinematographer and editor of the fi lms 
contained in this package.
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Film contributions

A feature of the program is a series of fi lmed contributions from consultants and leaders as well 
as principals, teachers and in some instances students from exemplary futures focused schools, 
as listed below.

The interviews with consultants, principals and their colleagues from exemplary futures focused 
schools, and refl ections on futures focused schools by the co-directors supplement and extend the 
views expressed in fi lms listed in Programs 1 and 2.

Consultants

Dr Rufus Black
Master of Ormond College, University of Melbourne and former Principal and Partner, McKinsey & Company 
(McKinsey & Company conducted the infl uential study published in How the World’s Best Forming School 
Systems come out on Top)

Brent Davies
Professor of International Leadership Development, Business School, University of Hull (England) and author 
of Leading the Strategically Focused School 

Tony Mackay
Chief Executive, Centre for Strategic Education; President, Australian Curriculum Studies Association; Deputy 
Chair, Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA); and Chair, The Innovation Unit 
(UK)

Professor Erica McWilliam
Professor of Education, National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore; and 
Leader, Creative Workforce Program, Centre for Excellence for Creative Industries, Queensland University of 
Technology.

Education experts and school leaders

Professor Hedley Beare AM
Emeritus Professor, University of 
Melbourne
Author of Creating the Future 
School 

Phillip Heath
Head of School, St Andrew’s 
Cathedral School, Sydney NSW
[Principal, Radford College ACT 
from 1 July 2009]

Gabrielle Leigh
Director, Caroline Springs College, 
Caroline Springs VIC
[Now President, Victorian 
Principals Federation]

Elisabeth Lenders
Deputy Principal, Carey Baptist 
Grammar School, Kew VIC

Marlene Monahan OAM
Principal, Bethany Catholic Primary 
School, Werribee VIC

Denice Scala
Principal, St Andrew’s School, 
Adelaide SA

Barbara Stone 
Principal, MLC School, Sydney 
NSW

Dr David Warner
Principal, ELTHAM College, 
Eltham VIC
Author of Schooling for the 
Knowledge Era

Dr Jim Watterston
Regional Director, Eastern 
Metropolitan Region DEECD VIC

[Chief Executive, ACT Department 
of Education and Training from 
September, 2009]

Exemplary Futures Focused Schools 

Descriptions of these schools are contained in short studies included in these workshop materials.

Bethany Catholic Primary School, Werribee North, Victoria (Pages 29-30)
Filmed excerpts include discussions with Principal Marlene Monahan, members of her leadership team and 
teachers, with illustrations of personalised, interdisciplinary learning in state-of-the-art purpose-designed 
facilities.

MLC School, Sydney, New South Wales (pages 30-32)
Filmed excerpts include discussions with Principal Barbara Stone, who is also President of AHISA, her 
leadership team, and senior students. The school has a sustained record of success that refl ects a capacity 
for continuous development with a futures focus, underpinned by a philosophy of ‘transforming learning’ and 
preparing students for global citizenship. 

Robina State High School, Gold Coast, Queensland (pages 33-34)
Filmed excerpts of the study include discussions with Principal Ross Smith and members of his leadership 
team, with illustrations of how this co-educational school of more than 1,400 students has built a capacity 
for ongoing development that is highly responsive to the needs of key stakeholders. 
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Scenarios in Teaching For Uncertain Futures

So the urgent drives out the important; the future goes largely unexplored; and the capacity 
to act, rather than the capacity to think and imagine becomes the sole measure for leadership. 
(Hamel and Prahalad, 1994: 4-5)

Synopsis of scenarios

The Open Book Scenarios project outcomes included the publication Teaching for Uncertain Futures, which
presented four future focused school scenarios.  

Scenario one - Under the Volcano

The fi rst scenario, entitled Under the Volcano, depicts an unhappy, unequal, uncaring society with two 
classes, rich and poor. As a consequence, society is polarised and divided. The less fortunate are resentful 
and pessimistic. There is neighbourhood unrest and increased use of security forces. Society is driven by 
consumerism and free choice. It is all about me, personalised values.

Scenario two - A Farewell to Arms

The second is a positive, community-focused scenario called A Farewell to Arms. The economy is strong 
with a focus on green sustainable technology. It describes a more harmonious optimistic society in 
which the growth of well-being and happiness in the community is a political goal. Progress is through 
cooperation and respect. Society wants fresh thinking and new ideas and its values are ‘feminised’. 

Scenario three - The Grapes of Wrath

The third scenario is one built around fear: The Grapes of Wrath. The economic boom has ended, jobs 
are scarce, the physical environment is harsh and unforgiving, the focus is on survival and pessimism 
is endemic. Members of society are competitive and intolerant of each other. As a result society is 
disintegrating, in fact tearing itself apart. Values are survival-focused.

Scenario four - The Magic Mountain

The fourth scenario sees the growing corporatisation of society and depicts this as The Magic Mountain. 
In this world, business takes over many of the roles and responsibilities of government and community 
groups. Because society relies on corporate social responsibility for providing a social safety net, reaching 
beyond employees, the underclass is marginalised. In this society male-dominated values are to the fore.

References

Hamel, G and Prahalad, C.K. (1994). Competing for the Future. Boston: HBS Press.
Teaching Australia (2007). Teaching for Uncertain Futures. Acton, ACT: Teaching Australia.
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Activity 1: Exploring the scenarios

This is a group ‘hot seating activity’ in which participants are invited to step 

inside the scenarios, adopting the perspective of a key stakeholder in an 

assigned scenario. 

Each group will be assigned one of the four 1. Open Book scenarios. Larger 

groups can be divided to create two sub-groups, each addressing the same 

scenario.

Each group will assign roles to its members including principal, teacher, and 2. 

parent and, if numbers permit, a student or other stakeholder determined by 

the group.

Time should be set aside for each group member to refl ect on their assigned 3. 

role and prepare short contributions to a group discussion that follows. These 

contributions should include views on:

forces in society and in education that are having an impact on the school ◊ 

and demand a response

the nature of the school response ◊ 

impact on their roles. ◊ 

The person assigned the role of the principal should commence the group 4. 

discussion and enable all to have the opportunity to participate in the time 

allotted. 

It is not intended that the activity involve role playing in the theatrical sense.5. 

At the end of the allocated time, sub-groups or groups assigned the same 6. 

scenario will be invited to share the approach taken, insights gleaned and 

conclusions reached.

In a short concluding plenary, group members will be invited to comment on 7. 

the value of scenarios in school planning.
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Values and beliefs in the formation of strategies

While strategy provides the framework and the means to move the school forward, movement or 
change must be based on a clear value and belief system. Schools are about providing education 
for the whole child in a moral and sustainable environment. Defi ning the values and beliefs of the 
school is a prerequisite of the strategic process. It is necessary to answer the question of ‘strategy 
for what?’ before we attempt to look at the ‘how’ of strategy. (Davies, 2006, p. 40)

Forces shaping education (OECD, 2001)

The Nature of Childhood and ‘Extended Adolescence’

Schools structurally lie at the core of children’s activities, and are perceived as the key socialising 
organisation, along with family and religion. But other sources of interest and infl uence seem far 
more attractive and relevant for many (e.g. TV, computer games, youth culture, the peer group). 
There is evidence of a mismatch between the prevailing concerns of developed societies and the 
interests of young people.

The young spending a longer time in initial education is widely seen as a good thing, particularly 
as more and more attain qualifi cations. But how far can this lengthening be taken, and how 
does it relate to life-long learning alternatives that argue for less emphasis on the ‘front-end 
model’ of education? Should the young be cloistered away from the labour market and family 
responsibilities for increasingly protracted periods? 

