OFFICE OF SCHOOLS
OVERSEAS STUDENT EXCHANGE AND 

YOUTH AND LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS

IN THE CONTEXT OF THE EXCURSIONS POLICY

ADVICE TO SCHOOLS

Introduction
A number of school endorsed programs which involve students engaging in worthwhile educational activities outside of school hours, outside the school environment, and sometimes outside Australia have been given consideration in the context of the Department’s policy and procedures on school excursions. For one of a number of reasons, they have been seen to be inconsistent with that policy, or, more correctly, to fall outside the scope of the policy and procedures.

This document seeks to provide advice and guidance to schools with regard to those programs.

The programs fall outside the scope of the Excursions Policy for one of two main reasons.

1. They involve a select subgroup of the student population and therefore do not meet the “inclusivity test”


2. They involve an organisation external to the Department of Education and Training as either organisers or program providers and may therefore apparently involve a transfer of the Department’s and the school’s duty of care to an external organisation.

Occasionally, they may also appear to involve a degree of risk, either associated with the nature of the activity or the location of the activity which would be unacceptable for a mainstream school excursion involving a diverse group of students.


The activities in question are generally restricted to secondary students and, more particularly, to senior secondary students. They have as a specific focus on youth and leadership development, often involving students testing themselves and their skills in unfamiliar environments, for example in wilderness in Australia or in overseas environments which are culturally different and/or where a language other than English is spoken.

Examples

Three examples will illustrate the variety of youth and leadership development programs which may fall into this category.

1. The AFS/ Japan East Asia Network of Exchange Students and Youths (JENESYS) Program

2. The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award
3. World Challenge
Note: While Department of Education and Training schools are currently, or have been, involved in all three programs, their inclusion as examples of types of programs or experiences should not be taken as endorsement by the Department.
Duty of Care
If these programs or activities are to be conducted under the auspices of the school, the school and Department staff have a continuing responsibility and duty of care.

Program providers, operators and their staff will also have responsibilities and a duty of care for program participants.

The Department’s and the school’s duty of care (and, by extension, the duty of care of Department officers, including school staff) cannot be transferred to the program providers. It is not possible to argue that “we engaged this organisation to conduct this program with our students so it no longer has anything to do with us”
Meeting our Duty of Care

Principals and school staff will meet their duty of care in part by
· Examining the bona fides and background of the potential program providers

· Assessing the potential program providers’ capacity to deliver what they say they will deliver

· Assessing the selection process and training programs for youth leaders conducted by potential program providers to ensure they are rigorous and of high quality

· Ensuring that the values and philosophy of the potential program providers are consistent with the values of Public Education
· Ensuring that the potential program providers are experienced in interacting with young people, hold student welfare as paramount and comply with all child protection requirements, including employment screening

· Ensure that the potential program providers have implemented a rigorous risk management regime which includes an emergency response capacity and extraction plan, if required
· Establishing that the experience provided by the potential program providers is consistent with the school’s youth development and leadership objectives and can be integrated into the school’s curriculum offering

· Ensuring that potential program providers whose experience includes overseas travel operate consistent with Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade travel advisories and the Australian Government’s Smartraveller initiatives 

· Establishing that the program on offer represents good value for money

Department Approval and Parent Consent

Having made an assessment that the potential program provider is an appropriate organisation to partner with the school and the experience being offered will make a significant contribution to meeting the school’s youth development and leadership objectives, the school Principal will
· Alert the School Education Director of the school’s intention to work with the program provider in the delivery of the program and gain approval to proceed.  Written contact with the School Education Director must occur at least nine months prior to the date of planned departure of the group or initiation of the program. Programs involving overseas travel will require the approval of the Regional Director. Applications for approval must be submitted to the Regional Director, through the School Education Director, at least four months in advance.
· Work with the program provider to inform parents of potential student participants and to gain informed parent consent for their child to participate in the experience.
The fact that parents or caregivers consent to the participation of their child in an experience or program should not be taken as removing the responsibility of school staff for taking all reasonable steps to ensure the particular activity is safe.

