Report on Racism in Schools project
Background
This project came about as a direct response to experiences of Western Suburbs Legal Service’s (WSLS) staff conducting legal education sessions in secondary schools in the western suburbs of Melbourne. These experiences raised concerns about the level of racist comment made by secondary aged students and the apparent lack of awareness amongst the students of racial discrimination and an individual’s and society’s responsibilities.

Discussions with teaching staff during these sessions lead to an agreement to include notions of racial discrimination within community legal education activities for all secondary students offered by WSLS. Further discussions with Year 10 students at one secondary college led to the existing project.
The students indicated a lack of knowledge of the issues and a willingness to be involved in a pilot project. Research by the legal service showed a dearth of material available within school curriculums.

The project outline was designed after consultation with the teacher, students and incorporated relevant research. The number of sessions (4) was selected to reflect the reality of what could be tackled and the interest level of the students.

Three sessions would cover the issues and the legal framework through presentation of materials and activities and the final session focused on an evaluation of the project overall.

The Program

The teacher took this particular Year 10 Studies of Society and Environment class for 2 double periods a week. It was decided that this project would run for one of those double periods allowing the teacher time to do follow-up work or preparation for the following session.
Time and effort was put in to developing activities that were relevant to students aged 14-15 years old eg use of music, films, scenarios
The program outline is attached.

Evaluation

The program ran half way through term 4, 2004. This had advantages and disadvantages. The teacher, who had worked with these students for the whole year, was able to give the presenters detailed information about the relevant topics that had been covered during the year and the types of activities that her students would be responsive to. The disadvantages include the closeness to the end of the year and Year 10 exams. The sessions were run over 4 consecutive weeks although the original plan was to have a break in between to give the students greater time to prepare role plays. 
Overall the project was highly successful. On week 4 the students completed two evaluation forms, the first being a multiple choice questionnaire containing questions on the material that had been presented and their understanding of that. The second related to the project and its presentation. The results and comments are attached. They demonstrate that the majority of students learnt from and appreciated the project.
The students engaged with the topic and issues in a highly mature way, much more so than was expected of this age group. This was evident in their presentations and role plays. Although they expressed little understanding and experience with racism at the outset, their role plays demonstrated the opposite. They developed realistic scenarios and engaged in mature discussion around the limitations of the law in dealing with the issues raised in each role play.

The students provided important feedback that will be incorporated into the program outline for future use. The school and teacher have indicated a willingness to be involved in  further sessions in the future.
Issues were raised around the importance of having outside presenters who were conversant with legal processes to deliver the material to ensure its reliability.

Recommendations

1. Make contact with the Department of Education – Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority to explore inclusion of racial discrimination and vilification materials into the school curriculum for year 10 students 

2. Explore options for continuing to develop similar programs within the local schools

3. Work with the staff from the Equal Opportunity Commission to prepare and distribute materials to school communities

4. Distribute materials to community legal education workers at community legal centres for inclusion within their programs with their local communities
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