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1. Introduction
This response to the General Capabilities consultation draft has been informed by
consultation with educators from all sectors.
We welcome the opportunity provided through the consultation process to further inform
the development of the Australian Curriculum.
Victoria strongly supports the development of the General Capabilities as part of the
Australian Curriculum. This both reflects and extends the direction pioneered in the
development of the Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS) which includes the strands
of Interdisciplinary Learning and Physical, Personal and Social Learning as essential
components of the curriculum.
We acknowledge that, despite the position taken in the Melbourne Declaration and the
subsequent Shape of the Australian Curriculum paper (2009), the issue of whether “general
capabilities” should constitute a distinctive discrete area of the curriculum continues to be
contested.
Nevertheless, Victoria’s experience in the implementation of the VELS has confirmed that
schools, teachers and students affirm the importance and benefit of an explicit focus on the
development of the skills and knowledge defined by the general capabilities.
This is supported by much contemporary research, including that of Billing (2007), who, in a
recent review of the research literature on the transferability of cognitive skills, concludes
that:
[t]he literature reveals that those predominantly cognitive skills which have been
studied thoroughly (mainly problem solving) are transferable under certain conditions …
There is evidence that teaching for transfer can be effective, and that it should
emphasize deep understanding of principles and metacognitive strategies, use varied
domain contexts, give feedback on performance, link new and old knowledge, and
stimulate reflection, active self-managed learning and discovery.
There has been considerable work undertaken by a number of schools in Victoria, especially
in schools with a low socio-economic profile, that have focussed on the explicit teaching
development of thinking skills with the goal that students learn to become autonomous
learners (Munro, 2005). That is, they can use learning strategies autonomously and
spontaneously in a strategic, selective way to self-manage and direct their own learning
(Boekarets, 1997; Pintrich, 1995). This concept of the autonomous self-directing learner is a
key concept in contemporary theories of ‘learning to learn’, and it was this kind of research
and this goal that was used to inform the development of the VELS in Victoria, in particular
the inclusion of the ‘Thinking Processes’ domain.
We also welcome the increased focus on ethical understanding and intercultural
understanding that the development of the Australian Curriculum has produced, and
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recognize and welcome the new opportunities this presents for curriculum development in
Victoria.
2. General issues
There are a number of overarching issues on which we provide comment below.
(a) Curriculum design
There is at present a real confusion about the purpose and status of the Literacy, Numeracy
and ICT general capabilities in the Australian Curriculum that arises because they are located
both within subjects and as general capabilities, and because two of these three capabilities
are structured quite differently from the other five: five levels are defined for literacy, and
numeracy but only three levels for ICT, Critical and Creative Thinking, Intercultural
Understanding, Ethical Behaviour and Personal and Social Competence.
There is a clear need and expectation that the curriculum will make clear that all teachers
are expected to be teachers of literacy (and, by extension, numeracy and ICT) and that
resources will be provided to support them do so.
It is, however, of critical importance that issues of curriculum design not be confused with
issues of curriculum support. There is a clear need for teacher support to be provided in the
form of detailed maps of the development of students’ literacy and numeracy capabilities,
but there is not a demonstrated need for these to be replicated in the design (as distinct
from the delivery) of the curriculum. The replication of literacy, numeracy and ICT in the
subject areas and the general capabilities has the potential to cause considerable confusion
in the assessment and reporting of student achievement as well as exacerbating perceptions
of an over-crowded curriculum.
An alternative approach is to take either the Literacy strand as it is currently published in
the English curriculum (or its equivalent in the final version of the curriculum) and modify it
slightly to draw out the cross-curriculum elements of literacy learning, or take a revised
version of the current Literacy general capability, and publish it separately, not as a formal
part of the curriculum but as a resource to be used by all teachers to inform their teaching
across all learning areas.
This would avoid the current situation in which literacy, numeracy and ICT general
capabilities are represented by different organisational frameworks in English, Mathematics
and Technologies respectively and would emphasize the importance of teaching these areas
of learning across the curriculum.
It would be possible to preface such teaching and learning resource as follows, with Literacy
used as an example:
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Literacy Continuum
The Literacy Continuum, developed to support the implementation of the Australian
Curriculum, is based on the Literacy strand of the Australian Curriculum: English.
It is not a separate component of the Australian Curriculum and does not contain
new content. Rather, it uses the Literacy strand of the English curriculum to highlight
the sequence of the development of literacy and highlight those aspects of the
Literacy strand that should be applied in the teaching of all learning areas of the
curriculum. In some instances, the cross-curriculum aspects of the Literacy strand
have been expanded to make them more visible and explicit. These aspects are
highlighted in the continuum.
The Literacy Continuum provides an important resources and reference for teachers
across all learning areas of the curriculum. All teachers should use the Literacy
Continuum to plan and inform the explicit, intentional and sequential teaching of
literacy skills in the context of all learning areas across the curriculum.
Where the term “texts” is used in the Literacy Continuum, this should be read as the
text types particular to or characteristic of a learning area, for example, experiment
reports in Science, informative writing in History, and expository writing in Health
and Physical Education.
This approach provides a potential model for a similar approach in both
Numeracy/Mathematics and ICT/Technologies. In the case of ICT, the proposed ICT
competence strand in the Technologies learning area would be reproduced as an ICT
continuum resource that all teachers could use as a reference across the curriculum. The
publication of this could be delayed pending development of the Technologies curriculum.
This would have the added significant advantage of significantly reducing the appearance of
a very crowded curriculum from 8 learning areas + 7 general capabilities down to a more
manageable 8 learning areas + 4 general capabilities (Personal and Social Competence,
Intercultural
Understanding,
Critical
and
Creative
Thinking,
and
Ethical
Behaviour/Understanding)
On the basis that this is the preferred approach to Literacy, Numeracy and ICT, we have not
in this report provided detailed comment on these continua. Our position is that the design
issues need to be clarified before useful detailed comment can be provided about the