The Knowledge Economy

There are many signs that we live in a knowledge economy. But what is this knowledge; it is 
certainly more than information. The OECD suggests a four-way distinction: ‘Know-what Know-
why Know-how Know-who’. It suggests that demand for the last three is growing compared with 
demand for the more straightforward factual knowledge embodied in ‘know-what’. What does this 
mean for education, especially schools?

The OECD knowledge management report wonders about the capacity of many school systems 
to address such a broad and challenging knowledge agenda that goes well beyond traditional 
concepts of educational quality and the ‘know-what’ focus of factual knowledge/recall. 
Paradoxically, perhaps, the very importance of knowledge in the 21st century may increase, not 
diminish, the need for the school to place a strong emphasis on establishing a healthy personal 
and social foundation in the young. Schools should give students the tools with which to cope with 
the complex, rapidly changing world in which they live, with many such tools being about personal 
development, well-being and citizenship rather than cognitive knowledge itself.

Inequality and Exclusion

The past century has seen enormous progress in the developed world relating to standards of 
living, health and other indicators of welfare. Not all socio-demographic groups have experienced 
the changes equally: across the OECD countries as a whole, older members of populations, 
and those established in work, have done relatively well. But, younger members of the 
population (including children) and those with precarious labour market positions have done 
badly. Households with children headed by young adults, especially single parents, have been 
particularly affected.

In the light of the powerful association between home backgrounds and educational attainment, 
the stubborn, sometimes worsening, social inequalities are a critical set of trends for schools. Far 
from the knowledge society evaporating problems, it may well be exacerbating them for the most 
excluded.
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Changing Family and Community Life

Growing individualism and social fragmentation bring their own problems for the young and for 
schools. Obvious issues that they must cope with are divorce and the decline of the conventional 
nuclear family. Change in community life is also important: sub-urbanisation and increased 
mobility can undermine the neighbourhood structures that foster the social capital of norms, 
values and networks supportive of education. The school can less readily turn to the community 
as an educational partner where communities are dispersed, transient or virtual, and in some 
societies there is a related sense of profound unease about children’s security.

Some identify in these trends a new set of missions for schools. The school can be envisaged 
as the central organising point in our society at neighbourhood level. Should the socialisation 
functions of schools be made more explicit and accorded much greater priority? 

References 

Davies, B (2006). Leading the Strategically Focused School. London: Paul Chapman Publishing.

OECD (2001). Schooling for Tomorrow: What Schools for the Future? Paris: OECD.

Activity 2: Values and beliefs

In groups: 

Identify the values and beliefs that should underpin the 1. 

development of strategies for your school.

Compare the outcomes of your discussion with other groups.2. 
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What is a futures focused school?

Brian Caldwell and David Loader1 

A futures focused school is not one set in another time – the future. Rather it is a school parked 
solidly in the present but with an attitude and a commitment to engage with the future in order 
to discover alternatives as a context for making choices today. A futures focused school wants to 
choose and create a future for itself and its students. The alternative to being futures focused is to 
wait for the future to happen and then respond, or worse, to view the future as no more than an 
imagined glorious past, which the school seeks to recreate.

We cannot predict the future. Who foresaw 9/11 or the sub-prime crisis and what massive impacts 
they would have on our community?  But while we cannot predict the future, the reality is that 
we defi ne it each day in everything that we do. By basically continuing with what we have always 
done and improving it as best we can, we are assuming that the environment in which schools 
exist is not changing to any great extent. But the reality is that our community, country and world 
are changing rapidly. The environment for schools is undoubtedly changing whether as a response 
to the macro issues of terrorism, globalisation, equity, technology and climate change or to the 
more immediate shifts in family, social, cultural or community values. 

In a futures focused school there is a pre-eminent capacity and willingness for staff and other 
stakeholders to keep abreast of trends and issues, threats and opportunities in the wider 
environment, nationally and internationally; discerning megatrends and creating scenarios; and 
anticipating their impact on education generally and on the school in particular. This capacity is 
certainly a requirement of the principal and members of the leadership team, but these school 
leaders also share their knowledge with the school’s community, and encourage other leaders 
to do the same in their areas of interest. There are structures and processes which enable the 
school to gather evidence and other intelligence, set priorities and formulate strategies which take 
account of likely and / or preferred futures, with the school’s leaders being sources of expertise 
as these occur. They ensure that the attention of the school’s community is focused on matters 
of strategic importance. There are processes to monitor the implementation of strategies as well 
as emerging strategic issues in the wider environment. There is an ongoing process of review.A 
futures focused school defi nes and articulates its values and beliefs. These provide a foundation 
on which a future is described and a strategy planned. The ‘how’ of strategy is not designed until 
the ‘what’ is determined.

A focus on the future is just one aspect of a comprehensive approach to strategy. The metaphor 
of ‘seeing’ is helpful but it is 360˚ and multi-dimensional. A futures focused school ‘sees ahead’, 
but it also ‘sees behind’, honouring and extending its accomplishments in the past. It ‘sees 
above’ in the sense of understanding the policy context. It ‘sees below’, demonstrating a deep 
understanding of the needs, interests, motivations and aspirations of students and staff. It ‘sees 
beside’ by networking professional knowledge to take account of best practice in other schools in 
similar settings. It ‘sees beyond’ by seeking out best practice in other nations and in fi elds other 
than education. It is consistent and persistent; it ‘sees it through’. 
1 Brian Caldwell and David Loader are co-directors of the Futures Focused School Project, a partnership of Educational 
Transformations and Teaching Australia (Australian Institute of Teaching and School Leadership).  
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The metaphor of ‘sensing’ is also helpful given that ‘seeing’ refers to what is already in place or is 
projected. A futures focused school is alert to signals in its internal and external environment that 
may infl uence what may occur in the future and that may subsequently be ‘seen’. These signals 
may be strong or weak and a high level of sensitivity is required to distinguish among them.

There is a particular climate or culture in the futures focused school. Staff and others are 
comfortable in conducting informal unstructured conversations about strategy as much as, if not 
more than, they engage in the more formal processes of strategic planning. They endeavour to 
make sense of or construct a narrative around events that are unfolding, broadly in society and 
more specifi cally in education. These ‘strategic conversations’ are frequently evidence-based; 
futures-focused schools are comfortable with the increasingly data-rich environment in which 
they must operate. Above all there should be a disciplined commitment to strategy in the futures 
focused school.

In the futures focused school, scenarios are constructed and discarded with ease, but the school 
locks itself into particular scenarios when it is strategically possible or necessary to do so; for 
example, to embark on a long-term building project that takes account of developments in 
technology or commitments to a particular vision in fi elds such as the arts. 

The futures focused school understands that its evolution is not logical and linear but is a complex 
interaction of a host of possibilities in which options are taken up or set aside. In systemic terms, 
what occurs in schools is not solely the product of government policy, ministerial preference or 
bureaucratic requirement, but is also the outcome of creative action by people at the school level. 
Furthermore, the actions of one school can make a difference in other schools. However, for new 
practices to emerge there needs to be innovation and that means grappling with the future and 
always looking for new approaches to learning and teaching and the support of learning and 
teaching. The futures focused school invests in innovation so that it becomes an ‘incubator’ of new 
ideas and new practices.

