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Introduction

Kinross College is a purpose-built middle school that opened in 2002.  It was set up under the government initiative, the Local Area Education Planning project.  It is an example of what could happen when all interested parties are able to work together to produce a school that best meets the needs of the students in a particular area.  However, it also shows how economics can play a large part in determining how a school is structured.

The Kinross Experience

Kinross is a suburb located in the Perth metropolitan area.  It is situated in the northern corridor, an area that has expanded rapidly over the last decade.  A number of primary schools have been established to cater for the growing population of young families as the new suburbs and housing developments grew.  Kinross also has its own primary school.  However, by 2001 it had grown to over 900 students, necessitating a solution to the accommodation needs of the students there.  Meanwhile, it had become apparent that there was a need for secondary facilities for these students as they left Kinross Primary School.  The surrounding suburbs, also being relatively new, did not have sufficient secondary facilities either.  The Education Department of Western Australia, therefore, put in place the beginning of a process that would determine how best to find solutions the both of these problems.

The District Director, Kerry Usher, convened a number of public meetings during which the local community was consulted regarding the establishment of new educational facilities in the local area.  A number of options were presented and information was presented regarding all of these.  It was decided that a middle school would be established at Kinross, covering Years 6 to 10, and that a senior campus would be built at Mindarie.  This had the effect of removing the students in two whole year groups from Kinross Primary School, alleviating the pressure of numbers there.  It also meant that the two new schools would be able to cater specifically for their respective groups of students, providing resources appropriate for them and an alternative pathway for students, giving parents a choice to the conventional K – 7 / 8 – 12 model.

The foundation principal was appointed in 2001 to oversee the establishment of Kinross College, through its planning stages and the first years of its operation.  Hylton Hayes is a strong supporter of middle schooling principles due to his concern about student alienation.  He has implemented middle schooling principles in his teaching over many years, and had the drive and vision to be able to instigate their use in this new school.  He was involved in more meetings at which middle schooling was more thoroughly explained to the parents in the local area (a process which is ongoing),, and met with the architects, James Christou, in order to assist in planning the building of the new school.  He involved focus groups consisting of representatives from all interested parties in the planning process, giving them the opportunity to provide input into what would be required in teaching young adolescents from 10 to 15 years of age and managing the kinds of issues that confront them.  The building was designed to specifically cater for middle schooling principles.

Other staff that were appointed to Kinross College were all selected on merit, and they were, therefore, also very supportive of the middle schooling concept.  The school opened in 2002 with Year 6 and 7 students, expanding to cater for Year 8 in 2003 and Year 9 in 2004.  It is anticipated that Year 10 will begin in 2005, completing the school’s growth.

The LAEP project

The Local Area Education Planning (LAEP) project was a government initiative set up under the Liberal Court Government in 1996.  Its main aims were to improve the educational opportunities for all students within Western Australia, but particularly within groups or clusters of schools.  It aimed to include all parties in the local area in the planning for the educational needs of children within the area.  Official LAEP documentation (Iacomel, 1999; Oerlemans, 2001) emphasises that it is the needs of the students that need to be considered in the planning process.  It aimed to provide students with a better range of curriculum choices, specialist programs and quality facilities.  However, there is also a strong emphasis on the rationalisation of resources so that these are shared wisely and fairly across the various schools within the district.  Oerlemans (2001) argues that the LAEP “shows global influences, such as the demand for middle schooling, as well as concerns with economic demands for governments to demonstrate greater value for money in expenditure of funds.”

Oerlemans (2001) also points out that education policy shifted during the eighties to include the notion that it is the role to education to serve the economy.  Schools must now prepare students for their future vocations, leading to economic advantage for the nation.  LAEP was also a response to these and other new expectations of schools.  By including the local area in the planning process, it was possible for the specific needs of the students and the community they lived in to be considered and catered for in the schools within the region.  LAEP led to more flexibility in the types of schools that were set up, providing diversification and choice for students and their parents.  This was in some part due to the influence of private schooling in Western Australia, which had led to an unprecedented number of students being enrolled privately.  The Government was keen to provide a viable alternative so that parents felt that they had a valid choice of types of educational experiences within the State system.

There was some opposition to LAEP when it was first introduced.  Many groups of people felt that it was aimed solely at closing a number of schools that had become fallen in enrolment figures or that were located on valuable land.  Some believed that it was, in fact, a plot to encourage more parents to send their children into the private education system (Kailis, 1998).  The unions were equally scathing about LAEP.  They believed that it was all about closing schools while giving the illusion of being about improving the delivery of education in state schools.  Andrew Pheasant, president of the Australian Education Union (WA branch), is quoted by Kailis (1998) in Green Left Weekly that LAEP

tried to create the impression that the community, particularly parents, were going to be consulted in a genuine way. The government set the parameters within the local planning area frameworks so that the parents can only arrive at one conclusion, that the school has to be shut.  They have predetermined the result, by limiting the criteria that will lead to a school remaining open.