content and structure of the continua for these capabilities.
(b) Assessment and reporting
We note the following statement from the consultation draft:
“*The general capabilities+ support and elaborate on learning area content but do
not add to it. They are not intended as tools for assessment. Teachers are expected
to teach and assess general capabilities as they are incorporated within each
learning area. State and territory school authorities will determine the extent to
which student learning of the general capabilities will be assessed and reported.”
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This does not reflect current expectations in Victoria. We expect that the general
capabilities will provide a tool for both assessment and reporting, and that jurisdictions and
sectors will make the decision about the extent to which the reporting of student
achievement against the general capabilities is mandatory.
This does not necessarily mean that the general capabilities should be written in a form that
reflects that of the subject disciplines, that is, content descriptions and achievement
standards. It may be a preferable approach to combine content descriptions and
achievement standards into a single statement. However, these statements should outline a
developmental continuum and therefore be able to be applied to a range of formative and
summative assessment and reporting processes and procedures.
In order to enable the general capabilities to be effectively used for the purposes of
assessment, each capability should be developed with a minimum of either five or six levels
of achievement.
(c) Alignment
The alignment of personal and social competence, ethical behaviour, intercultural
understanding and critical and creative thinking should be checked. Where terms such as
respect and empathy are used differently and this is appropriate, these differences should
be explained.
An introductory statement to the general capabilities should make it clear that these are not
stand-alone capabilities but, as with all areas of the curriculum, there are necessary
connections between each, for example, the capacity to use language both reflects and
enables critical thinking.
(d) References
Reference to specific research literature should be removed. They do not add substantively
to the documents and can lead to undue concern with whether all of the many appropriate
references have been mentioned. A rigorous supplementary reference list can help guide
those who wish to learn more about the theoretical underpinnings of each continuum.
(e) Connection with Early Years Learning Framework
In shaping the Australian Curriculum the consultation paper (2009) noted that the Australian
Curriculum should have a strong connection to the Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF).
The Shape of the Australian Curriculum paper (2010) further reinforced this in the
proposition that the “Australian Curriculum is aligned with the EYLF and builds on its key
learning outcomes, namely: children have a strong sense of identity; children are connected
with, and contribute to, their world; children have a strong sense of wellbeing; children are
confident and involved learners; and children are effective communicators”.
To support children’s learning outcomes up to year two, particularly in the transition to
school, the Australian Curriculum should clearly connect with the learning outcomes and
principles outlined in the EYLF.
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For example, the learning outcome area of “identity” has close alignment with the
Australian curriculum general capabilities area of personal and social competence and
intercultural understanding; similarly the learning outcomes of “wellbeing”, “community”
and “identity” are encapsulated in personal and social competence.
The general capabilities represent a clear opportunity to make connections between the
Early Years Learning Framework and the Australian Curriculum. These should be made
explicit in a document that early years educators, in both early childhood and school-based
settings, can use to inform their planning.
(f) Connection with post-school pathways
The Australian Qualifications Framework requires that qualifications in all education sectors
prepare students for both work and further learning, and that all qualifications include
generic learning outcomes in order to equip students for study, work and life.
The school and VET sectors have convergent interests in developing curriculum and
qualifications given that many students concurrently undertake courses or subjects in both
the school and VET sectors, for example, students who will undertake Trade Cadetships.
Consequently, in developing both the General Capabilities and the subject-based curriculum
components of the Australian Curriculum, relevant arrangements and developments in the
VET sector should be taken into account, including:
 the Australian Core Skills Framework (ACSF) which enables assessment and reporting
of adult learners' performance in the five core skills of learning, reading, writing, oral
communication and numeracy over five levels of performance;
 the OECD Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies
(PIAAC) to be undertaken in 2011 with results published in 2013, which builds on the
earlier OECD Adult Literacy and Life Skills (ALLS) Survey. PIAAC will measure adult
competencies in the domains of literacy, numeracy, workplace skills, problem solving
skills in technology-rich environments and assessment of reading components;
 a current project funded by the Department of Education, Employment and
Workplace Relations (DEEWR) to examine the relationship between the ACSF and
ALLS/PIAAC levels;
 a current project funded by DEEWR to develop a cross-sectoral framework to
describe and measure employability skills. The focus for the framework will be on
the non-technical knowledge, skills and attributes required to effectively participate
in the workforce.
We also note that a National Foundation Skills Strategy is being developed for consideration
by the Standing Council on Tertiary Education, Skills and Employment (formerly MCTEE) in
November encompassing language, literacy and numeracy and employability skills for
implementation in 2012.
We therefore propose that ACARA initiate a dialogue with DEEWR to establish desirable
levels of convergence between the Australian Curriculum and foundation skills
developments in the VET sector.
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3. Detailed comments
(a) Critical and creative thinking
The Department of Education and Early Childhood (DEECD) and the Victorian Curriculum
and Assessment Authority (VCAA) are currently undertaking a project to develop validated
assessment tasks to measure student progress on the Critical and Creative Thinking General
Capability continuum of the Australian Curriculum.
The assessment tasks will cover the four elements in the General Capability of Critical and
Creative Thinking and address the three stages of schooling specified in this General
Capability.
The Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) has been engaged to develop and
validate the assessment tasks. An Expert Reference Group of academic and practitioner
experts oversee the development and refinement of the assessment tasks. Pilot schools will
input into the refinement of the tasks. A formal trial of the tools will take place in primary
and secondary schools across the state, and this will enable each task to be administered to
a minimum of 300 students and thus validate the tasks against the continuum.
The following key issues about the draft continuum have arisen during the initial stages of
the Critical and Creative Thinking Assessment Project.
(i)