The signing of consent forms by parents does not create any waiver of rights by the parent or the caregiver in relation to their child. The main purpose of consent forms and information forms is to give enough detail to parents and caregivers to allow them to make an informed decision about whether their child should participate in the program. It is also to assist the parent or caregiver to provide relevant information to the school and/or program provider about the child's care needs.  
Medical and Health Related Information

Given the nature of the activities and the fact that, in my circumstances, they are occurring overseas, it will be particularly important that the school and the program provider has access to all relevant medical information relating to the potential participant. Information identifying food or other allergies, special dietary needs and other health care related issues (including prior conditions such as medical procedures in the last 12 months), must be provided by parents or caregivers. This information will assist planning to support students and minimise risks, including the risk of exposure to allergens for students at risk of anaphylactic reactions.

Medical and health related information provided by parents will be stored and used consistent with the Health Records and Information Privacy Act 2002.
Involvement of School Staff in the Program/Experience
In programs of the kind discussed in this paper, it is not a requirement that school staff accompany students participating in the experience. For example, in programs involving perhaps one or two students from a number of schools travelling overseas on a cultural exchange or cultural experience program, it is not necessary that each school has a staff member travelling as a supervisor or chaperone. In youth development and leadership programs involving individual challenges such as orienteering, night navigation or bushwalking an accompanying teacher would not be appropriate. This is not to say that the activity should proceed without appropriate adult supervision. In many situations supervision will be provided by appropriately trained and credentialed youth leaders.
It is appropriate however, that school staff should have a continuing relationship with the program. This will often mean that a school staff member(s) will be appointed as liaison or contact person with the program provider, will be directly involved in the planning of the experience, will participate in the briefing of students and parents, will be a point of contact and integral to any emergency response during the experience or while students are overseas, and will be directly involved in the debriefing of students and parents after the experience. In some circumstances, the staff member may also be a full program participant.
Participation of Students in the Program/Experience

The Department of Education and Training is committed to providing a safe, secure, disciplined and quality learning environment in which students can develop their individual talents, interests and abilities through a curriculum that fosters the intellectual, physical, social and moral development of the student. The programs and experiences discussed in this paper are not for all students. Given that they, in general, involve personal and leadership development in challenging situations, perseverance, resilience, individual commitment and self discipline, the selection of students to participate in such programs and experiences needs to take account of factors such as the age of the students, their maturity, the location of the experience, the specific needs of students, their anticipated behaviour and the nature of the activities to be undertaken.
Overseas Travel

Many of these programs involve overseas travel. Program providers must be made aware that overseas travel will not proceed, regardless of the proximity to the date of departure and other organisational matters, if the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) has recommended against travel. Advice regarding travel to particular countries is on the DFAT web site at www.smartraveller.gov.au.

School groups undertaking overseas travel will register prior to departure with the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s Online Registration of Australians Overseas (ORAO). For information on ORAO see the Register with us and FAQ links on the www.smartraveller.gov.au website or call 1300 555 135.
Briefing Student Participants

Prior to participation in these programs, students should be briefed on the school's expectations of their behaviour. Students should also be briefed about their right to be safe and protected, about protective strategies and of avenues for support should concerns arise. Organisers should take time to work with groups of students to consider unexpected situations and risks that might occur during the experience and to discuss strategies, consistent with the risk management plan, for eliminating or controlling risks. Students should also be given strategies for seeking help and regaining safety.

Individual students with particular health care needs should be briefed about how these needs will be met during the experience, especially where the arrangements differ from standard practice at school.

Students participating in experiences involving visits to communities which are culturally different to their own should be briefed on cultural sensitivities and appropriate communication in cross-cultural contexts. 

Students participating in wilderness experiences should also be briefed on appropriate behaviour with regard to native flora and fauna. 

Consultation
Schools giving consideration to their students participating in such programs and experiences are advised to consult with other schools which are, or have been, involved in such programs. Potential program providers should be happy to provide the names of previously participating schools and their staff and should encourage prospective schools to do their own consultation. 
Potential program providers should also be prepared to assist school staff conducting risk assessments and “due diligence” enquiries.

Principals may also wish to consult their School Education Director or the Director, School and Regional Policy on (02) 95618514.
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