Innovation and creativity do not always sit comfortably with the demands of the present yet the 
futures focused school accepts the need to set and meet targets and ensure that it is compliant 
with societal and systemic requirements, whether these are in curriculum, pedagogy or health and 
safety. More often than not it will exceed these targets while it seeks to create opportunities for 
sustainable success in a future of changing context and considered choice. Leading and managing 
a futures focused school means wrestling with the competing demands of short term goals and 
delivering outcomes today and long term goals and creating opportunities in the future. At times 
it will be uncomfortable with what the data are telling it about progress and outcomes and will be 
prepared to change course to realise its goals.   

There is robust but respectful debate in a futures focused school. While convergence of ideas is 
not always possible or even desirable, every effort is made to develop a shared understanding 
of what is important to create and sustain success. A test of whether it is a successful futures 
focused school is its track record of adaptability, fl exibility and sustainability in the past. It is 
adept at ‘strategic positioning’. It has a reputation for success in these matters.

Related reading

Beare, H. (2001). Creating the Future School. London: Routledge.
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Davies, B. (2006). Leading the Strategically Focused School. London: Paul Chapman Publishing.
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Activity 3: School audit

For each indicator, provide a rating of between 1 and 5 for (i) how well your school is 
performing and (ii) the priority you attach to further development.

Indicator Performance
1  2  3  4  5
Low              High

Priority
1  2  3  4  5
Low              High

The school has clearly defi ned values and 1. 
beliefs about life and learning that are used 
to balance past, present and future in the 
formulation of its plans

There is a capacity and willingness for staff 2. 
and other stakeholders to keep abreast of 
trends and issues, threats and opportunities, 
in the wider environment, nationally and 
internationally 

There is a capacity and willingness for staff 3. 
to respond to threats and opportunities, 
anticipating their impact on education 
generally and on the school in particular  

There are structures and processes which 4. 
enable the school to gather evidence and 
other intelligence, set priorities and formulate 
strategies which take account of likely and / 
or preferred futures 

School leaders ensure that the attention of the 5. 
school’s community is focused on matters of 
strategic importance, sharing their knowledge 
about these matters with the school’s 
community, and encouraging other leaders to 
do the same in their areas of interest

The school has an ongoing structured review 6. 
process that facilitates the monitoring of 
the implementation of strategies as well 
as emerging strategic issues in the wider 
environment

The school strategically positions itself for 7. 
enduring success by skilfully balancing 
strategies that have succeeded over time 
with new strategies that take account of 
changing circumstances 

Ongoing informal conversations about future 8. 
possibilities are encouraged as much as the 
more formal processes of strategic planning

The school invests in innovation so that it 9. 
becomes an ‘incubator’ of new ideas and new 
practices 

There is recognition that convergence 10. 
of ideas is not always possible or even 
desirable, but every effort is made to develop 
a shared understanding of what is important 
to create and sustain success

Total /50

Copyright © Teaching Australia 2009

Top 3 priorities
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Trends in 21st century learning and teaching

The point of moving through this process is to establish a common, clearly understood, mental 
model of what the school thinks its future will be, and how it can explain that future to all those in 
the school community. (Davies, 2006, p.  56)

Three views of 21st century learning 

MCEETYA’S declaration of educational goals 

Successful learners• 

Confi dent and creative individuals • 

Active and informed citizens• 

A New Zealand view (Meek, 2008, p. 5)

The capacity to learn• 

The capacity to participate in a future society• 

The capacity to be part of national traditions  • 

The capacity to value self and others• 

A global view from the CISCO study (CISCO 2008, p. 9)

All learners are to acquire a range of skills including: • 

problem solving and decision-making ◊ 

creative and critical thinking ◊ 

collaboration, communication and negotiation◊ 

intellectual curiosity◊ 

Receive tailored instruction• 

Connect to their communities• 

Continue learning through their lives• 

Three OECD scenarios

Schools as focused learning organisations

In schools as ‘focused learning organisations’ there is an emphasis on a knowledge rather than social agenda. 
Specialisations and diversity will fl ourish as will research on different pedagogies. There is extensive use of ICT 
and partnerships with tertiary education and other institutions involved in knowledge creation and dissemination. 
Teachers enjoy high status as professionals, with substantial engagement in research and development as well 
as continuous professional learning. There is diversity and mobility in employment arrangements.

Schools as core social centres

The ‘schools as core social centres’ scenario would see the school playing an important role in building a sense 
of community and creating social capital. A range of cooperative arrangements between schools and other 
agencies, institutions and organisations will be evident. There would be a broadening of the curriculum and more 
non-formal learning. Management of such enterprises would be more complex and leadership would be widely 
dispersed. Local decision-making will be important but national and international frameworks of support will be 
utilised. A core of teachers will enjoy high status but a range of persons from other professions will be involved 
in different contractual arrangements to support schools.

Learning networks and the networked society

In the ‘learning networks and the network society’ scenario dissatisfaction and demand for more diversifi ed 
approaches to learning results in a weakening of the formal institution of the school. This scenario is clearly 
supported by the powerful capacities for learning now possible through ICT.  Home schooling fl ourishes in this 
scenario. Schools may continue but in networks that together furnish the services that are required. Different 
governance arrangements prevail but there will be a requirement that certain public obligations are met in the 
interests of access and equity. There will be a diminution of the teaching profession as it is currently understood 
but a range of new learning professionals will emerge.
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Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians
(MCEETYA, 2008)

Australian governments commit to working in collaboration with all school sectors to support all young learners 
to become:

Successful learners

develop their capacity to learn and play an active role in their own learning• 

have the essential skills in literacy and numeracy and are creative and productive users of • 
technology, especially ICT, as a foundation for success in all learning areas

are able to think deeply and logically, and obtain and evaluate evidence in a disciplined way as a • 
result of study in fundamental disciplines

are creative, innovative and resourceful, and are able to solve problems in ways that draw upon a • 
range of learning areas and disciplines

are able to plan activities independently, collaborate, work in teams and communicate ideas• 

are able to make sense of their world and think about how things have become the way they are• 

are on a pathway towards continued success in further education, training or employment, and • 
acquire the skills to make informed learning and employment decisions throughout their lives

are motivated to reach their full potential• 

Confi dent and creative individuals

have a sense of self-worth, self-awareness and personal identity that enables them to manage their • 
emotional, mental, spiritual and physical wellbeing

have a sense of optimism about their lives and the future• 

are enterprising, show initiative and use their creative abilities• 

develop personal values and attributes such as honesty, resilience, empathy and respect for others• 

have the knowledge, skills, understanding and values to establish and maintain healthy, satisfying • 
lives

have the confi dence and capability to pursue university or post-secondary vocational qualifi cations • 
leading to rewarding and productive employment

relate well to others and form and maintain healthy relationships• 

are well prepared for their potential life roles as family, community and workforce members• 

embrace opportunities, make rational and informed decisions about their own lives and accept • 
responsibility for their own actions

Active and informed citizens

act with moral and ethical integrity• 

appreciate Australia’s social, cultural, linguistic and religious diversity, and have an understanding of • 
Australia’s system of government, history and culture

understand and acknowledge the value of indigenous cultures and posses the knowledge, skills • 
and understanding to contribute to, and benefi t from, reconciliation between indigenous and non-
indigenous Australians

are committed to national values of democracy, equity and justice, and participate in Australia’s civic • 
life

are able to relate to and communicate across cultures, especially the cultures and countries of Asia• 

work for the common good, in particular sustaining and improving natural and social environments• 

are responsible global and local citizens• 
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Activity 4: Vision

In groups:

What would a visitor to the school in 2014 see or sense that is different from what 1. 
would be seen or sensed in 2009? Prepare a list of elements in this vision for the 
school. You may select a longer horizon (2019 or 2029).

