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SCOPE 
 

A SCOPE is a Strategic Commentary on Policies in Education. It may take the form of a 

book, chapter, conference paper, invited presentation or article for a professional 

association or newspaper. It may also be a stand-alone monograph or substantial article, 

and this publication is an example of the former. 

Taking the lead from Henry Mintzberg, an international expert on strategy, the 

essence of a SCOPE is strategic thinking, a process that calls for “seeing”: seeing ahead, 

seeing behind, seeing above, seeing below, seeing beyond, and above all, seeing it 

through. 

To anticipate the future (seeing ahead), the process of undertaking a SCOPE 

involves describing what has occurred in the past (seeing behind); reviewing what 

policymakers have designed and implemented (seeing above); exploring the impact of 

policies at the level where intended outcomes were or were not achieved, or how they 

were experienced (seeing below); noting what other countries, systems or schools are 

doing or have achieved (seeing beyond); and identifying how favourable outcomes have 

been sustained, or proposing how this may be done (seeing it through).  

A SCOPE is written for policymakers, professionals, the public, academics and 

those studying or researching in related areas. Some prior knowledge is assumed. The 

starting point is usually a summary of current authorities, accountabilities, structures and 

processes.  

Scoping an issue does not necessarily involve recommendations, although a few 

may be offered, nor does it predict the future, always a hazardous venture, but there are 

usually signs of what may transpire.  

 

Brian Caldwell studied developments in school curriculum and quality of teaching in 

Australia from late 2021 to mid-2022, culminating in the election of a new federal 

government. Events were fast-moving, involving ministerial interventions, a revised 

Australian Curriculum, a review of initial teacher education and the federal election, 

with robust debate among stakeholders along the way. This SCOPE is intended to be the 

outcome of strategic thinking about these matters. 
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CHAPTER 1: SCHOOL CURRICULUM   

A federal election was held on 21 May 2022. A Labor Government has taken office. Jason 

Clare is the new minister for education. He signalled the end of the “curriculum wars.” The 

quality of teaching is centre stage in the new government’s education policies, especially as 

they concern getting the best people into teaching.  

Revisions to the Australian Curriculum were approved by ministers for education on 1 

April 2022. This was the outcome of extensive consultation and robust debate. The previous 

version was internationally benchmarked against some of the best and was claimed to be 

world-class. 

The Australian Professional Standards for Teachers have stood the test of time since 

their adoption in 2011. A review of initial teacher education was released in February 2022, 

the most recent of many over several decades. It focused on measures to increase the appeal 

of teaching as a profession. Teachers must be at the forefront of knowledge and skill that 

should underpin their efforts to help ensure that all students can succeed regardless of 

circumstance.  

Is Australia now on track to, once again, be among the world’s best in school 

education, at least as measured by performance on international tests of student achievement? 

If this question can be answered in the affirmative, policymakers can be proud, parents can be 

assured and teachers can proceed with confidence in a renewed profession. Education will 

then be front-page news for its achievements and not for its perceived shortcomings.  

The purpose of this SCOPE is to describe and assess progress to mid-2022 in efforts 

to achieve world-class curriculum and teaching in Australia. Particular attention is given to 

developments since 2008, notably since the establishment of the Australian Curriculum, 

Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) and the Australian Institute for Teaching and 

School Leadership (AITSL). Set up by a Labor Government, they continued under the 

Coalition. Glenn Savage undertook a study of developments in the context of the Rudd Labor 

Government’s “education revolution,” and concluded that “the education revolution and 

subsequent reforms can be understood as part of a wide-reaching and ongoing project of 

national transformation.” (Savage, 2021, p. 14) If success has been achieved, or there is 

promise that it will be, we are concerned with matters of long-term benefit to the nation. 

Chapters 1-3 are examples of “strategic thinking-in-action,” in this instance on 

matters related to school curriculum, quality of teaching and projects that endeavour to 

describe or propose a future in these domains.  
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Chapter 1 presents the key features of the revised Australian Curriculum. It describes 

how ACARA has benchmarked the Australian Curriculum against counterparts in some of 

the world’s best performers. The way in which it has been adopted/adapted/incorporated in 

curriculums in states/territories and schools is illustrated. Contentious issues are identified 

and related responses in the revised curriculum are noted.  

Chapter 2 is concerned with the quality of teaching. Standards-based and evidence-

based approaches are described. How teachers acquire knowledge to inform their work is 

explored along with early work in the Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO). 

It takes up matters related to initial teacher education and offers a critique of research 

conducted in faculties/schools of education as it relates to the quality of teaching. Contentious 

issues are canvassed along with recommendations in a review of initial teacher education.  

Chapter 3 describes forces shaping education and reports the findings of projects that 

look to the future, including the policies and priorities of the new government as they were 

known at the time of writing.  

Chapter 4 is not a summary; it provides a strategic commentary on matters considered 

in Chapters 1-3. It includes an overall assessment of what has occurred and likely to lie 

ahead. 

GOVERNANCE 

Australia has a population of 26.0 million (March 2022) and is a federation of six states and 

two territories. It was constituted from existing colonies in 1901. There are three levels of 

government: federal, state/territory, and municipal. The Constitution leaves responsibility for 

schools in the hands of the states/territories but there are factors that explain why and how a 

key role for the federal government has emerged. One is because Section 96 of the 

Constitution allows it to grant money to states/territories under whatever terms and conditions 

are mutually agreed. The upshot is that government schools in states/territories as well as 

non-government schools are now dependent on the federal government for significant 

amounts of public funding.  