Are students who are develop high level critical thinking skills necessarily going to
also develop high level creative thinking skills and vice versa and what are the
implications for one continuum?
A continuum of development should describe highly related skills. If a student is evaluated
as working at a particular point on a continuum, there should be a high probability that
student will typically demonstrate most of the skills described at that point otherwise it will
be impossible for teachers to locate typical students on the continuum in a way that reflects
their actual skills or to track their growth. Integrating critical and creative thinking skills
seems unlikely to represent a typical progression of development. Critical and creative
thinking (or the four elements within the continuum) may not fit on one scale, and this may
undermine the notion of a single continuum of development. If teachers identify the
elements within the continuum that students can and cannot achieve, but if student
achievement can only be mapped back to the continuum in a piecemeal way that locates
the student at different levels for each element within critical thinking and creative thinking
then there is not much point in having the continuum.
(ii)
To what extent will the development of creative thinking be mapped?
It is not clear from the draft continuum how the capacity to, for example, “think outside the
box” might be different at Year 3 compared with Year 8 or Year 10. The context is different,
but the skill appears to be the same.
(iii)

Are the expectations within the continuum commensurate with those across the
subject disciplines?
The expectations for end of Year 10 may be too high.
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(iv)

Will the continuum be reviewed for overlap between elements and continuity
through the stages of schooling?
There appears to be considerable overlap between the Inquiry element and the Analysing
element. Quite often the same skill can be described by statements in either element. For
example:
“Students identify gaps in knowledge and solutions and seek further information to
interpret data”.
“Students use questioning to check for bias and reliability, examine the coherence
and logic of multiple perspectives and test possibilities”.
Further, a number of important knowledge and skills are under-represented or missing from
this draft, including:
 Insufficient focus on metacognition, that is, the explicit identification, recognition,
understanding and practice of diverse thinking processes.
 Insufficient focus on creative thinking For example, at year 10 there is no reference
to considering alternatives, which is one of the sub-elements under generating and
developing ideas and possibilities; at year 6, there is no reference to “creating
solutions”, which is one of the sub elements of “analysing, evaluating and
synthesizing information”
 There is no reference to “reflecting on procedures”, a sub-element in the reflecting
on thinking, actions and processes element
 Lack of extension of students to deeper thinking in the inquiring element
 No reference to applications of critical thinking
 No reference to dispositions despite the fact that dispositions is one of the four pillar
identified in the theoretical framework
 At year 2 there is no “logic” sub element in “analysing, evaluating and synthesizing
information”
 At year 10, in inquiring, there is no reference to the sub element of gathering and
processing information
 At year 10, there is a clear under-representation of creative thinking in comparison
to critical thinking.
 The importance of ensuring thinking skills are observed and not dependent on
content knowledge of learning areas could be made more explicit.
In addition, there appears to be some content that does not sit within any of the subelements e.g. year 6, analyzing, evaluating and synthesizing information includes in the
second sentence, “They gather pertinent information from a range of sources”. This appears
to be better placed in the element, “inquiring – identifying, exploring and clarifying
information”.
(b) Ethical behaviour