Compare the elements in the vision for your school with other groups.2. 

Element Description

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9



www.teachingaustralia.edu.au www.educationaltransformations.com.au

Page 17

Planning for change

The fi rst phase in developing a strategic plan for a school is to move away from the detailed lists of the 
operational plan and stand back and consider what will be the major themes that will be driving the school 
forward over the medium term. (Davies 2006: 85)

Activity 5 (A): Reconceptualising the school

The following template is based on Davies, B (2006) Leading the Strategically Focused School. 
London: Paul Chapman Publishing, pp. 45-57. A stimulus paper is provided drawing from Loader, D. 
(2007). Jousting for the New Generation. Camberwell: ACER Press.

In groups:

Determine responses for your school if the vision for 2014 (or 2019 or 2029) described in Activity 4 
is to be realised. If time is limited, it is recommended that attention be given to the fourth element: 
‘Develop mental models and narratives’.

Stages Key Questions Your school responses

Refl ect on the 
present

Take time 
out from the 
everyday 
challenges and 
give similar time 
to your staff for 
refl ection

Where are we?

Answer this from a number of 
perspectives: principal, teacher, 
parent, student and wider community; 
for example: How do you assess 
the school’s performance? What do 
parents and students think of the 
school?

Think about the 
future

Imagine new 
possibilities and 
directions

Where could we be?

Focus on a few themes which will 
make a real difference, for example: 
teaching for social responsibility, a 
school not bounded by a fence or no 
school at all, students developing and 
managing their individual learning 
plans, staff continuously having 
strategic discussions 

Serious analysis

The data 
collected needs to 
be broadly based 
and strategic

What do we know?

What do we do that is outstanding, 
what is good but needs improving, 
what is unsuccessful? Consider the 
school context: social, technical, 
educational, economic and political 
environment.

Develop mental 
models and 
narratives

How can we explain it?

Create a new mental model – set it 
in context with a narrative that will 
describe what it will look like and 
how it will operate. Examples of 
mental models include a school as a 
parking lot for students, a school as a 
shopping centre, a school as a studio, 
a school as a network of different 
communities, a school as a learning 
services broker, a school as a game 
community, and a school as a house. 
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Stimulus paper

Excerpts from Loader, D. (2007). Jousting for the New Generation. 
Camberwell, Vic: ACER Press.

School culture is infl uenced by structure. The design of buildings and the choice of furniture of classrooms 
often determine what happens in them.  And in turn the prevailing societal culture infl uences the style and 
functionality of furniture and building. Both culture and structure are powerful determinants of the mental 
models we hold of students, teachers, curriculum and institutions infl uencing how we think and act. 

So therefore we will be asking some fundamental structural questions:

Are we to continue with our understanding of a school as a place? Schools (and universities) as • 
land and buildings, dedicated to a community of learners, are a relatively recent phenomenon. 
Prior to their creation, students looked for teachers and travelled to be with them or invited the 
teacher to come to them. We could do the same again. So do we even need schools today, given 
our easy access to teachers and learning communities?

Are we content to view schools as institutions? Paradoxically what has made these institutions • 
strong and powerful, for example vertical division of labour with direction from the top, now makes 
it diffi cult for these same institutions to adapt in a distributed, network-based global economy and 
in a society experiencing accelerating change. 

What are the consequences for schools of new technology? The existence of Personal Digital • 
Assistants (PDA’s) challenges the idea that a physical school is needed as a work place for 
students. A PDA is a mobile work station, fi ling cabinet, library and community. The classroom 
can no longer contain all the knowledge that a young person needs, if it ever did. The Internet, as 
well as giving access to knowledge, can introduce people and link them together, and in doing so, 
makes ‘the playing fi elds of Eton’ redundant. 

If we persist with schools, will the model be that of a factory or can we consider some new • 
alternatives such as a studio, or a residential community, or as a network, virtual or real? 

Is the primary unit, around which we build the learning process, the student, the class or the • 
school?

Could we consider re-integrating formal education structurally with the family, the community, and • 
their economic components? 

Will we continue our reductionist approach to schooling, looking at the parts or will we take time • 
to consider a more holistic model? While Newtonian mechanistic science has offered much with its 
simplistic modelling, it is producing ecological and social crises in our outer world, psychological 
and spiritual crises in our inner world and an unproductive simplicity in our schools. 

Have we incorporated into our schools the new understanding of knowledge, its storage and access • 
to it, communication and community that follows the change from print to digital technology? 

Do schools need to move from an acquisitiveness mindset of demanding extravagant facilities and • 
unnecessary programs and staff? 

Most experimentation in schools involves only incremental changes in existing designs. Our • 
greatest need is for deep innovative changes which will change the designs themselves, to help 
realise new possibilities.

Should the school curriculum be focused on the academic or the social and what part should • 
market forces play in school design? Is there some merit in the de-schooling scenarios?

Are we to continue with the emotionally-charged debates over public versus private schooling, or is • 
there a third way? 

Our proud history of free compulsory education for all is a signifi cant achievement but it remains restricted 
by our history and culture. In 1954 a highly trained observer, Professor Freeman Butts, made a perceptive 
observation that continues to be relevant today: 

Underlying your centralised systems of state education [in Australia] are two basic assumptions: • 
(1) a uniform policy for all students in a state is a good thing, and (2) a uniform policy can be 
achieved only when the basic decisions are made by a relatively few people. Uniform policy 
seems to apply to school buildings and facilities, to educational expenditures, to subjects in the 
curriculum, to teaching methods, to standards of achievement of students, to classifi cation, 
appointment, promotion, and salary schedules for teachers, and to the preparation of teachers. I 
think I fi nd a suspicion or at least a feeling of discomfort in the fact of variety, difference, fl exibility, 
and change. (Butts 1955 : 12)

My hope is that we can move beyond this ‘discomfort’, observed by Butts, and demonstrate fl exibility, show 
innovation and courage, value difference and respond more personally to each of our students.

Reference
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Activity 5 (B) How much change?

This template is based on Leadbeater C (2008). ‘What’s next? Ideas for 21st century learning’. 
Paper prepared for the Innovations Unit (England).

In groups:

Determine the extent of change - ‘no change’, ‘incremental change’ and ‘major change’ for each 
of eight facets of learning if the vision for 2014 (or 2019 or 2029) described in Activity 4 is to be 
realised. 

If time is limited, elements of this activity can be incorporated in Activity 6.

Element No change Incremental 
change Major change

Focus of learning

Timing of learning

Pacing of learning

Settings for learning

Styles of learning

Support for learning

Aims of learning
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Strategies for achievement of next practice

There is a lot of research focused on best practice, but I focus on next practice. Next practice by defi nition 
has three problems: fi rstly it is future-oriented; secondly, no single institution or company is an exemplar of 
everything that you think will happen; and thirdly, next practice is about amplifying weak signals, connecting 
the dots. Next practice is disciplined imagination. (CK Prahalad cited by Valerie Hannon, 2007 : 2) 

Next practice

Activity 6 provides an opportunity to develop strategies for the implementation of ‘next practice’. Next practice 
is not best practice. It is not incremental. It is a disciplined approach to innovation that involves major 
change. Individual schools can and should be engaged in the design and implementation of their own possibly 
unique approaches to next practice – this is what we are engaged in on Day 2.