States and territories have responsibility for their public schools which they build, 

own, operate and fund. Prior to federation schools were operated by colonial governments, 

local committees and churches. Public schools were brought under the arm of education 

departments which also implemented legislation and regulations applying to non-government 

(private) schools.  
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The federal government had no role in school education until the 1960s when funds 

started to flow to the states/territories to support, for example, building science laboratories 

and enhance libraries in public and private schools. (Wilkinson et al., 2007) The watershed 

for large-scale federal involvement came with the report in 1973 of the Interim Committee 

for the Australian Schools Commission, known as The Karmel Report (Interim Committee 

for the Australian Schools Commission, 1973) which provided a framework for the 

systematic delivery of federal funds.  

The federal government can create, or operate within, structures and processes that 

enable it and the governments of states/territories to work together, as illustrated in the 

deliberations of what was formerly known as the Education Council (EC) (of ministers for 

education) of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG). Before EC it was known as 

the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs 

(MCEETYA), established in the early 1990s under reforms of the Hawke-Keating Labor 

Governments. It became the vehicle for increased federal involvement in association with the 

states/territories but it soon became a complex and unwieldy arrangement with more than 50 

sub-groups reporting to it. (Jones, 2008, p. 165)  

Significant changes made in 2020 were designed to improve efficiency in 

federal/state/territory relations. The EC was replaced by the Education Ministers Meeting 

(EMM). COAG was replaced by the National Cabinet (NC), early meetings of which were 

associated in the public mind with matters related to COVID-19. EMM does not report to the 

NC, unlike previous arrangements in which the EC reported to COAG. The purpose of the 

EMM, considered to be a “forum,” is to “progress matters of national strategic importance … 

to achieve agreed objectives and priorities.” The EMM is chaired by the federal minister, an 

arrangement to be reviewed at the end of 2022. 

The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL), owned and 

funded exclusively by the federal government, and the Australian Curriculum, Assessment 

and Reporting Authority (ACARA), funded jointly by the federal and state/territory 

governments but mandated under federal legislation, demonstrate how the two levels of 

government have attempted to align their efforts in recent times. The Australian Education 

Research Organisation (AERO) is like ACARA in governance and fundings arrangements. 

ACARA develops the Australian Curriculum that is implemented after approval by 

the EMM. States/territories then adopt, adapt, or incorporate it in their own curriculums, with 

further change by schools to meet local priorities, depending on the level of autonomy and 

how it is exercised. ACARA also designs and delivers a national system of tests. Since the 
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federal government neither owns nor operates a school, these arrangements can only occur 

with the formal agreement of states/territories.  

The “architecture” of the various decision-making bodies described above are those at 

the time of writing in early June 2022. There may be changes in structures, nomenclature, 

roles, purposes and processes in the months ahead.  

BACKSTORY 

Agreement on the need for a national curriculum was reached in 2008. Until that time, 

curriculums were determined by state/territory governments acting alone. Interest in a 

national approach had been shown from time to time in the 1980s and 1990s. The Howard 

Government took no action in respect to a national curriculum although David Kemp, whose 

ministerial responsibilities included school education (1996-2001), outlined the need for 

explicit goals. For the future, he declared “there will be clear, targeted and measurable goals 

which are supported by schools and the community.” (Kemp, 1996) He believed that these 

should be publicly available. Another federal minister Brendan Nelson (2001-2006) went 

further, stating in 2003 that “We will do everything we can (including the use of funding as a 

lever if necessary) to see greater consistency in schooling in Australia. By the end of the 

decade, at the very least we should have common starting ages and school structure, 

consistent curriculum standards, common testing and a national tertiary entrance system.” 

(Nelson, 2003)  

For a period from 2007 all governments were Labor, and this was an aligning if not a 

driving force. Under the Rudd Labor Government, the Australian Curriculum Board was 

established, soon becoming the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 

(ACARA), by which time developmental work for a national curriculum was underway, as 

were approaches to national testing.  

The vision of ACARA is “To inspire improvement in the learning of all young 

Australians through world-class curriculum, assessment and reporting.” Its purpose is “To be 

the authoritative source of advice on, and delivery of, national curriculum, assessment and 

reporting for all Australian ministers, with international recognition of our work.” (ACARA, 

2021a, p. 8) Details of how ACARA goes about its work are contained in the Appendix. 

REVISED AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM 

The International Bureau of Education at UNESCO provided a glossary of terms related to 

curriculum (UNESCO-IBE, 2013), considered to be a description of what, when, why, and 
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how students should learn in a systematic way. The Australian Curriculum is an example of 

an intended, official, or planned curriculum, referring to the contents of formal documents 

which specify what the relevant education authorities, that is, states/territories as agreed by 

the EMM, expect students to learn and be able to do. An implemented or taught curriculum 

refers to how the intended curriculum is translated into practice. An attained, achieved, or 

realised curriculum refers to the knowledge, understandings, skills, and attitudes that students 

actually acquire. A hidden or informal curriculum refers to unofficial norms, behaviours, and 

values that are expected or acquired. 

The EC determined that the Australian Curriculum would be reviewed every six years, 

with the first review undertaken in 2020-2021. ACARA produced a draft revised curriculum 

which was made available to all stakeholders for their response. Significant changes were 

approved by the EMM in April 2022 after robust and occasionally heated debate among 

policymakers, the profession and the public. The approved revised curriculum will be 

implemented in 2023. 