The title “Ethical Behaviour” should be changed to “Ethical Understanding”.
Demonstration of behaviour is not a fair, valid or reliable method of assessing ethics. It is
clearly absurd to expect students to generate actual moral dilemmas which they then
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act within and are assessed upon. The authority to judge what is ethical behavior is
contentious. For example, if a student lies to protect a friend from getting into trouble in
class, this may be something that is properly the subject of school investigation and even
parent involvement but it does not pass the test of fairness, validity or reliability for its
use as evidence for achievement in a teaching and learning program. Further, while it is
the case that students are expected to obey school rules for example and this may to an
extent demonstrate ethical behavior or social competence, it is clear that simple
obedience to school rules is not a strong enough indicator in itself nor can it indicate any
progress in ethical development; for example, from obeying school rules from fear of
punishment to obedience from a deeper understanding of their role in the school
environment. In addition, it is expected that students explore ethical judgment beyond
their own lives. They are expected to apply ethics to a broad range of contexts at
different levels of abstraction. These contexts could, for example, be historical, fictional,
scientific or concern global or regional issues. Ethical understanding can be
demonstrated here but not ethical behavior.
While a distinction can be made between the moral and ethical such as that currently
used in the continuum, it is not the case that this is such widely accepted practice that it
must be done. The term moral should be removed and only ethical used.
While it is the case that virtue theory is the term for this branch of normative ethics,
school environments may respond more positively to the term ethical character rather
than virtue. “Reflection on ethical character” can replace the element “knowledge of
common virtues”.
The personal or narrowly social dimension appears to drop out of the third stage of
schooling. Increasing complexity can be demonstrated beyond the personal, local, global
progression and suggested changes have been made to this stage to incorporate greater
complexity at the personal scale (see Appendix 1). ). At the same time the focus on what
makes a good society could be strengthened in the third stage.
Reference to religion and relevant belief systems and values should be included in this
continuum. The development of Values Education has provided a framework for
government schools to teach about the place of religion in society in an appropriate
manner in a secular context. The development of this capability provides the
opportunity to take this work forward.

(c) Personal and social competence



The term “competence” should be replaced with development.
The section on theoretical framework needs revision. Most of the theory identified
relates to intelligences rather than personal and social competencies.
 This continuum should be written as a six level structure to reflect the extent of
developmental change that occurs with students across primary school, especially in
years F-2. However, there is also significant developmental change that occurs in the
transition periods, especially the transition to secondary school.
 The concepts of “co-operation”, “collaboration”, “team work” and “leadership” and the
qualities of a “good friend” are all under-represented or absent.
 There should be a focus on positive as well as the negative attributes. For example, end
of year 2 social awareness: “They recognize words and actions that hurt (and help)
others”.
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There should be a more explicit focus on goal setting.
The themes identified for each element are appropriate; however, they do not
consistently track across each level. For example in Social Management the theme of
leadership seems to be missing at year 10, where this should have high prominence.

(d) Intercultural understanding













Victoria welcomes the way in which the development of this capability identifies
intercultural understanding as an area of learning that is intrinsic but not limited to the
study of languages, and in particular we welcome the emphasis placed on promotion of
respect and empathy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures.
The continuum should stress the dynamic and constantly evolving nature of all cultures.
Cultures are ever changing, and are influenced by many things: education, prosperity,
interface with other cultures and world events. The changing and evolving nature of
cultures needs to be discussed, and also the idea that not all “members” of a particular
cultural group will share/adhere to all the beliefs/practices of the group. The references
to variability within cultures also needs to be strengthened. The cultural diversity within
English speaking Australia should be emphasized; that is, rural/city, low/high
socioeconomic, highly educated/basically educated, north/south, youth, all have
different cultures practices. Recognition that other cultures are as variable, complex and
dynamic as one’s own is a key element of Intercultural understanding.
There appears to be an implicit assumption underpinning the continuum that all
elements of a culture are “good”, and worthy of respect and protection. It can be argued
that not all culture/cultural practices are advantageous to their adherents, that some
can restrict people, can be unhelpful and can stop people reaching their full potential,
e.g. some elements of “drug culture”, or “organisational culture”. Intercultural
understanding also requires the development of a critical perspective on all cultural
practices.
The theoretical framework is in danger of over-emphasising language-based theoretical
positions. The link between Intercultural understanding and the Languages learning area
is not the only important area. This is reinforced by the emphasis on Interacting.
Students will develop this capability across a range of different curriculum areas, not
only in language classes.
There is a need for more emphasis on issues of discrimination and the danger of
stereotyping different cultural groups.
The use of the term “Recognising” implies passivity. This element could be renamed
“Examining and analyzing”.
It would be helpful if there were more sustained reference to identity as an important
core concept.
The continuum currently emphasizes differences between cultures, but there is also a
need to include similarities that students might perceive to be there, and how different
cultures/peoples deal with the same issues/concerns. For example, in mourning, the
differences can be emphasized, that some cultures wear black, others white or red, but
the similarity is that many cultures use colours to indicate mourning. Both are powerful
messages.
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The meaning of the statement, “They learn to take responsibility for themselves in
relation to others” is unclear.
Change: “Students respect the right of others to be different” to “Students show an
understanding of human rights and respect for the rights of others”.
Change: “They appreciate the richness that cultural diversity brings to Australian
community”, to “Students have an awareness of the cultures that make up the Australia
community and can reflect on the influence of such diversity”.
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1. Appendix 1: Detailed revision to Ethical Behaviour general capability

