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Presentation Outline
Section A: Scientific posters
Section B: Student investigation topics in Units 3 and 4 
Section C: Approaches to running investigations
Section D: Managing student-designed practical investigations 

across Units 3 and 4 
Section E: Laboratory usage
Section F: Putting it all together



Scientific poster – Units 3 and 4
VCAA template  
• For Units 3 and 4, students’ 

scientific posters must include 
the following seven sections:
- Title 
- Introduction
- Methodology
- Results
- Discussion
- Conclusion
- Acknowledgments and 

references
• Word limit is 1000 words

Notes: 
• The ‘VCAA template’ 

referred to in the listed 
assessment tasks for Unit 
4 Outcome 3 refers to 
seven sections listed on 
the left side of this slide

• Physical templates, 
including digital poster 
template layouts, are 
readily available, free of 
charge, on the Internet



Scientific poster – Units 1 and 2

Unlike the scientific poster requirements for Units 3 and 4, teachers of 
Units 1 and 2 may choose to:

• change word limits (for example, decrease)
• provide greater scaffolding of the poster
• allow students to produce the poster as a group 

assignment/assessment task
• assess the poster as a group assignment/ assessment task.

Discuss: How can poster sections be scaffolded such that there is a balance between providing 
support for students whilst enabling students to be differentiated, particularly at the ‘top end’?



Discussion: Science communication

The most common problem for students when constructing their scientific 
posters is exceeding the word limit and having a high word/graphic ratio. 

Discuss: 
• What strategies can be used to assist students to communicate science ideas more 

succinctly?
• Which graphic types require explicit teaching as representations of science 

understanding and skills?



Unit 1 Area of Study 3
Sample approach 1: Teacher-provided list of topics

• Teacher provides a list of possible research questions from pages 16–17 
of the VCE Psychology Study Design

• Students submit a proposed timeline and research plan related to a 
research question of interest

• A negotiated research question is undertaken by the student and 
monitored by the teacher.



Unit 1 Area of Study 3
Sample approach 2:  Group investigation

• Groups of students investigate a selected and/or negotiated research question 
from the set of possible questions on pages 16–17 of the VCE Psychology Study 
Design

• Each member of the group contributes a nominated newspaper item related to the 
research question in a class psychology e-newspaper (for example, letter to the 
editor, a report of a psychological issue, survey results from a public opinion poll 
related to a psychological issue, a cartoon about a psychological issue, interview 
with a psychologist, neuroscientist or other psychological professional).



Unit 1 Area of Study 3
Sample approach 3: Experimental investigation

• The teacher selects questions from each of the six topic areas listed on pages 
16–17 of the VCE Psychology Study Design that have an ‘experimental’ theme

• Students work individually or in groups to provide a response to investigate the 
research question of interest

• Sample questions in this category include: Are ‘brain training’ programs 
effective? Does the use of technology prior to sleeping change sleeping 
patterns? Are emotions contagious?



Unit 1 Area of Study 3
Sample approach 4: Case study

• The teacher selects questions from each of the six topic areas listed on pages 
16–17 of the VCE Psychology Study Design that have a ‘case study’ theme

• Students work individually or in groups to provide a response to the case study
• Sample questions in this category include: How can brain trauma in injuries 

affect cognitive function? How has the treatment of mental illness changed over 
time? How are different neuroimaging techniques used to study brain structure 
and function? How does foetal alcohol syndrome affect nervous system 
functioning? 



Unit 1 Area of Study 3
Sample approach 5: Student topic selection

• The teacher provides students with the list of questions from each of the six 
topic areas listed on pages 16–17 of the VCE Psychology Study Design at the 
start of Unit 1 as examples of possible research (primary or secondary) 
investigation

• Students are given an extended time to consider their own question for 
investigation, including allowing time for students to research other relevant 
topics on the Internet

• Students submit proposed topics to teacher
• Negotiated investigation topic between teacher and student.



Discussion: Structuring Unit 1 research investigations

A number of approaches can be used to structure student investigations in Unit 
1 Area of Study 3, including the five approaches listed in the previous slides.

Discuss: 
• Identify the strengths and limitations of the five approaches listed in the previous slides
• Evaluate the approach currently used at your school for structuring the investigation in Unit 

1, Area of Study 3
• Identify the advantages and disadvantages of designing investigations that utilise primary 

versus secondary data.



Unit 2 student investigations 
• Can be conducted as part of Area of Study 1, across Area of Study 1 and 2 or as part of 

Area of Study 2, but S/N results are reported in VASS as part of Unit 2 Outcome 3. 
• Depending on student ability and interests, student cohort size and school resources, 

should be a guided, coupled or open scientific investigation.

https://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/curriculum/vce/vce-study-designs/biology/Pages/Planning.aspx#scientific


Unit 4 Area of Study 3: Student-designed investigation

Coupled or open inquiry
• Commonly, this investigation would involve ‘coupled’ or ‘open’ inquiry
• Student skills in inquiry types should be scaffolded 

Refer to the ‘Advice for teachers’ for more information about coupled and open inquiry

Scientific inquiry methods
• A range of inquiry methods area appropriate for the student-designed investigation

Refer to the ‘Advice for teachers’ for more information about scientific inquiry methods

Investigation approval 
• Not all student-designed investigations can be allowed to proceed
• Investigations must be managed in terms of resources, safety and authenticity.

https://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/Pages/vce/adviceforteachers/psychology/types_of_scientific_inquiry.aspx
https://www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/Pages/vce/adviceforteachers/psychology/scientific_inquiry_method.aspx


Typical timeline
(suggested 7 to 10 hours)

• Approximately 2 hours: Students research question, research possible methods, confirm 
investigation with teacher and provide methodology and equipment list needed for the task.