There are three dimensions in the revised Australian Curriculum (F-10), namely, Learning 

Areas (8), General Capabilities (7), and Cross-curriculum Priorities (3). These are unchanged 

from the previous version. 

 The eight Learning Areas are English, Mathematics, Languages (15), Technologies 

(includes Design and Technologies, and Digital Technologies), The Arts (includes 

Dance, Drama, Media Arts, Music, and Visual Arts), Health and Physical Education, 

Science, and Humanities and Social Sciences (includes History, Geography, Civics 

and Citizenship, and Economics and Business). The Australian Curriculum provides 

detailed descriptions of content to be taught each year or across a band of years. 

Descriptions are accompanied by achievement standards that specify what students 

should know and be able to do. 

 There are seven General Capabilities including Literacy, Numeracy, Information and 

Communications Technology (ICT) Capability, Critical and Creative Thinking, 

Personal and Social Capability, Ethical Understanding, and Intercultural 

Understanding. These capabilities are included in the content of the learning areas and 

specify what students should know and be able to do in order to learn, live and work 

in the 21st century. 
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 The three Cross-curriculum Priorities are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Histories and Culture, Asia and Australia’s Engagement with Asia, and Sustainability. 

It is intended that these be addressed across the curriculum. 

Understandably, it is the detail that is of special interest and the subject of vigorous 

debate among jurisdictions, stakeholders, academics and interest groups. Contentious issues 

and their management in the revised curriculum are dealt with later in the chapter. 

The curriculum contains “elaborations” that are intended to serve as a guide to 

teachers, and it is the length of these elaborations that has been contentious. Elaborations 

include examples of the way the curriculum may be implemented in classrooms, each of 

which links to resources (work samples) that may be taken up by teachers. Elaborations also 

include the way in which the general capabilities and cross-curriculum priorities may be 

addressed in each year level for each learning area. ACARA provided the following summary 

of changes made in the revised version: 

 The removal and reduction of content so the curriculum can be taught with depth and 

rigour, including a 21 per cent reduction in the number of content descriptions, which 

describe what is to be taught. 

 A stronger focus on phonics in English. There is no mention of “balanced literacy,” 

still taught in Victoria. 

 A stronger focus on students mastering the essential mathematical facts, skills, 

concepts and processes, and being introduced to these at the right time. 

 Making clear what mathematical computations need to be done without a calculator, 

reinforcing the importance of achieving proficiency in foundational skills. 

 A revision of the sequencing of content in Mathematics; in particular, telling time, 

introduction of fractions, recall of multiplication facts (“times tables’) and solving 

equations. 

 Lifting standards for Mathematics in Year 1 in relation to addition and subtraction, 

with additional content setting expectations about recall and proficiency with 

multiplication facts, beginning in Year 2. 

 Prioritising Australian history within a global context in Years 9 and 10, now 

compulsory subjects in these years. 

 Deepening students’ understanding of First Nations Australian histories and cultures, 

the impact on – and perspectives of – First Nations Australians of the arrival of British 

settlers as well as their contribution to the building of modern Australia. 
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 Strengthening and making explicit teaching about the origins and Christian and 

Western heritage of Australia's democracy, as well as about the diversity of Australian 

communities. 

 Strengthening the explicit teaching of consent and respectful relationships from F–10 

in age-appropriate ways. 

 Addition of privacy and security in the Digital Technologies curriculum. 

 Strengthening the focus on students being physically active and increased content 

with a focus on activity in natural and outdoor settings. 

 Strengthening the Foundation year by identifying the essential content to teach in the 

first year of school across all 8 learning areas. 

It is intended that delivery of the Australian Curriculum (F-10) occupy no more than 

80 per cent of total teaching time, allowing schools to include other content according to local 

priorities for the remaining 20 per cent.  

BENCHMARKING 

 It was noted above that the vision of ACARA is “To inspire improvement in the learning of 

all young Australians through world-class curriculum, assessment and reporting.” A claim to 

be “world-class” cannot be established without benchmarking against curriculums that are 

acknowledged to be among the best. ACARA did this in 2016-2019 by comparing the former 

Australian Curriculum with those in high-performing systems in British Columbia, Finland, 

Singapore, and New Zealand. A summary of key findings was prepared. (ACARA, 2019) 

High performance was considered to be indicated by performance in international 

tests of student achievement, notably PISA (Programme for International Student 

Assessment) and TIMSS (Trends in Mathematics and Science Study). British Columbia is a 

high-performing province in high-performing Canada, Finland has been a high-performing 

country for two decades although its relative performance is declining, and Singapore has 

been the top-performer in recent years. Each of these three performs at a significantly higher 

level than Australia. Australia’s performance in PISA and TIMSS is of concern given that 

federal ministers have set targets for the country to achieve in the top ten of nations. In PISA 

2015 (15-year-olds), for example, Australia was ranked 14
th

 in science literacy, 16
th

 in 

reading literacy, and 25
th

 in mathematics literacy. In 2015 TIMSS mathematics, Australia was 

ranked 28
th

 in Year 4 and 17
th

 in Year 8. In 2015 TIMSS science, Australia was ranked 25
th

 in 

Year 4 and 16
th

 in Year 8. These results represented a significant decline over the previous 
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decade. There is no significant difference between Australia and New Zealand except for 

reading literacy, in which the latter is better. 

