
LOW SES MEETS 
HIGH EXPECTATIONS
A research-led approach to successful student research

INGRID LEES



Introduction



Resources
available at  the end 



Successful student research at PGHS

http://www.pghs.sa.edu.au/



PGHS Overview

33% School Card

10% NEP

24% EALD

22% NESB

6% ATSI students



Year 12 around Australia

HSC

VCE/VCAL

TCE

WACE

QCE/QCIE

NTCE

ACT-Yr12C



SACE

www.sace.sa.edu.au

/



SACE & The Research Project



THE RESEARCH PROJECT

• Doesn’t assess content knowledge

• Assesses students research skills and 
processes including:

Planning

Analysis 

Synthesis

Substantiation

Evaluation 

www.sace.sa.edu.au/web/research-project



Identifying a 

problem of 

practice



2011 – First year of the RP

• Focus on “it’s compulsory”

• Focus on “just pass it and move on”

• Shallow rather than deep learning & 
assessment

• Of a large Yr 12 cohort, only three 
students got A-band results (3 A-
grades)



2013 – Third year of the RP at PGHS

Nick Zissopoulos and Ingrid Lees presenting at The Watershed, 21st Nov 2013

• Involvement in the 2013 Leading SACE Improvement Program
• One of eight LSIP schools in 2013 (PGHS = Research Project)
• Sharing our strategies for improving SACE/RP achievement



Actions taken to 

improve student 

achievement



What’s the key?



Evidence-based improvement

John Hattie
Dylan Wiliam

Lyn 

Sharratt

Victoria 

Bernhardt



Keys to Success

•Mindset

•Learning Intentions

•Success Criteria

•Feedback



To the RP teacher: What do you think?

• About the Research Project

• The place of RP in SACE

• Value of RP as a subject

• The meaning of ‘compulsory’



What do 
you think 

about your 
students?



…and the quality of the 

work they submit to you?



TEACHER MINDSET

How teachers view the value of the
Research Project and how they view their
students’ potential for growth in their
achievement will affect how they teach
the subject.

The mindset of the teacher WILL* affect 
their students results.

*(hopefully positively)



+ STUDENT MINDSET



Learning Intentions = No mysteries









Learning Intentions

• Clear tasks, broken down into discrete steps

• Purpose is always clear, never “just do it”

• Scaffolds available for low literacy students

• New processes involves new knowledge

• Show them what good  great looks like







Success Criteria

• What does an A grade piece of work look like?

• What are the features of C  B  A standards?

• Provide examples of high-level literacy writing

• Explain the standards & SACE language; don’t 
dumb it down

• Raise expectations

• Explicitly discuss executive functions that aid 
students willingness to improve their work over time 
(persistence / resilience / delayed gratification)



Feedback



Feedback

• NON-GRADED formative feedback is at the 
centre of what we do at PGHS

• Formative = Promotes thinking & drives future 
action

• Not praise or effort or completion/achievement

• Definitely no grades, only use language of 
standards

• Don’t do everything at once

• Differentiate between feedback about topic 
content, research process, and any literacy issues



ingrid.lees89@schools.sa.edu.au
 request a copy!

mailto:ingrid.lees89@schools.sa.edu.au


Literacy support





Making a 

difference



2012 = Three RP Merits

2013

Research Project 

students were 

awarded 3 Merits

2014
Research Project 

students were 

awarded 5 Merits

2015 = ?



HOW WE HAVE 
IMPROVED ALONG THE WAY

• We have focussed as much on supporting and
developing student literacy/writing skills as we have on
supporting their achievement of SACE standards

• We have learnt that developing a ‘growth mindset’ in
individual students is both a daily struggle and delight

• We now know that there are distinct benefits when
more than one teacher is responsible for a Year 12
subject.

• Making connections with other teachers is one of the
best ways for teachers and schools to reflect on what
they do and then to get better at what they do

• On reflection, specific school structures and leadership
decisions have helped us to achieve success



SCHOOL STRUCTURES AFFECTING THE RP

• PGHS has a designated RP (Cross-Disc Std)
Coordinator

• Research Project preparation occurs throughout
the previous year (Year Eleven)

• RP is only formally taught at Yr 12 (greater student
maturity)

• All classes are taught in a dedicated Yr 12 RP room

• Two of the six classes are taught by the RP Coord

• The Head of Senior School is also an RP teacher

• There is also active support for Yr 12 RP completion
through weekly extended HG lessons



Sharing what 

we’ve learnt



Keys to Success

•Mindset

•Learning Intentions

•Success Criteria

•Feedback

plus one more…



TALK

READ

LISTEN

SHARE

RESEARCH

GET ONLINE

VISIT OTHERS

COLLABORATE

ASK QUESTIONS

SHARE THE ANSWERS
http://pixshark.com/speech-bubbles-conversation.htm



facebook.com/theresearchproject

5th of December, 2014 @ Parafield Gardens High School





Say hello!
Ingrid Lees
Senior Leader: Teaching and Learning

PARAFIELD GARDENS HIGH SCHOOL

facebook.com/pghsadelaide

@TheResProj and  @EmpiriEducator

facebook.com/theresearchproject

facebook.com/theempiricaleducator



Thanks Sydney!

All photos in presentation taken by Ingrid Lees