He considered that these criteria did not include any mention of the greater alienation that students would experience in bigger schools and that they did not allow for the revising of staffing formulae in order to lead to a wider variety of subjects being offered.  Some parent groups (Kailis, 1998) argued that the closures would force students to travel extra distances in accessing specialist educational opportunities.

This opposition led to a campaign, including a rally outside of Parliament House and stalls at shopping centres, aimed at informing the public of the concern held by these groups of people.  Pheasant, cited by Kailis (1998) said that the only way the school closures could be prevented was by the public realisation that 

LAEP has nothing to do with education planning and everything to do with economic planning. It's all about shifting resources from the public sector to the private sector and creating a two-tiered education system.

Since 1996, LAEP has led to many changes within the structure of education in Western Australia.  In spite of the opposition from unions and parent groups, a number of schools have closed (e.g. Scarborough Senior High School).  However, many others have opened, some being amalgamations of previous schools (e.g. Shenton College), others being restructured to cater for limited groups of students (e.g. City Beach High School) and many being built to cater for students in growing urban areas.  Kinross College is one of the latter.

Reasons for the Choice of Middle Schooling at Kinross College

It is interesting to consider why it was decided to establish a middle (rather than a traditional) school at Kinross.  While the economic reasons for the Government favouring this model are valid and logical (i.e. reducing numbers at Kinross Primary), it is also true that the ‘powers that be’ within Education Department have been very much influenced by current thinking in education.  LAEP documentation does not mention middle schooling as a desired approach to educating students.  Therefore, LAEP cannot in itself be ‘blamed’ for its implementation at Kinross College.  The documentation (Education Department of WA) does, however, state that 

The middle years of school represent one of the most significant areas of current educational reform across Australia. The education and social needs of adolescents from 11-15 years of age present a range of challenges that require educators to rethink and reformulate the most effective methods to engage this group in active learning.
In addition, the formation of the Middle Schooling Association of Western Australia (Inc) was an LAEP initiative (Middle Schooling Association of WA).  The conclusion that can be drawn from this is that LAEP led to those involved in education re-examining their philosophy and practice and adjusting their approach to dealing with educational issues accordingly.
Many of the educational consultants within the Education Department are interested in implementing middle schooling practices in Western Australian schools.  They have become concerned about student alienation and how this has impacted on how well students achieve at school.  They are, therefore, very supportive of districts that decide to establish schools implementing these practices, providing money and resources to ensure its success.  Kinross and Mindarie Colleges were provided with a total of $30 million to be split 50-50.

Kerry Usher, the then District Director at the West Coast District Education Office, is a very strong supporter of middle schooling practices and believes in providing parents with choice with regards to their children’s education.  The support of the District Director and District Office assisted the principal in establishing the school.  The school also published many glossy brochures, enumerating the advantages of establishing a middle school at Kinross and a senior campus at Mindarie.

The parents in the Kinross area were very much influenced by all of the information that they were given at the meetings.  They were new to the area, having built houses and established new lives in new estates, and so were generally open to new experiences.  Many of them were initially somewhat vague about what middle schooling meant, having had previous experience in England with schools that were middle school in name only.  However, the information they were given emphasised the advantages that their children would experience at these schools, showing the types of resources that would be available to them.  The parents naturally wanted what was best for their children, and the photos of computers and other resources convinced them that this is what they would get for their children at Kinross and Mindarie College.  The fact that the buildings were to be built to cater very specifically for middle schooling practices made it an even more attractive option.

In the first year of its operation, Kinross was to cater for only Year 6 and 7 students.  The children were, thus, still of primary school age, so the parents had not yet become ‘secondary parents’.  They were generally very open to being convinced that middle schooling was the right direction for them to follow in at their new school.

Concluding Remarks

It is apparent that every effort was made to ensure the success of the establishment of middle schooling at Kinross College.  The provision of publicity materials, the appointment of particular staff members, the design of the buildings and the support provided by the District Director all combined to produce the desired result of parental support for the project.  This was required due to the nature of the LAEP project which had the combined aims of improving educational opportunities for students and rationalising the resources available for schools.

A word of caution should be raised at this point.  Kinross College has everything going for it at the moment:  an inspiring principal, purpose-built buildings, an enthusiastic staff.  The buildings are likely to stay, but the staff may not.  If merit-selection finishes, it is possible that the school may end up with teachers who are not as supportive of the middle schooling ethos as its current complement of staff is.  When this happens, it will be interesting to see what happens at Kinross College.  I hope that it can continue as it has begun! 
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