Before summarising key findings of the benchmarking project, it is important to note 

differences in governance and demography. British Columbia is a province of 5.2 million in 

Canada where there is no federal role in school education (the Constitution of Canada forbids 

such a role). There are school districts in British Columbia, and these are another level of 

governance in school education. Finland is a country with a unitary system of governance. It 

has a population of 5.6 million. Municipalities are another level of governance. Singapore is a 

city state with 5.9 people. New Zealand has a unitary system of government and 4.9 million 

people. Each of these jurisdictions has populations smaller than New South Wales (8.2 

million) and Victoria (6.6 million) and not far removed from Queensland (5.2 million). 

Indeed, Australia’s two largest cities are not much smaller; Sydney has 4.4 million and 

Melbourne has 4.0 million. In another comparison, British Columbia and New Zealand are as 

multicultural as Australia whereas Finland and Singapore are relatively homogeneous.  

Three criteria were adopted by ACARA in making comparisons with the four 

jurisdictions that were chosen for benchmarking: breadth (number or range of content or 

topics), depth (detail or amount of knowledge that leads to the development of deep 

understandings), and rigour (cognitive demand for students to engage in higher order 

thinking). The study reported consistency among the five jurisdictions on these three criteria. 

The Australian Curriculum was found to be more prescriptive in its three dimensions and 

offer more guidance for schools in implementation. The curriculum in each country explicitly 

referred to 21
st
 century skills/competencies/capabilities. Each expects these to be addressed in 

learning/discipline-based areas. They are reflected in the general capabilities of ACARA and 

“transversal” competencies in Finland. British Columbia, Finland, and Singapore included a 

“futures-orientation” in their design models.  

There was no benchmarking in respect to the content of the curriculums other than 

implied in the above. For example, there was no benchmarking of the times at which various 

concepts in mathematics are introduced. There was no additional systematic benchmarking 

for the revised Australian Curriculum to be introduced from 2023. 

Other than Canada, are there other federations that ACARA might have selected for 

benchmarking? The United States, for example, performs significantly better than Australia 

on student achievement in TIMSS (but not in PISA). Constitutional arrangements are similar 

to those in Australia as far as federal-state relationships are concerned. Responsibility for the 

school curriculum lies with the states, with districts and schools adapting it to meet local 
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priorities. With a population of about 333 million and 50 states, it would be challenging to 

say the least to develop a national curriculum. Federal law requires that each state establish 

school standards in order to receive federal funds. As in Australia, the federal government 

may make grants to the states on a conditional basis. An initiative in 2010 of the National 

Governors Association (NGA) and Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) resulted 

in Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in English language arts and mathematics that were 

initially adopted by 41 states. The Obama Administration included adoption of CCSS as one 

criterion in building a case for receiving federal grants under the Race to the Top scheme. 

Four states have withdrawn from the initiative suggesting there has been a loss of 

momentum. There are mixed results on the impact of CCSS in studies of student 

achievement.  

It is safe to conclude that there is no one-best world-class curriculum but that the 

revised Australian Curriculum stands up well. However, it is another matter to assume that it 

is faithfully implemented in schools, and this reality is explored below. 

CASCADING 

It may be that the image of “cascading” is inappropriate. After all states/territories had their 

own curriculums before the Australian Curriculum was developed. These were then “fitted” 

to the nationally agreed framework. We will hold the image for a time to describe what 

happens after ministers for education approve it for implementation across the nation. 

There were early expectations in the public arena that the purpose of a national 

curriculum in Australia was to ensure that students would be taught the same curriculum no 

matter where they travelled in the country. However, the primary purpose has shifted to the 

benefits of a national approach as far as efficiency is concerned, with the common 

commitment of the federal government and eight jurisdictions to the vision and mission noted 

earlier in respect to ACARA. The Australian Curriculum F-10 is evident in one form or 

another in each instance. Catholic and Independent schools and their respective systems have 

responded in like manner. Indeed, their schools generally reference the Australian 

Curriculum. 

Closer examination of delivery confirms that details in the Australian Curriculum are 

not necessarily manifested in the learning experience of students. Figure 1 illustrates the 

“delivery chain,” with the Australian Curriculum incorporated in state/territory curriculums, 

with adaptations to suit priorities, and further adaptation at the school level. Teachers may 

then tailor experiences to the needs of their students.  
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Figure 1: Cascading the Australian Curriculum

Policy Domain 1 Policy Domain 3 Policy Domain 2 

NATIONAL 

National 

curriculum as 

developed by 

ACARA and 

approved by 

federal / state / 

territory 

ministers 

State / 

territory 

curriculum as 

developed by 

relevant 

authority and 

approved by 

minister: 

incorporating / 

consistent 

with national 

curriculum 

School 

curriculum 

developed by 

principal and 

staff and 

approved by 

governing 

body: a local 

adaptation of 

state / territory 

curriculum 

STATE / 

TERRITORY 
SCHOOL 

AUTONOMY 

Does school 

have / exercise 

authority to 

adapt the 

curriculum? 

CAPACITY 1 

Do teachers 

have the 

capacity to 

adapt the local 

version of 

curriculum to 

their students? 

CAPACITY 2 

Do the school 

and its staff 

have the 

capacity to 

tailor the 

curriculum in 

personalised 

learning? 

Curriculum as 

delivered by 

teachers 

(individually 

or in teams) 

organised as a 

syllabus / 

scheme of 

work 

Curriculum  

as experienced 

by students; 

may be 

personalised 
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ACARA makes clear that adaptations at the school level can be made. “The 

Australian Curriculum can be used flexibly by schools, according to jurisdictional and system 

policies and schedules, to develop programs that meet the educational needs of their students 

and that extend and challenge students.” Expressed bluntly, an elaboration or even a 

particular topic in the Australian Curriculum may not be taught at all in a particular school. 