Conceptual statement
Introduction
In the Australian Curriculum students develop ethical understanding as they learn to identify
matters of ethical concern, investigate the nature of ethical concepts, values, character
traitsvirtues and principles and learn how reasoning can assist ethical judgment. This
enables them to build a strong personal and socially oriented ethical outlook that can
manage context, conflict and uncertainty.
In the curriculum, the ethical understandingbehaviour general capability addresses the
educational goal for all young Australians to become confident and creative individuals and
active and informed citizens through fostering the development of personal values and
attributes such as honesty, resilience, empathy and respect for others and the capacity to
act with moral and ethical integrity (MCEETYA 2008).
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Improving the capacity for ethical judgment assists students to navigate a world of
competing values, rights, interests and norms. As students take their place as citizens in a
pluralist society, it is important that they strengthen their ability to select and justify an
ethical moral position and to understand and engage with the positions of others. This
synthesis of knowledge and skills into ethical understanding promotes students’
confidence in themselves as decision-makers and their ability to act with regard for others
and for the common good.
Becoming a successful learner entails engaging deeply with big concepts and big ideas, many
of which are found in ethics. . It is important that students are able to identify and make
sense of ethical dimensions in their learning in an informed way. Building this understanding
ese skills throughout all stages of schooling assists students to engage with the more
complex issues they are likely to encounter in the future.
The Ethical understanding behaviour conceptual statement and continuum describe the
nature, scope and sequence of learning for ethical behaviour in the Australian Curriculum.
These materials can assist schools and teachers across the learning areas to plan for and
support student development of ethical behaviour.

Scope of Ethical understanding
Students develop ethical understanding through exploring:


the nature of the ethical domain and ethical concepts such as right, wrong, fair and
just: learning to identify matters of ethical concern, to explain the contentious
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nature of ethical concepts and to consider whether ethics knowledge is propositional
knowledge that can be judged as true or false
accepted values and ethical principles: learning to identify and explain commonly
held values including the values and principles associated with human rights as a
moral and an ethical framework; to recognise the links between values and
principles in making judgments, and to identify and explain different kinds of ethical
principles and the arguments and viewpoints used to justify them
reasoned ethicalmoral decision making: learning tools that will enable them to
engage critically with ethical and moral dilemmas and to critically reflect on their
own and others’ points of view
ethical charactercommon virtues: learning to identify character traits that may be
considered virtuous, to discuss the meanings of traits commonly identified as
virtuous and to explain issues involved in relying on character to inform ethicalmoral
judgment.

As students engage with these four elements in an integrated way, they learn to recognise
the complexity of many ethical issues. They develop and test a growing capacity to make
reasoned ethicalmoral judgments through the investigation of a range of questions drawn
from a range of disciplinary contexts.
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Ethical understandingbehaviour across the curriculum
Ethics arises across all areas of the curriculum and each learning area contains a range of
content that demands ethical consideration. For example, the ethical analysis and
evaluation of the actions and motivations of characters is a traditional concern of both
English and history; understanding the ethical dimensions of research is fundamental to
science; and the ethical application of mathematics in a range of everyday situations is a
critical component of numeracy education.
In the Australian Curriculum Ethical understandingbehaviour is identified in learning area
content descriptions and content elaborations. A filter for general capabilities makes it
possible to see wherever Ethical understandingbehaviour has been identified in the F-10
curriculum.

Comment [01]: teachers had difficulty
understanding this paragraph

Theoretical framework
One of the central questions in ethics is ‘How ought I to live?’ Practical moral judgment can
be informed by reason, character, values and ethical principles. Each of these is investigated
in the ethical behaviour continuum.
The philosopher Kant claimed that people can use ethical principles to guide them in making
judgments. If people can use ethical principles to guide them in making judgments this is so,
then it is important that students explore major theories that give rise to these principles.
Theories can broadly be divided into theories that focus on action and theories that focus on
the kind of person doing the action. Action based theories are usually further divided into
those that advocate judgment based on what is right in itself, regardless of the
consequences, and those that advocate judgment based on consequences (favouring what
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will maximise the good). Exploration of these theories raises questions of what is meant by
concepts such as ‘good’ and leads to an exploration of values and the adoption of particular
principles.
A further area of study in ethics is human nature itself and how that may equip us to answer
the question ‘How ought I to live?’ Philosophers have widelysuch as Plato, Aristotle,
Aquinas, Kant and others identified the faculty of reason as a primary human resource,
although their justification for this varies. Developing a capacity to be reasonable is one of
the four elements of this continuum.
Another dimension in the exploration of human nature is character.virtue. Virtue theory has
had various levels of prominence from Socrates, Plato and Aristotle in ancient times to Kant
during the Enlightenment, and a recent resurgence in the mid to late twentieth century.
Virtue theory focuses on the question ‘What kind of person should I be?’ For some
philosophers this replaces the question of how I ought to live, while for others it is
supplementary; for example, if maximising the good is taken as an ethical principle, it is
reasonable to consider what kind of person would live that kind of life.
The basis of justification of what is right or good for the individual and for others continues
to be contentious. It is misleading to confuse disagreements in ethics with there being no
right or wrong answer. There may be different positions, each with their strengths and
weaknesses, and often there is the need to make a judgment in the face of competing
claims. At the same time there is an open minded, ongoing endeavour to create an ethical
life.
The four elements of the ethical understandingbehaviour capability are interrelated and will
be informed not only by its underpinning theoretical framework, but by the exploration of
ethical issues and interaction with others, as students test ideas and learn to be accountable
as members of a democratic community.
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Continuum
Ethical understandingbehaviour is presented as a continuum of learning that
describes the knowledge, skills and dispositions students can reasonably be
expected to have developed at three stages of schooling (the end of Years 2, 6 and
10).
The continuum is based on the belief that students need opportunities to develop
Ethical understandingbehaviour over time and across learning areas. What is
learned in the early years supports all subsequent learning. The continuum
describes expected learning for each element at each of the three stages of
schooling.

