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HSC Extension 2 Consultation 
by the English Teachers’ Association NSW 

 
The English Teachers Association (ETA) is a voluntary group of professionals with a 
membership of 1700 individual English teachers in New South Wales in addition to 300 English 
faculties.   
 
In the wake of the recommendations by the ICAC inquiry into risks of corruption surrounding 
take home assessments, the ETA has consulted its membership to ascertain information 
concerning the implementation of the HSC English Extension 2 course.  
 
To compile this document the ETA sent an e-mail newsletter to all members inviting members to 
post suggestions on the ETA online Discussion Board or to email responses directly to the ETA 
and focus groups with teachers attending the HSC Extension 2 day for teachers and students 
on 16th March 2008. 
  
More than 250 teachers have participated in the consultation process, many providing lengthy 
and detailed responses.  Those who identified their schools have them listed as Appendix 1.  
 
The role of Extension 2 in the HSC English curriculum 
All English courses sit in a developmental curriculum framework. The role of Extension 1 is to 
extend and deepen students’ knowledge, skills and understanding beyond the Advanced course 
of how texts work. The course is the path into to the Extension 2 course particularly in the 
development of their skills in independent research and learning.  
 
The Extension 2 course takes students beyond this to develop areas of interest that have grown 
out of their English courses and that they wish to pursue independently within broad course 
guidelines and supported by the supervision of a teacher. English Extension 2 is a course that 
provides the most effective bridge between the study practices at school and the kind expected 
at universities. 
 
Experiences of the Extension 2 course 
 
Reponses to the ETA survey unanimously express enthusiasm for the course as offering a most 
rewarding experience 
 

The Ext 2 course is an utterly unique course in the Australian curriculum... The offerings of 
other states, while perhaps suitable for their particular contexts and curriculum development 
histories, cannot and do not match the Ext 2 course in NSW. It is possible that this type of 
course, offered at the Secondary level, is more intellectually demanding than what is offered in 
the UK. 
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The essence of creativity and the examination of the processes of that creativity are 
foundational for an educative framework that seeks to create individuals who will be active and 
passionate members of the community. 

 
While we never have many candidates each year, those who elect Extension 2 English 
blossom and grow in so many ways before our very eyes. On our school’s exit survey of Year 
12, all students EVERY YEAR claim that this course was “the best thing they had ever done in 
their entire school career”. To date, 75% of our Ext 2 candidature have gone on to university 
studies. None have failed or dropped out. All of them recognise how this course (and this 
course alone) prepared them for the independent learning and enquiry demanded at tertiary 
level. 
 
I have had many successful students complete this course as well as others who have chosen 
it for the wrong reasons too - ie to make up units. All students have benefited from the outline of 
the course and find something to work on. 
 
[S]tudents from any socio-economic group or cultural background can find what they do valued 
in this course. Because they can define what they do, no particular cultural capital is privileged 
and anyone's 'story' (or other Major Work) can be important. This is despite the advantages 
some students can have through better access to advice, technology or expertise. 
 
This course broadens the cultural experience and awareness for students in less advantaged 
schools. Students, through the independent research process and with the absence of an 
exam, develop their metacognitive skills. There is an opening up of literary, creative worlds 
through the personal empowerment that an individual project offers students. Exams do not 
allow for metacogition of reflective processes. 
 
[I]t gives students the intellectual tools to interrogate their world and start finding out what they 
don't know, would like to know and need to know. There are very few courses that encourage 
students to move from settled complacency to a better informed, but more ambiguous finishing 
point - it encourages intellectual risk-taking, independence and inquiry which are, surely, what 
we hope for all our students. 
 
This course goes to the heart of what a genuine contemporary understanding of what English is 
all about. It truly enacts the relationship between responding and composing.  
 
The English Faculty would like to support the retention of Extension 2 for the following reasons: 
it 

� develops student awareness of context and reading/writing practices  
� strengthens relationships with adults in a broader context outside the school experience  
� gives scope for creative literary pursuits  
� builds confidence in young writers 

 
[Extension 2 English] promotes essential 21st century workplace skills: learning by design, 
project-based activity, self-management   

 
I had the Principal in on the [proposal] interview and [she] read the material. She was incredibly 
impressed and enthusiastic as to what the students were setting out to do. She has since 
repeatedly, and in a variety of public forums, referred to the deep knowledge and 
understanding the students showed and the intellectual sophistication of the students' approach 
as a group. 
 