Key questions are posed in Figure 1. Does the state/territory have the capacity to 

develop a curriculum when it adopts/adapts/incorporates the Australian Curriculum? Does the 

school have/exercise the authority to adapt the curriculum? Does the school have the capacity 

to adapt the local version of the curriculum to meet the needs of its students? Do teachers 

have the capacity to tailor the school curriculum to the needs of their students?  

The Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) prepared the National 

School Improvement Tool in 2012 that has proved useful in assessing a school’s capacity in 

this regard (ACER, 2016, pp. 12-13). It was approved by ministers for use across the nation. 

Schools can rate themselves as high, medium or low against a range of evidence-based  

indicators. Curriculum delivery is one of nine domains for self-assessment. The tool is 

currently being revised. 

A feature of Figure 1 is the provision for a form of “system learning” in each of the 

policy domains as indicated by the arrows from right to left; ACARA draws on feedback 

from states/territories, states/territories “learn” from the experience of schools, and schools 

adapt on the basis of experience in classrooms. 

The review of the curriculum in New South Wales illustrates the foregoing at the state 

level. The first of significance since 1989, it was undertaken in 2018-2020 under the 

leadership of Geoff Masters, CEO of ACER. The report (New South Wales Curriculum 

Review, 2020) was wide-ranging, covering all years of schooling, extending to approaches to 

implementation including building the professional capacity of teachers to deliver the 

proposed curriculum. It considered the existing curriculum to be too broad and excessively 

detailed and prescriptive. Reform was considered to be urgent. The terms of reference called 

for the review to take account of the Australian Curriculum. The report recommended that 

“the core content of the new syllabuses be developed with reference to the Australian 

Curriculum and that, as they are developed, new syllabuses replace the existing syllabuses of 

the NSW curriculum.” (p. xii) The government accepted most recommendations and referred 

others to the New South Wales Education Standards Authority (NESA) for further work. It 

called for action over four years, a period that included revision of the Australian Curriculum. 

(New South Wales Government, 2020)  
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The design and delivery of the Victorian Curriculum is the responsibility of the 

Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority (VCAA). It is organised in the same 

learning areas as the Australian Curriculum and highlights the following general capabilities: 

critical and creative thinking; ethical and intercultural understanding; and personal and social 

capability. It is of particular interest because detailed attention is given to each of the three 

policy domains in Figure 1, especially to the role of schools. The comprehensive guide to 

schools (Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, 2015) includes a brief history of 

curriculum development in Victoria, starting with school-based curriculum in the 1970s. The 

centrally determined Curriculum and Standards Framework (CSF) was established in the 

early 1990s. There were incremental changes leading to a second version of CSF (CSF11), 

then to the Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS), moving to AusVELS that 

incorporated the Australian Curriculum, and finally to the Victorian Curriculum F-10.  

The guide to schools in Victoria states that schools “have considerable flexibility in 

the design of their teaching and learning program. This enables schools to develop particular 

specialisations and areas of expertise and innovation while ensuring the curriculum is 

delivered.” (p. 1) Whole-school curriculum planning is based on two-year bands rather than 

year levels. 

Western Australia has a “mandated” curriculum that “encompasses” the Australian 

Curriculum, developed by the School Curriculum and Standards Authority (SCSA). It is 

organised in learning areas that match those in the Australian Curriculum. The guiding 

principles include Western Australian Values of Schooling which are: respect and concern for 

others and their rights; pursuit of knowledge and commitment to the achievement of 

potential; self-acceptance and respect of self, social and civic responsibility; and 

environmental responsibility. It is likely that these values would be endorsed by all 

jurisdictions in Australia. 

Like other jurisdictions throughout the country, SCSA has developed resources to 

assist teachers in the implementation of the curriculum, as has ACARA and AITSL. 

Queensland has developed C2C (Curriculum into the Classroom).
 
It reflects the diverse needs 

of Queensland students including those in rural and remote areas, small schools, students 

enrolled through the schools of distance education, and students with diverse learning needs 

and abilities. They are regularly reviewed and refined to align with changes to the Australian 

Curriculum and in response to feedback from schools and stakeholders. Schools are not 

required to use C2C. A case study of Millmerran State P-10 School (Caldwell, 2016, pp. 117-

131) revealed that teachers searched widely and networked with other schools to select the 
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resources they felt best suited the implementation of the curriculum in response to local 

needs.  

Returning to an earlier observation, school and classroom perspectives on the 

intended curriculum may be quite different among schools and teachers. Indeed, knowledge 

of or reference to the Australian Curriculum may lie outside the knowledge and experience of 

staff who reference, for example, Victorian Curriculum or Western Australian Curriculum. 

Many elements of the intended curriculum may not be addressed at all; there is simply not 

enough time to deal with them, a point made repeatedly in submissions when reviews of 

national and state/territory curriculums are undertaken.  

An illustration of how what occurs in schools differs from what is intended in the 

Australian Curriculum was provided by the executive officer of the History Teachers 

Association of Victoria during the course of the recent revision. She noted that it “is difficult 

to know how much history is being taught in primary schools” and that “no one collects data 

on how many students are still doing history in years 9 and 10” when that subject was an 

option. (Hull, 2022, p. 23)  

CONTENTIOUS ISSUES 

Three issues concerning the content of the Australian Curriculum have been the subject of 

vigorous debate. These relate to history, including citizenship, reading, and mathematics. The 

length of the curriculum has also been an issue. Much of the debate over the last year has 

been triggered by the intervention of federal ministers and the positions of at least two states. 