Formatted: Font color: Orange,
English (Australia)

Formatted: Font color: Orange,
English (Australia)

The continuum is based on the assumption that it is possible to map out common
paths of development in relation to the capacity to form and make ethical judgments,
while recognising that each student’s pace of development may be influenced by the
growth of their life experience, sense of self in the world and cognitive capacity.
In this continuum, the term ‘moral’ refers to the evaluation of conduct, whereas
‘ethical’ refers to a consideration of theories or principles that may inform judgment.
The continuum is presented in two formats: the first shows expected learning for
each stage of schooling; the second shows expected learning across the three
stages of schooling.

Elements of Ethical understandingbehaviour
The continuum is organised into four interrelated elements of ethical understanding
that form the basis of ethicalmoral judgment and ethical behaviour:
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Understanding ethical concepts and recognising the ethical moral domain.
Knowledge of accepted values and ethical principles.
Engagement in reasoned ethical moral decision making.
Reflection on ethical character Knowledge of common virtues.

The growing complexity of the continuum is shown in two ways. The fist way is
through the application of greater complexity in reasoning skills to the other elements
of the ethical understanding capability In this spiral curriculum approach, students
gradually develop more sophisticated reasoning skills that they can then apply to
areas of the curriculum that they may have encountered before, such as particular
concepts or ethical frameworks, The first is through the ‘reasoned moral decision
making’ element. The skills in this element are applied to the investigation of the
other elements so that more and more sophisticated reasoning tools are used to
build a sophisticated understanding of the other elements. The development of
complex skills also allows areas of learning to be revisited throughout the stages of
schooling; for example, the concepts of right and wrong can be investigated with
more sophisticated skills in a spiral curriculum approach. The second way complexity
increases throughout the continuum is that the areas of investigation themselves
gradually become more complex.
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Understanding ethical concepts and recognising the ethical moral domain
Ethics is concerned with what we ought to do and how we ought to live through
questions such as:




What are the important things in life? Are these good things?
Is the beautiful good?
Is the law concerned with what is right?

However it is not always obvious what is ethical in nature, for example:



Is the treatment of animals an ethical matter? And if so, does this mean all
animals, even insects?
Is the management of water resources an ethical issue?

Judgments are often about whether something is true or false. Ethics is concerned
with whether ethicalmoral judgments ,involve this kind of judgment or whether it
involves another kind of judgment, for example merely the expression of a
preference. It can involve exploring questions such as:





Are there moral facts in ethics? Can something be good even if no one thinks
it is good?
Who can make judgments about what is good or bad?
Do ethicalmoral judgments simply express feelings?
Can gaining a more and more detailed description of the world tell us how we
ought to live?

Concepts such as ‘good’, right’, ‘wrong’, ‘fair’, ‘just’ and ‘bad’ are used in different
ways in different contexts. An important part of ethical deliberation is to reach a
shared understanding of what is meant by ethical concepts and to be aware of areas
of contention. This can involve exploring questions such as:





Is being fair the same as treating people equally?
Do you have to like something for it to be good?
Is freedom doing whatever you like? What is the nature of responsibility?
When we say that someone did something wrong, what do we mean?

Knowledge of accepted values and ethical principles
This element involves the justification of ethicalmoral judgment. Values are beliefs
about the worth of particular principles, can inform conceptions of self interest and
are often used as part of the framework for making ethicalmoral judgments.
Sometimes individuals identify personal values and at other times values are
intended to apply to particular groups such as corporations or schools or different
cultures. Some values, such as respect, liberty and equality, are commonly used in
ethical discourse. Exploring widely held and accepted values enables students to
understand why they are considered important, and that at times values can conflict.
Ethical Moral dilemmas often involve competing goods, values or rights and
exploring these can help students with the complex realities of everyday life.
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Understanding and addressing dilemmas within the ethical moral domain is assisted
by understanding core human rights, principles and values. One way these can be
interpreted and understood is through a human rights framework, as a particular
moral and ethical framework that is accepted internationally and that reflects many
universal values.
An understanding of ethical principles assists students in justifying their moral views
and in engaging with the position of others. This extends beyond simply individuals
or groups to the evaluation of economic or government policies.
Broadly speaking ethical principles can be divided into those focused on what is
being done or action based theory, and those focused on the kind of person doing
the action, or agent based theory.
Action based theories are commonly divided into two categories; those determining
that it is the consequences of an act that matter and those determining that what
matters is the nature of the act itself. In exploring these theories students consider
questions such as:









Why should I be ethicalmoral?
How can I resolve competing loyalties?
Is being ethical simply a matter of obeying authority? Is it a matter of ‘going
with the crowd?’
How can we tell which consequences matter?
Can you value something you don’t understand?
Are duties or rights things that hold for all time and for all circumstances?
If I have a duty to keep promises does this mean that I should never break a
promise?
What ethical principles are important in our friendships and relationships?

Engagement in reasoned ethicalmoral decision making
This element involves developing the tools to engage critically with ethical and moral
dilemmas. It does not preclude investigating the role of feelings, conscience or selfinterest or considering the place of authority in moral decision making.
Interacting with others is one way students can test ideas and be accountable for
their views, both of which foster ethical maturity as well as enrich a democratic
society. In developing theethical behaviour skills of ethical understanding, students
become aware of the strengths and weaknesses of their own arguments and
viewpoints as well as those that they encounter in others.
Reflection on ethical characterKnowledge of common virtues
Certain character traits are at different timesVirtues refer to character traits that are
valued by society. Knowledge of traits commonly valuedcommon virtues involves not
only engaging with the meaning of specific traitsvirtues, but issues associated with
the idea of developing a certain character as a wayvirtues to promote ethical
behaviour. and respect for human rights. It can involve exploring questions such as:
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Is knowing what is good all that is needed for people to be good? Does
character matter?
What is courage? Does having courage mean that someone is a good
person?
Does intention matter when evaluating conduct?
Is it good to always be loyal/tolerant/trustworthy?

Ethical understandingbehaviour by stage of schooling and element [H3]
By the end of Year 2 [H4]
Understanding ethical concepts and recognising the ethicalmoral domain [H5]
In exploring everyday issues and problems, Students recognise that everyday issues
and problems can involve consideration of right and wrong, good and bad. They
identify different uses of words such as good and bad and other words commonly
found in ethical discourse.
students develop an understanding of ethical concepts and learn to distinguish
between what is morally right or wrong, good or bad, and what is right or wrong and
good or bad in other senses. StudentsThey learn to distinguish ethicalmoral matters
from other kinds of concern, for example, between rules with an ethical aim, such as
no bullying, and rules with another purpose, such as banning chewing gum.
TheyStudents are able to distinguish the non-ethicalmoral from the ethical moral in a
range of familiar contexts such as the distinction between giving a mistakenly giving
a friend wrongmistaken information and lying to them.
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Knowledge of accepted values and ethical principles [H5]
Students are aware of the relevance of a range of values and ethical principles.
TheyStudents recognise accepted values and ethical principles in familiar contexts
family and school contexts. StudentsThey explore values such as regard for the truth
and respect for others’ feelings and the value of the peaceful resolution of
differences.
Students identify issues that can arise when resolving ethical problems.
TheyStudents investigate issues of ethical principle, such as questions concerningof
fairness and why there arethe importance of rules for conduct. Students also explore
issues that arise from considering consequences or duty as a way of resolving
ethical moral problems, for example thewhat benefits and also the problems that
may arise from a perceived duty to always tell the truth? Students are aware of the
relevance of a range of values and ethical principles and identify issues that can
arise when resolving moral problems.

Formatted: Font color: Orange

Engagement in reasoned ethical moral decision making [H5]
Students learn to engage in reasonable moral decision making by beginning to use
simple thinking tools in ethical deliberation, such as giving reasons, using examples,
using criteria to explore differences in kind, that is characteristics that are not shared
between different things (e.g what makes good different to bad?), using
hypotheticals (for example, ‘if... then’), reasoning, and responding to different
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possibilities and points of view. Students use simple thinking tools in moral
deliberation.
Reflection on ethical characterKnowledge of common virtues [H5]
Students use their experiences to help understand character traitsvirtues, such as
care, compassion, fair-mindedness, integrity, humility, courage and perseverance.
They contrast these with traits that are not as highly valued. They reflect on how
behaviour might or might not express certain virtues; for example, by thinking about
They begin to reflect on ethical character build an understanding of virtues by
considering concrete scenariosbehaviour, for example integrity through exploring
the nature and importance of promises; care and compassion through exploring
feelings and how they may be hurt; and fair-mindedness through considering
scenarios involving sharing. Students identify ethical character traitsvirtues in a
range of contexts.
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They begin to recognise the relationships between some of the four elements of
ethicalmoral judgment.