But system-wide initiatives to next practice are important and individual schools would benefi t from 
participating in these. Such system-wide approaches include those of The Innovation Unit (UK) and the 
Innovation and Next Practice Division of the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 
(Victoria). These involve fi eld projects or trials of a range of innovations. Each participating school is 
implementing a particular approach. The Innovation Unit has developed a Next Practice Innovation Model 
(Hannon, 2007 : 12):

Stimulating (analyse need, scan the horizon, seek innovators, and generate creative options) – • 
system-wide refl ection and intervention

Incubating (support the leadership of change, broker relationships and alliances, create • 
communities of practice, and invoke power to innovate) – local level action

Accelerating (exploit knowledge management techniques, synthesise evaluation and research, • 
accelerate diffusion with national agencies) – system learning

Tony Mackay is Chair of the Innovation Unit. He suggested in his contribution to the Futures Focused Schools 
project that next practice is concerned with disciplined innovation over the next three to fi ve years, which is 
the time frame in Activity 6.

Scanning

A key issue is how schools gather ideas about the particular kinds of innovation they will focus on in designing 
and implementing next practice. 

Some will emerge from the school’s own approaches to stimulating and incubating, and these will • 
be accelerated to the achievement of next practice. David Warner in his contribution to the Futures 
Focused School project (Warner, 2008), argues that the future is to be found in understanding and 
listening to your current students. Loader argues that good leaders stumble on next practice while 
pursuing a major educational objective. (Loader, 1997) As important as it is to be aware of what 
other professionals are doing, the fi rst priority for school leaders is to understand their own school 
and its needs and to pursue new solutions through initiative and enterprise.

Others will come from ‘scanning the horizon’, consistent with the description of the Futures Focused • 
School (Activity 3) in which we offered the metaphor of ‘seeing’: seeing ahead, seeing behind, 
seeing above, seeing below, seeing beyond and seeing it through.

While schools can build their own capacities to engage in ‘seeing’, entities such as The Innovation • 
Unit have an important role to play, especially where national or system-wide policies involving 
major change have been adopted. The Innovation Unit, for example, focused on four strands in its 
fi rst year, and reported the outcomes (Innovation Unit, 2008): system leadership (in partnership 
with the National College for School Leadership), community engagement in learning (in 
partnership with the Training and Development Agency), resourcing personalisation (in partnership 
with the Specialist Schools and Academies Trust) and parent and carer engagement.



www.teachingaustralia.edu.au www.educationaltransformations.com.au

Page 21

Hannon understands the challenges faced by schools in such an approach. She discusses the ‘fostering of an 

outward-facing disposition’:

How can busy, performance-driven practitioners become aware of approaches and techniques • 
which are emerging in other sectors – private and voluntary, as well as across public services more 
widely? It is enormously diffi cult in practice to be fully alert to developments and methods outside 
one’s ‘zone of operations’ (and sometimes even within it) which offer improvement potential. Some 
school leaders do manage to scan other horizons for ideas with transfer potential. How far can 
this be done on their behalf, to shortcut the investment in time, and also optimise the scope for 
adaptation? (Hannon, 2007 : 8)

Backward mapping

‘Backward mapping’ is helpful and this is adopted in Activity 6 (see Dimmock, 2000 for a description and 

illustrations for the design of a learning-centred approach that starts with the vision or intended outcome and 

works backwards to the present). The starting point is the vision (developed in Activity 4) and the selection 

of ‘major change’ (Activity 5B). Elisabeth Lenders describes a fi ve, three and one year approach in her 

contribution to the Futures Focused School project (Lenders, 2008).

A framework to guide the transformation of schools

Caldwell and Harris (2008) drew on the experience of futures focused schools in six countries to show how 

transformation (signifi cant, systematic and sustained change that secures success for all students in all 

settings) called for strengthening and aligning four kinds of capital: intellectual capital (knowledge and skill 

to design and deliver the vision), social capital (the support of the community in creating and pursuing the 

vision), spiritual capital (values and beliefs that underpin the vision) and fi nancial capital (money to fund 

disciplined innovation). 

Outstanding governance is required and we went beyond the traditional though necessary preoccupation with 

structures, roles, responsibilities and accountabilities to conceive of governance as the process through which 

the school builds its intellectual, social, fi nancial and spiritual capital and aligns them to achieve its goals. 

Outstanding leadership is required for outstanding governance and both are required in outstanding futures 

focused schools
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Activity 6: Backward mapping

In groups:

Select two major changes that will need to occur (Activities 5A and 5B) to achieve Vision 2014 
(or 2019 or 2029) in your school (Activity 4).

Description of two 
major changes to be 
realised in Vision 2014 
(Activities 4 and 5)

Targets to be achieved 
in 2012 to achieve major 
change in 2014: specify 
what will be in place?

Targets to be achieved 
in 2010 to achieve major 
change in 2014: specify 
what will be in place?

Major change 1: 1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Notes on possible intervening 
forces:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Notes on process:

Major change 2: 1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Notes on possible intervening 
forces:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Notes on process:
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Bethany Catholic Primary School, Werribee North, Victoria

Bethany Catholic Primary School is located in Werribee North, a rapidly expanding community south-west 
of Melbourne. It was opened in 1995 with an enrolment of 160, initially on a temporary site in demountable 
accommodation. It was established on its permanent site in 1997 and its current enrolment is more than 600. 
Marlene Monahan has been Principal since the school was established. Bethany is part of the system of schools 
administered by the Catholic Education Offi ce, Archdiocese of Melbourne. The school serves a community with 
moderate to high socio-economic disadvantage. In 2009 its SES score as a non-government school was 96, 
with the highest in Victoria being 128 (least disadvantaged) and the lowest being 81 (most disadvantaged).

A feature of the school is its Leadership Centre, offi cially opened in November 2008 by Julia Gillard, Deputy 
Prime Minister and Minister for Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, in whose electorate (Lalor) 
Bethany is located. As described by the school, the centre is equipped with resources enabling students to 
develop the skills vital for success in the 21st Century. The building design allows for individual difference in 
learning styles and provides furniture which assists quality collaboration as well as independent work. The 
ICT resourcing provides students with interactive whiteboards, graphics tablets, laptops with wireless network 
access, and desktop computers. The building also provides students with an Art Studio and kitchen facilities. 

The case study of the school contained in DVD Volume 2 in the workshop package contains a short fi lm of 
students and learning facilitators at work in different parts of the Leadership Centre which accommodates 
180 Grade 5 and 6 students who have access to Hitachi interactive Starboards, 21 laptops, 19 computer 
workstations, four portable DVD players, three hard drive video cameras, 4 digital recorders, 2 Nintendo DS’s, 
graphic tablets attached to a plasma screen and four digital cameras. A visit to the Leadership Centre reveals 
a high level of engagement   of students involved in a variety of learning opportunities including workshop and 
tutor groups in facilitator directed learning, as well as team and individual work on ‘learning quests’. 

Students are introduced to the styles and protocols of independent learning from the time they enter the 
school – ‘they are supported from the minute they walk through the door’ – so they are confi dent by the time 
they enter the Leadership Centre. Each student has a personal learning plan for what he or she will do on each 
occasion. Staff design experiences for students in programs known as ‘Learning on the Go’ and students can 
access the menu from laptops and PC’s at any time. Any student or group of students who are uncertain of the 
task at hand or need assistance in any way need only move to particular seats spread throughout the centre 
and one of several roaming facilitators providing ‘just in time’ teaching.

The school has a Creativity Centre, primarily accessed by Prep-Year 2 students, and a Years 3-4 Bridging 
Centre. These centres have also been purposefully built to provide students with access to resources that 
encourage design, development and innovation of ideas. Students also have access to discussion and 
recording studios and can choose to work with a range of media including paint, clay, construction, cooking 
and multi-media. Interestingly, bookings to use the centres are organised by the students through the school 
intranet. DVD Volume 2 includes fi lms of students at work in the Creativity Centre. 