Ministerial interventions 

Former federal minister Alan Tudge triggered much debate about the curriculum in his 

address in October 2021 to the Centre for Independent Studies (CIS) (Tudge, 2021). He 

praised the efforts of teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic but noted the decline in 

Australia’s student achievement as measured in PISA.  

Tudge gave his reaction to a second draft of the revised Australian Curriculum. For 

history, he believed that “it downplayed our Western heritage . . . [and] almost erased 

Christianity from our past, despite it being the single most important influence on our modern 

development, according to our greatest living historian, Geoffrey Blainey.” For mathematics, 

he noted that the “peak mathematics association expressed ‘alarm’ at the draft and asked 

them [ACARA] to start again.” For reading, “It astounds me that explicit instruction, or 

phonics for that matter, does not yet have universal take-up.” Former acting federal minister 
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Stuart Robert took up the same issues in March 2022 but his focus was on the quality of 

teaching, as noted in Chapter 2. 

History 

The “history wars” have been a feature of discourse for many years, illustrated in the book of 

that title co-authored in 2004 by historian Stuart Macintyre. (Macintyre & Clark, 2004) 

Macintyre was influential in the development of the history learning area of the Australian 

Curriculum and wrote about the approach as recently as 2020. (Macintyre, 2020) Two 

historians, including the president of the Australian Historical Association, declared that 

Tudge was “playing politics with Australian children.” (Visentin & Curtis, 2021) There are 

other concerns; for example, about one-third of millennials are apparently unaware of the 

Holocaust. Experience in Victoria indicates that students may completely miss learning about 

history after World War 1, including the Holocaust, because these matters are addressed in 

Year 10 when History was [at that time] an optional subject of study. The EMM accepted 

Tudge’s critique at its meeting in February 2022 and instructed ACARA to include reference 

to Western civilisation and the influence of Christianity, as it did in the revised version. 

The aforementioned matters may also be addressed in the Civics and Citizenship 

component of the Humanities and Social Sciences (HASS) learning area. Fiona Mueller, 

former Director of Curriculum at ACARA, who led its international benchmarking project, 

considered that “there can be few more powerful avenues leading to national unity and 

prosperity than a genuinely world-class Australian Curriculum” and that its overarching 

frameworks should include “a renewed commitment to nation-building through an enhanced 

Civics and Citizenship curriculum.” (Mueller, 2021) She built a powerful case for providing 

all students with an earlier opportunity than at present to build knowledge and understanding. 

Part of that case is based on the disappointing levels of achievement of students in ACARA’s 

National Assessment Program – Civics and Citizenship (NAP-CC) tests on a national sample 

of students. ACER develops these tests, with a close alignment of survey items with 

curriculum standards. Results of the 2019 test revealed that only 38 per cent of Year 10 

students and 53 per cent of Year 6 students reached the proficient standard. (ACARA, 2021b) 

The same concerns were raised 25 years earlier by former minister David Kemp. (Kemp, 

1996) The EMM instructed ACARA to make further revisions. 

These issues were resolved when ministers approved the revised curriculum in April 

2022. History is now compulsory in Years 9 and 10, giving attention to events from European 

settlement to World War 1, and events after World War 11, when Australia’s demographic 
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profile changed dramatically through immigration. Changes were duly made to the Civics 

and Citizenship component of HASS. At the same time, it was agreed that no change should 

be made to the emphasis to be given to the history of Indigenous people before European 

settlement and since, but this emphasis should be “deep.”  

Reading 

Debates about the reading curriculum are a different matter in at least one important respect, 

namely, the evidence about the impact of different approaches, usually referred to as phonics 

and whole language learning. The evidence strongly favours phonics, as reported in the 

Australian inquiry in 2005. (Department of Education, Science and Training, 2005) In 

summary, “The Committee recommends that teachers provide systematic, direct and explicit 

phonics instruction so that children master the essential alphabetic code-breaking skills 

required for foundational reading proficiency.” (p.14) It took 17 years for the 

recommendation to be unequivocally addressed in the revised Australian Curriculum.  It was 

also recommended that “teachers provide an integrated approach to reading that supports the 

development of oral language, vocabulary, grammar, reading fluency, comprehension and the 

literacies of modern technologies.” (p. 14)  

Former minister Tudge referred to a survey of initial teacher education in Australia 

that found that only 4 per cent of 116 literacy units in 66 subjects offered by 38 universities 

“had a specific focus on how to teach beginning readers in the first few years of school.” 

(Buckingham & Meeks, 2019) The EMM instructed ACARA to include an explicit reference 

to phonics in the primary years. This change was made in the revised curriculum and the 

teaching of phonics is now an essential requirement in the early years. 

That related programs for practising teachers can be developed and implemented at 

scale is apparent from the Science of Language and Reading course offered to practising 

teachers and others with an interest by the School of Education at La Trobe University in 

Victoria. It is described on its website as a “specialist course covering the linguistic basis of 

early reading as this applies to word decoding and language comprehension.”  It provides an 

“overview of different types of phonics instruction and their pros and cons.” There were 

about 800 participants when first offered in 2020 and about 1,000 in 2021. It is delivered by 

Pamela Snow and Tanya Serry. Snow is Professor of Cognitive Psychology in the School of 

Education. She originally qualified in speech pathology and has taught professionals across 

several disciplines including teacher education. More front-page articles in the media about 

the impact of phonics at the school level will help build momentum. (Carey, 2022)  
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Mathematics 

The mathematics curriculum, like that of literacy, is also fiercely contested, nationally and 

internationally. For example, an article in The Economist (The Economist, 2021) was headed 

“The maths wars.” The context was US performance in international tests. It was noted that 

debates are long-standing, extending over a century, with America’s political divide at the 

heart of debates. “Conservatives typically campaign for classical maths: a focus on 

algorithms (a set of rules to be followed), memorising (of times tables and algorithmic 

processes) and teacher led instruction … Progressives typically favour a conceptual approach 

to maths based on problem-solving and gaining number sense, with less emphasis on 

algorithms and memorising.” The author claimed that “Some activists have also paired 

conceptual maths with ‘social-justice maths’” and cited a view that successful Asian 

curriculums reflect a classical position: “Singapore maths is the best in the world.” 