Students treasure their major project and eagerly await its return from the marking centre the 
following year. 
 
Extension 2 gives adolescents the responsibility to go about things in an adult manner. Boys 
find themselves in an intellectual community where ideas, debate and criticism are seen as 
important and productive. 
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Many comment that it compares very favourably with the Extension 1 course which does not 
have the same appeal for some students 
 

Extension 2 has been, on the whole, an overwhelmingly positive and fruitful experience for 
most of the students who have attempted it…for many students, they endure Ext 1 just to have 
the opportunity to do Ext 2 where they can express themselves creatively while they push the 
boundaries of their beliefs, prejudices, values and their understanding of themselves and their 
world. 

 
In my school there are also many students that have enrolled in Extension 1 because they love 
English, but don't have the time or available timetable to also take up another unit in Extension 
2, although they would like to.  I know that many of these students would rather undertake the 
Extension 2 course than the Extension 1 course...though of course for some this is not the 
case. 
…It seems to me that it would make more sense to have Extension 1 and 2 not running 
sequentially - i.e. students could enrol in, let's say, Extension 'A' or Extension 'B'.  Students 
wishing to undertaken 4 units of English would enrol in both courses. 

 
Teachers also comment on how much they themselves enjoy the course professionally 
 

The course is fantastic, and I am thoroughly blessed to be able to both extend myself and these 
top students with such a course. The students grow in their confidence in expressing 
themselves. They become more aware and interested in what’s going on around them – both in 
literature, the Arts, the media and in people!  
 
I have ‘taught’ it for all but two years since the subject was introduced. I love the subject. 
 
A creative and rewarding form of professional learning. Requires you to be active in your 
reading and thinking, meaning you stay across the ‘field’. 

 
The strongest responses focus, often at some length, on the educational benefits for students 
 

Probably the greatest value in Ext.2 is that it teaches so much self discipline to students 
 

The skills it fosters and rewards are some of the most worthwhile and rich higher order skills: 
research, independence, perseverance, the ability to produce a complex extended work over 
time, editing and revision skills... the list goes on. 
 
Those students whom I have been privileged to work with in achieving Band 4 for this course 
display the following: 

� personal engagement with the creative process in the English area  
� independent research skills  
� mature and sensitive editing  
� deep philosophical reflection  
� brilliant organisation  
� motivation to achieve excellence  
� innovative thinking  
� an ability to communicate with subtlety to a particular audience  
� control of their own learning  
� energy and persistence to achieve their goals 

Nothing which is tested in small segments via school based assessment or first draft exam 
answers can achieve more than a few of the above. 

 
English Extension 2 prepares students for tertiary education regardless of the course they 
undertake. Taking responsibility for what topic is chosen for study, what research is 
undertaken, what innovative approaches to reporting learning are used, becomes the hallmark 
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of highly successful tertiary students. If we persist in only giving students limited tasks based on 
prescribed topics and texts, without the opportunity for them to pursue their own creative 
interests with passion, we will not see what students are capable of. They will not realise their 
capabilities. 

 
Risks of malpractice 
Many teachers pointed out that while some of the problems investigated by ICAC were centred 
in tutoring colleges, they acknowledge their responsibilities in ensuring authenticity of the work: 
 

as it is the schools that finally sign off on the work it is up to schools to ensure to the best of 
their ability that the work submitted is that of the student alone. 

 
They also recognised the potential for abusing the system and particularly identified 
opportunities for plagiarism, the role of the mentor or undue assistance by parents or even 
certain teachers under pressure to perform.  
 