The school’s website (www.bethany.melb.catholic.edu.au) contains many photographs of activities from a 
variety of school centres,  as well as short fi lms demonstrating what students can do with multi-media. The 
latter are vibrant and energising. 

The school is an excellent example of matching the design of facilities, demonstrated in the Leadership Centre, 
to approaches to learning and teaching that are generally considered to be important in a 21st century school. 
However, school leaders stress that such facilities, while desirable, are not essential – ‘a lot can still be done 
in traditional buildings’ – as demonstrated in what occurs in the demountable ‘learning centres’ (classrooms). 
At fi rst glance from the outside, these look like normal demountables in which more-or-less traditional 
approaches are employed. However, a visit to the Prep Exploration Centre and the Years 1-2 Discovery Centre 
reveals the same personalised approaches are being used by teachers who are clearly skilled in a range of 
pedagogies. Each learning centre is well-equipped with a range of technologies. It is also evident that the 
school has a high number of students with special learning needs who require individual support and the 
visitor is struck by the capacity of these students to work confi dently and individually. 

There are two other notable facilities in the school. The Information Resource Centre is a place where students 
access information through the use of an extensive book and multi-media collection. The Multi-Purpose Centre 
is a large area used for school assemblies, physical education and sport, school meetings, Faith Community 
Masses, parent forums and to showcase the dance and music curriculum.

Bethany offers a curriculum framed by the Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS) established by the 
Board of Studies and the Religious Education Guidelines of the Catholic Education Offi ce. These are powerful 
frameworks and the school is very clear about its goals in meeting expectations. However, ‘co-construction’ 
of learning experiences is encouraged. One school leader described how two grade 6 girls designed their own 
learning within a clear set of goals – ‘they know what they have to achieve’ – and went beyond expectations. 

Studies of exemplary futures focused schools
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The school has taken up approaches to personalising learning advocated by Professor David Hargreaves in 
several publications for iNet (International Networking for Educational Transformation). These gateways are 
student voice, learning to learn, curriculum, new technologies, mentoring and coaching, advice and support, 
school design, workforce reform and assessment for learning. The school has moved through these gateways 
to proceed to the four ‘deeps’: deep leadership, deep support, deep learning and deep experience. In a 
podcast (www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/swap/wellbeing/teachers/teachandlearn) of the Graduate School of 
Education at the University of Melbourne and the Catholic Education Offi ce Melbourne through the Student 
Wellbeing Action Partnership (SWAP), Bethany’s Deputy Principal Helen Kelly describes how the school used 
the Hargreaves’ approach.  

It is noteworthy that the school performs above ‘like schools’ in state- and nation-wide tests in literacy and 
numeracy [AIM – Achievement Improvement Monitor (Victoria);  NAPLAN – National Assessment Program 
Literacy and Numeracy (Australia)] so the priority being placed on knowledge and skills that are developed in 
the several centres described above does not proceed at the expense of basic learning skills.  

The school’s capacity to be futures focused is striking in a number of respects and much of this capacity 
relates to approaches to leadership and quality of relationships. Bethany has a senior leadership team of 
7 educators whose responsibility it is to ensure the overall performance and development of the school. In 
addition to Principal and deputy roles, some of the leaders are in fact recognised as ‘principals’ of individual 
centres. There are also 14 ‘Leading Teachers’ who are experienced learning facilitators. Their role in the school 
is described as ‘extremely infl uential’. ‘Distributed leadership’ is powerfully practised at Bethany. According 
to Principal Marlene Monahan, the quality of relationships and a belief that any challenge can be managed as 
long as ‘we don’t manage alone’ are important elements in the school’s culture. Key words are respect, trust 
and hope. Debates about directions for the school and strategies to be addressed in realising its vision are 
described as ‘robust’, but these elements and key words are pre-eminent in ensuring that the school moves 
forward. The school invites visitors to raise questions about its approach.

There is recognition that individual members of staff will face diffi culties from time to time, with one leader 
referring to the importance of ‘lifting someone’ and ‘leaning on someone’. Leaders are conscious that they 
are modelling for students who are nurtured in ‘negotiating with respect’. These values extend to the school’s 
community at times when some families are facing diffi culties. The aim is to build trust between the school 
and all families at all times but especially in challenging times.

It is apparent on visiting the school that there are high demands on teachers in designing the personalised 
learning experiences and providing the individual support for all. It is also apparent that staff are able 
to design and deliver without undue stress. The importance of maintaining a good work-life balance is 
emphasised by senior staff. It is clear that the school’s strategic restructuring of staffi ng, resources and 
timetabling along with the values and practices of distributed leadership, mutual support, respect and trust 
ensure that the load can be managed and balance achieved. The powerful commitment of staff to the vision of 
the school was captured by one educator who observed that ‘we are just as proud of our school as we are of 
our home’.

Approaches to learning and teaching as evident in all centres have not been developed at short notice: ‘we did 
it very slowly’. They have been part of the vision since the school began. The school has a continually updated 
four-year plan – ‘there is always a plan’ – always working toward the achievement of the vision. There is 
frank acknowledgement that it is diffi cult to plan for a specifi c long-term future when that may not be known 
but the values and practices described above combined with several particular strategies for learning about 
practice elsewhere ensure that the school maintains a futures focus. As Principal Marlene Monahan described 
it, ‘we are always discerning the way forward’.

The acquisition of professional knowledge is valued and encouraged. School leaders and other staff read 
widely. The school learns from other organisations that have proved to be successful. Several leaders 
have travelled internationally to learn and share. For example, Deputy Principal Helen Kelly participated 
in a conference of International Networking for Educational Transformation (iNet) in Beijing in 2007. As 
described by Helen shortly after the event, an outcome is that ‘we have joined an online international art 
project. Emailing between our students and students in the UK and China has already begun. Aspects of the 
information provided by keynote speakers regarding next practice in system redesign have prompted us to 
begin insightful discussions with our leadership team’.  These are facets of the four ‘deeps’ described earlier: 
deep leadership, deep support, deep learning and deep experience.
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MLC School, Sydney, New South Wales

MLC School, Sydney is a non-government girls’ school located approximately 11 kilometres west of the Sydney 
CBD. In 2008, 1215 girls were enrolled across the three schools, including the junior school (kindergarten 
to year 5), middle school (years 6, 7 and 8) and senior school (years 9 – 12). MLC School, Sydney has a 
strong tradition, drawing on its history of 120 years of preparing young women for their adult lives. The staff 
and students clearly demonstrate their pride in these strong traditions. They are not, however, bound by the 
traditional structures of learning. Rather, members of this school community are encouraged to challenge 
traditional structures of schooling and to develop new structures that are better suited to prepare their 
students for working in the 21st Century.

The school is committed to preparing students to become successful adults in a changing world. This 
commitment is evident throughout the school, from its motto, ‘dare to be more’, to its educational philosophy 
of ‘transforming learning’. The principal of MLC School, Sydney, Mrs Barbara Stone, reported that in order 
achieve this goal, schools need to think about the knowledge, skills and experiences that their students will 
need once they have left school, not simply focus on those they need now. She believes that it is best to 
collaboratively build a vision of what the future may be in ten or twenty years’ time. Looking this far ahead 
can enable the school to develop innovative goals and not simply plan for incremental change. 