By the end of Year 6 [H4]
Understanding ethical concepts and recognising the ethicalmoral domain [H5]
In exploring ethical concepts students learn to distinguish between what is
ethicallymorally better and worse, between facts and values and means and ends.
They make relative judgments about the ethicsmorality of a range of actions and
explain the means used to achieve particular ends, from an ethical moral
perspective. Students recognise different perspectives about the ethicsmorality of
particular activities and identify activities that are of ethical concern.
Knowledge of accepted values and ethical principles [H5]
Students analyse accepted values and ethical principles, including their importance
and expressionrole in different social groups and their impact on the community.
They explore values such as respect (for example, by considering the extent to
which respect entails tolerance), and the peaceful resolution of conflict (for example,
the importance of considering everyone’s motives and interests).
Students explain issues of ethical principle, such as the distinction between a rule
and a principle and the possible conflict of principles (for example conflicts between
different human rights) what to do when principles conflict. They discuss principles of
fairness (for example, an ‘eye for an eye’ or ‘first come, first served’) and identify
possible issues and problems in making ethical moral decisions on the basis of
consequences or duty in everyday contexts, for example do the ends justify the
means?. Students recognise that using values and ethical principles to resolve
ethicalmoral problems is rarely simple and use specific examples to explain the role
that values and principles play in ethicalmoral decision making and the issues that
may arise.
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Engagement in reasoned ethicalmoral decision making [H5]
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Students extend the range of thinking tools they apply to ethicalmoral issues and
ethicalmoral decision making, including asking open questions, testing
generalisations with counterexamples, using criteria to explore differences of degree,
using inductive reasoning to generalise from experience and using ‘what if’ thought
processes to consider possibilities and test out ideas. They apply accepted social
norms in interactions with others, for example considering alternative points of view.
Reflection on ethical characterKnowledge of common virtues [H5]
Students reflect on the role of charactervirtues in ethicalmoral decision making, for
example, generosity, compassion and other factors involved in giving to charity or
volunteering. They identify and compare factors that can undermine or strengthen
different character traitsvirtues and the possible interplayrelationships between
charactervirtues and values, for example, between the virtue of care and
compassion and the value placed on telling the truth or . Students understand the
interplay between virtues and values, for example active citizenship and a valuing
desire to protect the natural environment.
Students recognise connections between the four elements of ethicalmoral
judgment.
By the end of Year 10 [H4]
Understanding ethical concepts and recognising the ethical moral domain [H5]
In exploring ethical concepts students recognise the nature of rights and duties or
obligations and their connections. They examine the nature and limits of ethicalmoral
knowledge, considering how ethicalmoral knowledge could be justified and whether it
is the kind of knowledge that is true or false in absolute terms or whether it is
relative. Students distinguish ethicalmoral considerations from other considerations
in complex settings found within literary, scientific, social and historical contexts,
through questions such as ‘Is there a difference between an ethical moral life and a
good life?’, ‘When and why would a declaration of war be considered ethicalmoral?’.
Students use different contexts from the learning areas to support generalised
statements about concepts (such as justice) and concerns (such as freedom of
speech).
Knowledge of accepted values and ethical principles [H5]
Students critically analyse accepted values and ethical principles in complex
settings, such as those involving the interplay of more than one ethical issue or
issues on issues on a national, regional or global scale. They explore truth and
deception, for example considering to what extent deception is acceptable to protect
the welfare of society or achieve a particular end. Students explain the role that
values, virtues and principles may play in resolving difference, such as in large-scale
human conflict. They investigate issues of ethical principle (for example, whether
there are universal principles) and the meaning and application of social justice.
Students expand their understanding of issues involved in the appeal to
consequences (for example, in defining the wider common good) and duties (for
example, of citizens, governments and other institutions orand whether duties
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involve choice or necessity) to resolve ethicalmoral problems. Students recognise
complexities in ethicalmoral issues and in particular understand the conflicts that
may arise in ethicalmoral judgments.
Engagement in reasoned ethical moral decision making [H5]
Students extend the range and sophistication of thinking tools they apply to
ethicalmoral issues and ethicalmoral decision making, including probing ethicalmoral
issues with open-ended questioning and testing their own reasoning, intuitions,
feelings and ethical understandings. They learn to develop a reasoned case for or
against propositions, and construct and apply complex criteria to classify and define
concepts and issues. They avoid common fallacies in reasoning and attend to logical
consequences of claims, for example whether a claim that keeping animals in cages
is cruel logically leads to farming or animal experimentation being cruel. They apply
accepted social norms in interactions with others, engaging in reasoned debate.
Reflection on ethical characterKnowledge of common virtues [H5]
Students discuss how ethical character is developedvirtues are acquired, and
analyse the objectivity or subjectivity of judgments of ethical moral character (for
example, is virtue in the eye of the beholder?). They generate and apply criteria for
making judgments about ethicalmoral character, such as respect for others and
service to the community, considering whether certain character traits are more
important than others (necessary and sufficient conditions for qualifying as a person
with an ethical character). They understand the contentious nature of the criteria
used to make judgments about charactervirtue and of particular claims to ethical
charactervirtue.
Students explain connections between the four elements of ethicalmoral judgment.
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