The potential exists with a mentor, teacher, student or student’s family lacking integrity. This is 
no different to other subjects that require something like the Major Work (Visual Arts, Music, 
Design and Technology, Drama…) 
 
[The fact] that the student can use professional actors, cameramen, sound recordists, editors 
etc contributes to malpractice, and doesn’t not allow a level playing field for students who do 
not have access to these facilities 

 
I have had a problem with one student who seemed not to own her project… I was worried the 
whole time that the project was written with …[her father’s] voice and not hers…I had several 
meetings with the father and my principal to discuss the issue. I could not prove this and I was 
in a delicate position concerning this student. I looked carefully at her work all year and offered 
her advice as I would any other student. I did not feel comfortable about the project at all, but 
did sign off on it. 
 

Teachers argued that any aspect of life is open to abuse and that we are deceiving ourselves if 
we do not acknowledge that various forms of cheating commonly go undetected even in the 
most stringently supervised examinations. The assumption in the ICAC report that “There is no 
formal examination in English Extension 2 to balance the advantage achieved by cheating in the 
major work.” (p. 60) demonstrates a surprising naiveté and an imprudent condescension 
towards the ingenuity of teenagers. They commented that to destroy a valuable learning 
experience because of an occasional abuse and because opportunities for malpractice simply 
seem easier would be timid and detrimental to students. 
 

I can see quite clearly the difficulty this poses for the examiners in terms of original work and 
plagiarism – however, to kowtow to the difficulty would be a very defeatist and negative 
approach. 
 
To alter the structure of the course because of the actions of several unscrupulous and 
unethical 'educators' serves very little educational sense. The wider and more informed 
dissemination of course information is central to stamping out this problem. The educational 
benefits of such a course - to students, teachers and the community - far outweigh any 
perceived problems with the course itself. We should be pushing for a course like this to be part 
of the National Curriculum agenda on the grounds of its intellectual and educational benefits - 
to punish the course is to give in to philistinism and anti-intellectualism.  
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Aspects to be retained 
Teachers were asked to nominate elements of the Extension 2 course that they found to be 
important and needed to be retained if there were to be changes made to the course. These 
include its 

� essentially creative nature 
 

Works of the imagination and support for creativity by teachers is limited to a few courses 
offered for the HSC. English is ideal as it allows students to articulate their questions, their 
understanding or their vision of life. I believe we, the community, wish to foster positive 
experiences to enable our young people to enter adulthood with optimism. Extension 2 is a 
wonderful avenue for this. 
 
This is a genuinely creative course that enables students to delve into an area that interests 
them. The unexpectedness of ‘places’ we have been provides so many “Aha” moments; these 
moments are priceless  

 
� freedom of choice 

 
Teachers and students love the opportunities offered by the Extension 2 Major Work as it now 
stands. It offers "real learning" as students are able to follow a passion in English and select, 
develop and shape their own work.  
 
Extension 2 is now the only English subject where students own their work. In other English 
subjects the Syllabus tells too much for such ownership and participation with content to occur. 
Where else do students get to choose a seed, plant it, nurture it and wonder at its final form?  
 
We believe that the very freedom and lack of prescription inherent in the course are its 
strengths…If the course were to become more prescribed, we fear it would lose much that 
makes it unique and attractive to our pupils. 

 
� recognition of different kinds of learners  

 
It offers opportunities to excel for types of learners that may not necessarily excel in the 2 and 3 
unit English courses. The (English) Department feels it would be a real shame if the 
opportunities of Extension 2 were spoilt for all by the actions of a few.  

 
� opportunity for authentic composition 

 
I would not like to see all assessment tasks completed in school under test conditions - this 
may ensure fairness/parity, but it means that students are only ever being assessed on the first 
draft of their work. This would be like students in Visual Art only ever being assessed on what 
they could paint in a 40-60 minute period! 
 
This course is really the jewel in the crown for English in the HSC. Finally we have a course 
which allows students to do something which is authentic in terms of English and be judged on 
that, not on what they can pour onto a page in 40 minutes or an hour. 
 
Any move to gut the course would be educational vandalism at its worst. 
 
Student projects, creation and composition are increasingly elements of assessment at a 
tertiary level. How can we say that we are adequately dealing with the secondary / tertiary 
interface if we are contemplating moving away from or watering down this component of HSC 
English?  
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� Lack of examination component 
 

This is truly as assessment for learning activity. Exams are not a level playing field. Substituting 
an exam-based course for Extension 2 or adding on an exam will merely serve to reintroduce 
assessment processes which favour students who come from homes that value the competitive 
aspects of education - often the middle classes - again. 
 