A similar analysis may also apply in Australia. One academic asserted that the draft 

revision to the Australian Curriculum in mathematics “dilutes the already weak emphasis on 

foundational skills, and replaces them with ‘discovery’ activities and ‘real world modelling.’” 

Adoption of the proposed changes “will guarantee that the national decline in student 

performance in mathematics will only accelerate.” (Guttman, 2021)   

Concerns may also be set in the immediate context of COVID-19. For example, 260 

school-based leaders in mathematics called for a delay in the implementation of curriculum 

change in Victoria because a return to school revealed that students had lost ground when 

lockdowns (the longest in the world in Melbourne) had kept students at home rather than at 

school. It was, according to the Mathematics Heads of Faculty Network, an “emerging 

crisis.” (Carey, 2021) As things turned out, the impact of COVID-19 was even more far-

reaching as many schools often found it hard to find enough teachers to deliver their 

programs on a day-to-day basis. 

In similar fashion to Jennifer Buckingham’s survey on reading, a report (Fahey, 

O’Sullivan & Russell, 2021) to the Centre for Independent Studies (CIS) on approaches to 

mathematics in faculties/schools of education in Australia asserted that there was little 

evidence in 90 programs in 31 universities of explicit (teacher-led) instruction in 

mathematics. It was claimed that “the average 15-year-old would be around 10 months ahead 

of where they currently are if they received mostly teacher-led instruction, with only 

occasional student-led practice.” At its February 2022 meeting the EMM instructed ACARA 

to make further changes to the draft curriculum in mathematics. These changes were made, 
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with students expected to start adding and subtracting in Year 1, with the learning of times 

tables commencing in Year 2. These changes were supported by the Australian Association 

of Mathematics Teachers.  

Length 

The length of the Australian Curriculum, formerly about 3,500 pages if printed in hard copy, 

has been a critical issue in professional and public discourse. The approved revised version 

reduced this by 21 per cent. How does this compare with that in other countries? In Finland, 

for example, the printed version of the national curriculum is about 500 pages. (Lähdemäki, 

2019, pp. 397-422) Before online publication the Finland curriculum was about 100 pages in 

hard copy.  

It may be best to consider online accessibility and useability rather than length, for 

rarely is there a need to read or print the entire curriculum. Nevertheless, the length of the 

curriculum, largely the result of “elaborations,” has been a consistent complaint since the 

Australian Curriculum was first adopted. It made little sense to maintain what may well be 

the world’s longest curriculum when it may be amended at the state/territory level and again 

at the school level. 

Ebb and flow 

It is likely that the various curriculum “wars,” along with interventions by ministers, will ebb 

and flow in the years ahead, as they have in the past. For example, much of the new 

curriculum was attacked within a week of its release. (D’Abrera, 2022) and new federal 

opposition leader Dutton wished to pursue a “values argument”, expressing concern about the 

“extremism of some teachers.” (Visentin, 2022) On the other hand, The Australian, often a 

critic of the curriculum, declared that “parents, employers and other stakeholders can be 

confident that the curriculum is now fit for purpose” (The Australian, 2022) and new minister 

Clare regarded the matter as settled. (Visentin, 2022) 

It is important to acknowledge that, in all of these debates, schools are concerned with 

far more than what is measured in NAPLAN, PISA and TIMSS. Consider, for example, The 

Arts, as included in the Australian Curriculum. These should be non-negotiable in a school’s 

curriculum although how they are addressed depends on context and available expertise. 

Significantly, there is a powerful body of national and international evidence of the 

association between engagement in The Arts and outcomes in literacy and numeracy. 

(Caldwell & Vaughan, 2012; Vaughan, Harris & Caldwell, 2011) In the area of Health and 
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Physical Education, the revised Australian Curriculum stresses the importance of active 

involvement in sport, for example, in addition to classroom learning. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE QUALITY OF TEACHING 

The effectiveness of a curriculum is determined to a substantial extent by its impact at the 

level of the classroom and the performance of students. After student background, there is 

consistent evidence that the most important in-school factor in determining that performance 

is the quality of teaching (Hattie, 2009) and this is the focus of attention in Chapter 2. 

Matters related to quality of teaching are included in the National School Reform 

Agreement of 2018 (NSRA) (Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2022). The 

federal government and the eight governments of states/territories agreed on eight national 

policy initiatives across three directions for implementation over five years to December 

2023. This became the framework for federal funding. The eight initiatives included 

reviewing teacher workforce needs, strengthening the initial teacher accreditation system, and 

establishing the Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO). States/territories 

report annually on the work undertaken in government and non-government schools. 