The leadership team at MLC meets regularly to plan how to realise the vision for the future that they have 
developed with the school community. In addition to planning, the leadership team also routinely evaluates its 
progress towards achieving the strategic goals that they set every three years. These strategic goals guide the 
school’s initiatives and provide a frame of reference for its work towards realising its future goals. In 2008, the 
school had four strategic goals:

Seamless technology will change the way that the school operates;1. 

Learning will be  more tailored to individual needs;2. 

Schools will become centres of the community; and 3. 

International citizenship will become essential.4. 

As one of the fi rst schools in Australia to introduce a laptop program, MLC has long been a forerunner in 
adopting new technologies. As the strategic goal of using ‘seamless technology’ suggests, the school views 
technology as a tool that can be used to enhance teaching and learning and to equip its students with a range 
of skills for their working lives. As such, all students from grades 5 to 12 have their own laptop and are able to 
work through the wireless networks provided by the school. 

The school has embraced a range of online learning opportunities for all members of the school community. 
These approaches include ‘blue sheets’, which provide areas for staff or students to share information, ideas 
and links to external resources or participate in online discussions in a particular area of interest. Individuals 
and groups of students are able to establish and facilitate their own online communities in specifi c interest 
areas. 

The school’s online learning portal, or website, referred to as ‘pangaea’, also enables members of the school 
community to share information on a particular topic. Using this portal, teachers can create pages that 
focus on a particular unit of work and provide students with descriptions of their learning goals and access 
to resources that enable them to achieve these goals. Both teachers and students are then able to upload 
and download documents, videos and links to external online resources. Students are able to email teachers 
directly for assistance, discuss questions online with other students and submit their work online in an open 
forum or through individual ‘blogs’ (web logs). Through these approaches to technology and online learning, 
the school has achieved its objective of supporting student ‘learning anywhere, anytime’. 

Moreover, staff at MLC have used the online learning units as a vehicle to promote increased personalisation 
of learning. The school places a signifi cant emphasis on its ability to tailor learning to the needs and interests 
of individual students. The online learning portal allows students to take greater control of their own learning 
and to work at their own pace. By providing students with details of their tasks, their learning goals and the 
relevant resources prior to commencing the unit of work, teacher have greater fl exibility to help students who 
are having trouble with the work. Students with particular interests in the area, on the other hand, are able to 
access further information and tackle more challenging tasks.

The concept of tailoring learning to individual needs, however, is not simply restricted to the idea of enabling 
students to work at their own pace. In grade 9, all students are required to undertake an independent study, 
which provides students with an opportunity to learn a range of skills for research, project management and 
self-directed learning in an area of their choice. Students in the upper-secondary years are also given the 
opportunity to choose to undertake the New South Wales Higher School Certifi cate (HSC) or the International 
Baccalaureate. Furthermore, staff and students reported that students at MLC have the ability to adapt 
aspects of the curriculum to suit their own interests, such as focusing on a different topic for an assessment 
task, or even negotiate individualised programs. 

Studies of exemplary futures focused schools
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One member of the leadership team described how two year nine students expressed their discontent with 
some areas of their curriculum and their interest in a range of other topics. In response, the school has 
worked in collaboration with these students and their parents to formulate programs that are adapted to the 
students’ interests and yet still cover the required curriculum. Staff members are similarly empowered to 
explore their own interests and suggest their ideas for change within the school.

The ability of students to negotiate individualised programs is just one example of the value that MLC places 
on ensuring that the ‘voices’ of all members of the school community are heard. The school encourages the 
sharing of ideas and recognises the ability of all members of staff, parents and students to contribute to their 
teaching and learning environment. The value placed on the ideas of all members of the school was clearly 
demonstrated when students from the junior school were consulted on and contributed to the design of their 
new school building.

The school’s work towards the fi nal two strategic goals, establishing schools as the centre of the community 
and developing international citizenship, primarily takes place outside the traditional classroom structure. 
MLC aims to provide students with a sense of community and a sense of belonging that may be lacking in 
large urban centres. For example, the school offers an extended school day, with students able to participate 
in school and extra-curricular activities between 7 am and 6pm, with some facilities open for longer hours. 
The principal reported, however, that it is no longer suffi cient for a student to only know and be comfortable 
in their local area, or in Sydney. In response, the school has established a range of programs and activities 
designed to support students to become independent, motivated and confi dent individuals in a globalised 
world. 

MLC also offers students two unique learning experiences that broaden their horizons and give them new 
insights into the city and country in which they live. The fi rst of these experiences, the city experience, 
provides students from year 8 the opportunity to learn more about their city through activities and a group-
research program that takes place over three weeks in the CBD of Sydney. Each group of students is given a 
theme that they can explore within the city environs. Students’ experiences are recorded through individual 
journals, displays of information and a multi-media production that they present at the end of the three week 
period.

Students in year 9 are given the opportunity to learn in the remote environment of Broken Hill. For three 
weeks, students are required to live with a group of their peers, interact with town residents and students 
from Broken Hill High School and carry out research into a specifi c aspect of the town. Each group records and 
produces a short fi lm on their experiences of living and learning in this remote setting. This program breaks 
away from traditional school structures to provide students with a learning experience that will give them life 
skills, a greater understanding of the country in which they live and the opportunity to learn from experiences 
beyond the classroom.

The leadership team indicated, however, that MLC does not just offer opportunities for learning that are 
beyond the classroom but also those that are beyond their local community. Students are encouraged to 
explore other cultures, through their own culturally diverse community and the school’s links with schools in 
other countries. A number of students choose to participate in international exchange programs to experience 
a new culture fi rst-hand. New technologies, particularly MLC’s innovative ‘Skoolaborate’ project, are also used 
to establish and strengthen their international ties and to develop students’ cultural understandings.

‘Skoolaborate’ is a Virtual Island school in teen second life, an online 3D virtual world that has been developed 
to promote collaboration between schools throughout the world. At this stage, it has grown to be the largest 
school-based initiative of its kind worldwide. Participating countries include Australia, New Zealand, Japan, 
Singapore, Taiwan, the UK and the USA among others. MLC students are able to explore this virtual world as 
avatars and to communicate with other students from around the world on academic topics in a safe online 
environment. Staff and students from participating schools can also propose projects to the partners of 
Skoolaborate who allocate space for projects that will improve learning for all.  

 One project that MLC is involved with is building a ‘virtual Broken Hill experience’. MLC students will work in 
collaboration with students from Taiwan, who have experience in developing sites in the virtual environment 
and are seeking to improve their English. This collaboration will, therefore, benefi t both groups of students, 
enable them to develop new understandings about each others’ cultures and forge new ties between their 
schools. Mr Westley Field, the Director of Online Learning at MLC, indicated that the most interesting aspect 
of the Skoolaborate project has been that this work challenges traditional notions of the teacher as the 
knowledge provider. Staff and students are learning about working within virtual spaces at the same time. 

Discussions with the leadership team, staff and students showed that they all shared an understanding of 
the futures focus within their school. This understanding is framed in two ways: through the long-term vision 
for the future that has been developed by all members of the school community and through its bold and 
innovative approaches to achieving its strategic goals. The school encourages both staff and students to 
challenge traditional school structures, share their ideas and continually look to the future
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Robina State High School, Gold Coast, Queensland

Robina State High School is a government secondary school in Queensland that enrols approximately 1,460 
students from year 8 to year 12. Located in a rapidly growing area of the Gold Coast, this school exemplifi es 
the concept of ‘think global, act local’. Discussions with members of the leadership team demonstrated their 
ability to effectively identify and utilise the strengths of the local community in order to provide students with 
high quality, personalised educational opportunities. Likewise, the futures focused philosophy of the school is 
founded on the concepts of fl exibility and responsiveness to the current needs of the school community, while 
looking towards and planning for a range of possible futures.