Students make a profound investment in their own learning. They start to see learning as a self-
reflexive activity, which exceeds rote learning for examinations and the way such ‘learning’ is 
soon forgotten. By contrast, Extension 2 is a transformative experience which transforms 
students’ sense of themselves in quite profound ways. 
 
Advanced, Standard and Extension 1 courses examine fairly limited outcomes based on 
students’ skills to comprehend, analyse and evaluate texts and to compose their own texts in 
the context of examinations. The Extension 2 course enables students to go beyond the 
limitations imposed by an examination system and also to reflect on their own learning in 
meaningful and comprehensive ways. 
 
Introducing an examination component will open up the course to pre-prepared essays. 

 
Ensuring the probity of process and product  
In their responses teachers suggested ways in which the BOS might deal with possible 
corruption or malpractice risks. These generally focussed on increasing accountability measures 
by students and teachers and extending the marking of Extension 2 submissions beyond the 
Major Work. 
 
For students, they proposed 

� mandatory inclusion of drafts in the journal for teachers to check progress 
� mandatory cut off dates within the course so that students who have failed to produce 

work at a half-way point by the end of Term 1 are officially asked to show cause why they 
should remain 

 
For teachers they suggest 

� active supervision during allocated periods in which students research, write or discuss 
their work and during filming to ensure that direction is entirely the work of the student 

� a dossier be kept on the progress of each student’s work including records of meetings 
and comments on key stages of development and assessment points. 

� the dossier be sent to the marking centre along with student journals and major work. 
 
For the course, they advise 

� removal of the mentor role which and allow too much influence on the work of the student 
and often can not be monitored closely enough by the teacher to ensure that the student 
owns the work 

 
For the Board of Studies they suggest 

� The time between handing in the work and sending it in to the BOS could be extended so 
that schools have more time to check the authenticity of the handed in work and compare 
it to earlier drafts.  

� Pro Formas provided by the Board of Studies to be completed by students and teachers 
during the course to monitor more formally the progress of the work. Some schools do this 
already. 

� The publication of sample student answers across a variety of ranges so that teachers 
have an indication of what the majority of students accomplish. This will assist teachers to 
advise and mentor students and make the marking and standards more transparent. 
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There was a recognition that the evaluation processes of the course could be contributing to any 
uncertainty about the authenticity of student work. Some teachers believed that the separation 
between what is assessed in schools (the process of the development of the major work) and 
what is assessed at the Marking Centre (the major work itself) does not allow for adequate 
examination of the course of study. 
 

Many students produce a good Major Work but have been late in doing so or have not done 
well in the developmental assessment tasks. Maybe there could be more emphasis on the 
product in the assessment.  

 
If student journals are included as part of what examiners review, and that there is some kind of 
record of their assessment …accountability and determination of authenticity might be more 
obvious. Any inconsistencies (glaring or otherwise) would reveal themselves if one traced the 
task development from Proposal to Viva Voce to Reflection statements in conjunction with a 
close study of the journal. 

 
They recommend that at the Marking centre 

� greater account be taken of teacher recommendations 
 

We had a student who did little work all year and we submitted the relevant forms to the board 
detailing his lack of effort and voicing our opinion that we could not be sure if the final work was 
entirely his. He filled in an appeal in which he said he could not contribute during the year 
because of soccer practice. We were extremely surprised and disappointed that he received a 
mark only four points below the next ranked student. 
If the board is entirely relying on teachers to certify the works in terms of validity and probity, 
then this recommendation should determine the final assessment. This would give the system 
greater integrity and reliability.  

 
ETA Recommendations 
The Board of Studies should acknowledge that there is a groundswell of support for this course 
from teachers of English who see it as “what English really is.”   
 