• 2-4 hours: Students reflect on feedback from teacher about their proposed investigation, 
consider whether their proposed method is feasible and can be replicated, and refine scientific 
procedure as required. Commence data generation. Students maintain logbook records. Teacher 
checks and signs off logbook entries.

• 3-4 hours: Continuation of data generation, data processing and data analysis. Students were 
given electronic poster template in the last double period of week 3 and completed their own 
scientific poster.

Discuss: Does the student investigation necessarily need to be completed in a single block of time?



Scaffolding key science skills
• Different schools will have different ways in which they 

scaffold the key science skills across Units 1 to 4
• Schools should adjust the curriculum and assessment 

program to match their students needs
• Formative assessment is critical to understanding the 

prior skills that your students have entering into Unit 1 
and/or Unit 2 and/or Unit 3 Psychology.



Discussion: Unpacking key science skills

The time allocated to the student-designed practical investigation 
requires that teachers:

• explicitly teach required knowledge and skills
• ‘unpack’ students’ misconceptions/ uncertainties/ errors etc.

Discuss: 
1. How is the student design process managed in your class/ at your school?
2. How are students’ range of skill competencies catered for?



Testing students’ capacity to design investigations

Unit 4 Outcome 3 in the study design requires that students “design and undertake 
a practical investigation…”

Discuss:
Given that this outcome may be completed at any point across Units 3 and/or 4, discuss the 
strengths and limitations of assessing (diagnostic, formative and/or summative) students’ capacity 
to design investigations:
(a) before they undertake their own investigation
(b) after they undertake their own investigation
(c) both before and after they undertake their own investigation.



Virtual laboratories and field work

The 2017 VCE Psychology SAC audit showed that over 30% of schools used 
‘virtual laboratories’ as part of their teaching and learning program, whilst no 
schools utilised local universities/science institutions to support their school 
programs

Discuss: 
(a) What opportunities exist for extending VCE Psychology outside the classroom?
(b) Which other schools and VCE Psychology organisational and teacher networks could be 

accessed for student-designed investigations and resource sharing?



Managing change

The same old thinking The same old results

Reflection/discussion: 
• What worked well last year?
• What did not work well last year?
• How is student topic selection managed?
• How is laboratory work managed across the science faculty?
• Is the poster assessed in stages?
• At what stages do students receive feedback?
• What could be improved this/next year?



2022 VCE Teacher’s 
checklist

Supports teachers to ensure that they 
are implementing the key processes 
and practices that support the 
effective delivery of the VCE.



Developing a curriculum and assessment program

• Each school is different:
- different contexts in which students operate 
- different circumstances in which schools are situated

• Students will have different:
- strengths and talents
- available resources

• Schools have flexibility in:
- designing curriculum programs that meet the needs of their cohort and the 

context in which they are learning
- developing assessment programs that are aligned to the VCE Psychology 

Study Design and comply with VCE assessment principles. 



Planning template

Whilst designed specifically for schools seeking to deliver a VCE study for the first time, the 
VCE Curriculum and Assessment Plans are a useful tool for all teachers in planning 
assessment.

https://vcaa.vic.edu.au/administration/schooladministration/authorisation/Pages/VCECurriculumAndAssessmentPlans.aspx


Feedback
• Feedback can occur at any point in the teaching, learning and 

assessment cycle. 

• Feedback provides students with information on:
‒ where they are at in their learning
‒ how to improve their learning.

• Feedback to students on their performance in assessment tasks is an 
important aspect of the assessment process. 

“The research is clear: improving feedback practices can significantly improve student learning and 
the quality of teaching in classrooms.”

Spotlight – Reframing feedback to improve teaching and learning Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 

https://www.aitsl.edu.au/docs/default-source/research-evidence/spotlight/spotlight-feedback.pdf?sfvrsn=cb2eec3c_12


Feedback
• is timely, specific and related to the learning and assessment intention
• is constructive and provides meaningful information to students about their 

learning in a variety of forms
• focuses on the activity and corrects misunderstandings
• identifies and reinforces students’ strengths
• provides information about how they can improve
• facilitates the development of and provides opportunities for self-

assessment and reflection during the learning process
• informs future teaching and learning opportunities.



Integrity and Authentication
The integrity of VCE Assessments is of a paramount concern to 
maintain the integrity of the VCE qualification, as such teachers 
and schools need to develop and implement robust authentication 
strategies to ensure that the student’s submitted work is clearly 
their own. 

Effective schools will build a culture of integrity and trust 
underpinned by teaching and learning practices of ongoing 
formative assessment to gather knowledge and evidence of 
student abilities.



Authentication strategies
• Authentication of student work is central to school-based assessment
• Consider how you will use formative assessment to gain an understanding 

of students skills in relation to the key knowledge and specific Unit 1-4 
Biology key science skill prior to undertaking each assessment task. 

• Annotation of stimulus material and/or creation of notes under teacher 
supervision

• Regular sighting of any research or preparation work that is recorded by the 
teacher

• Significant modification of any publically available materials used to 
develop the assessment task
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Erin Wilson
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 erin.wilson@education.vic.gov.au
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