The school has two core areas of focus in preparing their students to be successful in their post-schooling 
lives. The fi rst focus is on building strong, healthy relationships for all members of the school community. A 
number of staff work to support the wellbeing of students and parents throughout secondary schooling. The 
school recognises that students in the 21st Century face considerable levels of social and emotional pressure. 
Moreover, there are increasing expectations for schools to manage these pressures in addition to meeting 
students’ academic needs. Principal Ross Smith believes that unless students are supported to be enthusiastic, 
engaged and confi dent learners they cannot achieve their potential. He believes that ‘if their hearts aren’t in 
it, their heads won’t follow’. 

The school’s focus on building relationships and supporting students also extends to the local and wider 
community. Ross Smith indicated that the school works consistently to establish links within its growing local 
community for a range of reasons, including the identifi cation of local opportunities for vocational education, 
work experience and possible future employment. Staff have established strong relationships with feeder 
primary schools, through professional collaboration, involvement in professional learning activities and through 
reciprocal school visits. These relationships support staff in better understanding the needs of their future 
students.

Another prime example of the school’s responsiveness to the needs of its students and its relationships within 
the local community is the development of the ‘League for Life’ program. This program was developed as a 
response to discovering that a sports stadium built across the road from the school would be the home ground 
of the Rugby League team, the Gold Coast Titans. In 2007 Deb Derrick, a teacher at Robina State High, 
recognised the interest that some of the students had in Rugby League and decided to establish a relationship 
with the local team. This program, which has links to the UK ‘playing for success’ model, was developed to 
support the learning needs of boys in the middle years of schooling, particularly those who were considered to 
be ‘at risk’. 

Students in ‘League for Life’ work together in four areas, including Mathematics, English, the Arts, and 
Health and Physical Education (HPE). The program addresses the full curriculum but capitalises on students’ 
interests by using Rugby League as a stimulus for some of their classroom activities. Members of the Gold 
Coast Titans team are actively involved in the program. Although the program is still relatively new, the 
benefi ts for students have been marked. Deb Derrick reported that students in the program have shown 
improvements in a range of areas, including their attendance, behaviour and achievement, particularly in the 
area of mathematics. In 2008, the year 9 cohort of students achieved the highest results of any year 9 class in 
the Arts. League for Life was initially offered for students in year 8 but is expanding as participating students 
move up within the school. It is anticipated that the original students, who will be in year 10 in 2009, will be 
active in mentoring younger students. This practice aligns strongly with the philosophy of the program, which 
encourages students to give back to the community.

While the school has developed strong relationships with the local community, it also has a strong 
international focus and aims to prepare students for living in an increasingly multi-cultural globalised world. 
Robina State High regularly hosts long-term and short-term visits from international students and teachers. 
In 2008, for example, the school welcomed more than 50 students from about 15 countries on long-term 
study visits to Australia and hosted the largest cohort of Japanese students ever hosted by one school in 
Queensland. School staff relentlessly plan these international visits, particularly short-term study tours, 
to ensure that they not only increase students’ cultural understandings but also enhance student learning 
through relevant curriculum planning. 

The second focus at Robina State High is on student learning and supporting every student to achieve his or 
her potential. The school uses a personalised defi nition of achievement and does not only focus on academics. 
Students are also encouraged to participate, and are recognised for their achievement, in a broad range of 
activities. On entering the principal’s offi ce, visitors and students are faced with large, autographed posters 
of former students who have achieved, or are on their way to achieving, world-class performances in their 
sporting fi elds, including surfi ng and golf. 
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This recognition of students who have achieved this level of success in sport is a clear demonstration of the 
school’s aim to assist students to pursue their individual goals to the best of their ability.

In order to support students to achieve their goals, Robina State High School offers specialised programs 
to support a broad range of student interests and abilities. In addition to a range of sports, the school runs 
programs of excellence in three: golf, baseball and futsal (an internationally recognised form of indoor soccer). 
2008 marked the introduction of a Japanese immersion program which provided a range of classes for 
participating students, including science, mathematics and the Arts.

Students who are recognised as having high aptitudes in academic, cultural and linguistic, social and / or 
sporting domains have the opportunity to join the school’s ‘Kingfi sher’ program. The Kingfi sher program has 
been designed to provide talented students with ample opportunities to extend their skills. An Individual Plan 
is prepared for students in the program, who are expected to be active members of the school community 
and participate in at least three extra-curricular activities each year. Teacher mentors work closely with every 
student to identify opportunities to extend their skills and ensure that their extra-curricular commitments do 
not have a negative impact on achievement in other areas of school life. 

The ‘Employ Me’ program has been developed to engage students from year 10 who are recognised as being 
at risk of not completing secondary school. The aim of this program is to equip students with knowledge 
and skills that will enable them to go on to either full-time employment or to a traineeship / apprenticeship. 
One of the fundamental goals of Robina State High is to prepare all students for the future by helping each 
to complete a qualifi cation, which could be the Queensland Certifi cate of Education (QCE) or a vocational 
qualifi cation, before leaving school. 

As a response to this goal and the changing needs of secondary students, the school has made dramatic 
changes to the traditional structure of a school timetable. Students in the upper secondary school can attend 
classes between 8am and 4pm from Monday to Thursday each week. No classes are scheduled for students 
in years 11 and 12 on Friday, leaving one day each week free for students to study, work or undertake a 
traineeship or apprenticeship. In 2008, nearly 100 students were balancing traineeships and apprenticeships 
with their full-time schooling and, on leaving school, would have a QCE and be well on the road to gaining 
a trade qualifi cation. Students who have an interest in pursuing tertiary education also have the option of 
participating in a range of ‘pre-tertiary’ programs. The school has developed links with local universities, 
which enable students to take a fi rst-year university subject. If they are successful in this course, participating 
students can be guaranteed a university placement after fi nishing school. 

In addition to the school’s focus on building strong relationships and supporting students to achieve, staff 
demonstrate dedication to the use of data-driven approaches to the planning and implementation of change. 
Staff collect and examine a broad range of data from all areas of the school. Regular analysis of data enables 
staff to undertake regular evaluations of the school’s performance. The principal reported that often the 
process of analysing school data enables staff to ask questions about the school that they would not have 
otherwise considered. 

In addition to using data to evaluate performance and identify areas of need within the school, positive data 
are used to recognise and celebrate the achievements of the school community. In 2008, for example, year 9 
students from Robina State High participated in the National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) and performed better than the state and national averages in all fi ve assessment areas. The school 
has made these NAPLAN data widely available through its website not only as a promotional tool but also to 
recognise and demonstrate pride in the hard work and achievement of students and staff. This positive focus 
is also evident in the school publication entitled ‘Celebrate!’, which is released every month or two, in addition 
to the newsletter, to highlight successful activities and events throughout the school.

When asked to describe a futures focused school, Principal Ross Smith reported his belief that a truly futures 
focused school needs to not only plan for the future but to be fl exible and responsive to the needs of the 
current students and other stakeholders in the school community. He indicated that, in his experience, 
long-term strategic planning needs to allow room for schools to practice this responsiveness. Accordingly, 
the futures focus of Robina State High is realised through strong annual planning and a long term focus on 
building relationships and supporting student achievement through innovative teaching and learning. Staff are 
continually looking forward and outside the school boundaries to what is happening in the world of education 
that will infl uence their practices. The school recognises, however, that the most important sources of 
infl uence on their future practice are found locally.
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