Adulterating the course would risk excising a component of real authenticity from the HSC 
English syllabus and would send a strong message back down the school that any development 
of independent student composition inscribed in English syllabuses is simply empty rhetoric. In 
particular, any proposal to alter the course by the introduction of an examination in the name of 
‘rigour’ would be to perpetuate a 19th model of standardisation and to turn away from dealing 
with 21st challenges in education by saying it is “all too hard”. It is also important that certifying 
the Major Work not become mired in bureaucratic processes which, if they are too prescriptive 
and restrictive, inhibit the creative process. A drive for accountability should not be at the 
expense of richer educational experiences of students. 
 
The ETA has considered the ICAC recommendations in the light of this consultation as outlined 
below.: 

ICAC Recommendation: The ETA  
1 That the Board of Studies NSW adopt one agreed standard 

and a minimal number of well-defined terms, consistent with 
that standard, to describe what is expected of students, and 
in particular the extent to which a student’s work must be his 
or her own. 
The standard and associated terms should be used 
consistently throughout BOS publications, including 
guidelines, policies and procedures and where relevant 
should be supported by examples and case studies showing 
what is both acceptable and unacceptable practice. 

agrees that this is necessary and 
useful for all courses and students. It 
allows a whole school approach to 
ethically based assessment. 

2 That the Board of Studies NSW conducts acomprehensive 
review to determine the types of third party assistance that 
are unacceptable for HSC students. To guide students, 

agrees that this would be a valuable 
resource in implementing HSC 
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parents, teachers and tutors, BOS publications should set out 
examples and case studies of what is both acceptable and 
unacceptable third party assistance. 

courses and assisting teachers, 
students and parents in navigating 
ethical concerns when writing 
assessments. 

3 That all Board of Studies NSW guidelines should clearly state 
that plagiarism if detected will jeopardize the student’s HSC 
exam results. 

agrees. 

4 That the Board of Studies NSW requires students who 
undertake English Extension 2 to explicitly acknowledge all 
assistance they receive with the preparation of their Major 
Work, including any assistance they may receive from paid 
tutors. It is also recommended that the nature of the 
assistance 
given be specified. 
 

5 That the Board of Studies NSW considers whether this 
requirement should be extended to other HSC courses that 
include significant take-home assessment tasks or submitted 
works. 

agrees that these would assist 
teachers in understanding what 
influences are brought to bear on 
student decisions in course 
assessment.  
There needs to be an understanding 
by parents and students that the 
tutoring industry is not regulated by 
the state and that the quality of 
delivery is variable. 

6 That the Board of Studies NSW considers requiring the Major 
Work Journal for English Extension 2 to be submitted to the 
school and signed off by the school at certain nominated 
points in the development of the work to reinforce the 
message that the Major 
Work Journal should document the evolution of the Major 
Work across a course of time and to prevent the Journal from 
simply being “made up” at the end of the process. 
 

agrees that this would be useful. The 
ETA is aware that many schools 
require students to submit the journal 
with each assessment task and they 
find it helpful in authenticating student 
works.  
We suggest that the Board of Studies 
develop proformas for key stages in 
the project that allow for better 
monitoring and form the basis of a 
teacher’s dossier. 

7 That the Board of Studies NSW includes in advice to 
students, parents and teachers a statement that serious and 
deliberate acts of cheating in the Higher School Certificate 
would amount to corrupt conduct. 
The Board of Studies NSW should provide advice as to how it 
handles such allegations, the consequences to those 
involved if the allegations are sustained and that, where 
appropriate, the Board of Studies NSW will report matters to 
the Independent Commission Against Corruption. 
 

agrees. Currently the Board produces 
advice to students outlining possible 
consequences of misconduct. This 
needs to be amplified to include the 
processes of investigation, the 
determination of misconduct and 
subsequent penalties. Any reporting 
should respect the privacy of the 
individuals involved in recognition of 
their young age. 

8 That, with input from the secondary school sector, the Board 
of Studies NSW develops an appropriately resourced and 
independent expert advice and support service to assist 
schools and teachers in the management of individual cases 
of malpractice in assessment tasks and submitted works. 

agrees 

9 That, with input from the secondary education 
sector, the Board of Studies NSW develops a system for 
centrally recording, assessing and analysing the number and 
type of misconduct incidents that occur in the Higher School 
Certificate assessment program and submitted works. 
 

disagrees: the purpose of this is not 
clear. While other recommendations 
deal with precedent and offer real 
support to schools, this 
recommendation does not seem to 
have a valid benefit. 

10 That, after the reporting system has been established, the 
Board of Studies NSW publicly reports numbers and types of 
malpractice incidents and investigation outcomes for all 
incidents of malpractice in take-home 
assessment tasks, including how cases were 
dealt with. 
 

disagrees. This recommendation does 
not work towards community good but 
engages in finger pointing. 
Assessment is about developing 
people and this kind of approach is 
counter-productive. 
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11 That, to raise awareness about the application of sanctions, 
the Board of Studies NSW considers developing and 
publishing a series of case studies in its information to 
students that provide examples of where malpractice has 
been identified, the sanctions applied and the effect of those 
sanctions on the student’s Higher School Certificate results. 
 

disagrees. The benefits from this 
recommendation can more effectively 
be achieved through hypothetical 
scenarios. While actual case studies 
may inform their development, 
hypothetical scenarios can be focused 
on and explore a range of principles to 
assist in learning how to act ethically. 

12 That the Board of Studies NSW considers introducing a 
standard requirement that, should a reasonable suspicion of 
malpractice or dispute concerning malpractice arise, students 
will be required to demonstrate that the work is entirely their 
own. 
 

agrees that a support document 
outlining how schools can proceed 
effectively in a range of situations 
should be developed. Such a 
document should also indicate 
support available to schools in such 
situations from the Board of Studies 
and directing them to appropriate 
areas in systems and sectors. 

13 That the Board of Studies NSW adopts a risk 
management approach in relation to the corruption risks 
associated with its HSC Assessment Program and that 
regular reviews are undertaken to ensure that existing and 
emerging risks are recognized and managed in a timely 
fashion. The Commission recommends that there is 
coordination between the Board of Studies NSW, the NSW 
Department of Education and Training and the non-
government school sector in this regard. 

agrees. Risk management involves, 
among other things, a review of the 
staffing formula for all schools to 
ensure a workable teacher/student 
ratio for a course as intensive and 
challenging as this one. 
 

14 That the NSW Department of Education and 
Training ensures that the new level of oversight 
provided by additional school education directors is used 
effectively to ensure compliance with the Board of Studies’ 
Higher School Certificate policies and procedures. 
Chapter : Identifying and dealing with cheating and 
malpractice. 

agrees. 

 
 
In summary, the ETA offers the following recommendations: 

1. Maintain current course structure for English Extension 2 
2. Develop support material to assist teachers in monitoring the major work. This should 

comprise: 
� Guidelines for monitoring students’ development of Major Works 
� A range of scenarios that incorporate the ethical principles of “HSC All my own work” 

to guide teachers parents and students 
� Course description for students and parents incorporating ethical project 

development 
� Suggested proformas for key stages in the project that allow for better monitoring 

and form the basis of a teacher’s dossier 
� A bank of assessment ideas for the assessment task that allow for better monitoring. 

3. Submit teachers’ dossier along with certification of Major Work to the Board of Studies 
4. Alter the staffing formula for all schools to ensure a workable teacher/student ratio for a 

course as intensive and challenging as this one. 
5.  

 

 
President  
English Teachers’ Association NSW 
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Appendix 
Schools identified in teacher responses to the consultation 

 

Abbotsleigh 

Bankstown Grammar 

Brisbane Waters Secondary College 

Chifley College,  Mt Druitt 

Concord High School 

Denison College Bathurst 

Dubbo School of Distance Education 

Glenaeon Rudolf Steiner School 

Holy Spirit College Bellambi 

James Ruse Agricultural High School. 

Killarney Heights High School 

Kinross Wolaroi 

Knox Grammar 

Macquarie Fields High School 

Northholm Grammar School 

Ravenswood School 

Penrith High School 

Ryde Secondary College 

Southern Highlands Christian School Bowral 

St Andrews’ Marayong 

St Edward’s College East Gosford 

St Francis Xavier’s College 

St George Girls’ High 

St Vincent’s College 

Sydney Grammar School 

 