BACKSTORY 

The change in context and approach over the last half-century is acknowledged. Formerly, for 

those in the public sector, primary teachers were mostly graduates of state-run teachers 

colleges, and secondary teachers had completed a bachelor’s degree and one year of teacher 

training. At least that was the intention because the dramatic increase in enrolments after 

World War 11 meant that persons with few if any qualifications were pressed into service. 

Curriculum statements were brief compared to current practice and were intended to be 

implemented in standard fashion across all schools. Schools were expected to have syllabuses 

that were consistent with the curriculum. Teaching quality was checked by inspectors, a 

District Inspector for primary, often annually, and by a Board of Inspectors, expert in subject 

areas, periodically, for secondary teachers. A minority of students proceeded to the end of 

secondary. Professional development, formerly known as in-service training, was rare for 

there were few innovations that called for change in practice. Principals were expected to 

“run a tight ship,” ensuring that “the department’s” expectations were realised. Promotions 

were based on seniority providing a favourable inspector’s report had been received. 

Teachers were generally well-regarded in the community; students were mostly well-behaved 

and went home each night to their natural parents. The population was relatively 

homogeneous and attention to individual needs was claimed but rarely delivered. There have 
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been profound changes since such a profile of policy and practice prevailed. Suffice to note 

that efforts to ensure teacher quality have been transformed. 

APPROACHES TO ASSESSING THE QUALITY OF TEACHING 

There are no national or state/territory data about quality of teaching despite detailed 

specifications of the role in the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers, the 

emergence of an evidence-based approach, and the amount of time and paperwork generated 

by thousands of teachers and school leaders. This was noted by the Productivity Commission 

which reported data for indicators on several outputs of school education but not on teacher 

quality. It acknowledged the connection to curriculum: “Quality teaching is an indicator of 

governments’ objective that school education delivers high quality teaching of a world-class 

curriculum” but that “data are not yet available for reporting against this indicator.” 

(Productivity Commission, 2022, 18/41-19/41) 

Is it possible to aggregate what are essentially school-generated data to the 

state/territory and then to the national levels? Maybe only outcome data on student 

achievement and engagement are all that is possible and data on such indicators are already 

reported by the Productivity Commission. 

The quality of teaching is currently indicated in a variety of ways. Included here are 

how teachers perform against a complex array of standards (standards-based) and satisfy 

indicators of success as they relate to teaching quality (evidence-based)’ They tend to work in 

tandem.  

Standards-based 

The work of the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) is central 

to a standards-based approach to ensuring quality in teaching. AITSL is owned by the federal 

government through its minister for education who appoints the chair and members of its 

board. Noteworthy is that the current chair is John Hattie, Laureate Professor Emeritus at the 

University of Melbourne, now in his third term in that role. Hattie has been immensely 

influential over the last decade or so, nationally and internationally, driven by his well-

received focus on “visible learning” (Hattie, 2009) and its successors. 

AITSL makes clear on the home page of its website that it is concerned with teaching 

quality: “Quality teaching and leadership is at the heart of our work.” Further, in reference to 

the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers, they are “a public statement of what 

constitutes teacher quality. They define the work of teachers and make explicit the elements 
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of high-quality, effective teaching in 21st century schools that will improve educational 

outcomes for students.” 

The standards are organised in this way. There are three domains – professional 

knowledge (1-2 below), professional practice (3-5), and professional engagement (6-7). 

There are seven standards, each with its own descriptors, the number of which is indicated in 

parentheses. 

1. Know students and how they learn (6). 

2. Know the content and how to teach it (6). 

3. Plan for and implement effective teaching and learning (7). 

4. Create and maintain supportive and safe learning environments (5). 

5. Assess, provide feedback and report on student learning (5). 

6. Engage in professional learning (4). 

7. Engage professionally with colleagues, parents/carers and the community (4). 

There are brief descriptors for each of the 37 standards for the four categories of the 

professional journey – Graduate, Proficient, Highly Accomplished, and Lead. There are, in 

effect, 148 descriptors across the seven standards. Each of the 148 descriptors is accompanied 

by one or more illustrations. At the time of writing there were 604 resources available to 

support teachers.  

There was extensive involvement of national and international experts in the 

development of the standards along with wide consultation with stakeholders across the 

country. This occurred in 2011 and there have been minor refinements since then. One 

criticism is that they have reduced a complex field of professional practice to a large number 

of discrete elements, that is, they are inappropriately reductionist in nature. However, they 

held up well in the external review described below and have been employed in a variety of 

ways at the state/territory and school levels. 

The Centre for Program Evaluation at the University of Melbourne conducted a 

review of the professional standards, reporting the outcomes in 2016, five years after their 

formulation. (AITSL, 2016) Surveys and case studies were conducted. The key measures 

were awareness and knowledge of the standards, use to date, attitudes towards them, and 

implementation intentions. There was no attempt to assess the impact on student learning at 

such an early stage of implementation. Key findings were: 

1. All state and territory jurisdictions in Australia had about the same rate of uptake of 

the standards.  
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2. The ways in which the standards were used changed over the evaluation timeframe 

from mainly procedural purposes (such as registration and certification), to more 

extended (such as professional development and teacher self-reflection).  

3. The standards were designed to be adaptable, and the evaluation found that the 

standards could be implemented with sufficient flexibility for most settings and a 

range of different purposes. (AITSL, 2016, p. 1) 

To assist in #2, AITSL prepared a framework for teacher performance and development. 

(AITSL, 2018) This included a model for creating a culture of performance and development 

involving a cyclical process of reflection and goal setting, professional practice and learning, 

and feedback and review. Implementation of the model called for a clear understanding of 

effective teaching, leadership, flexibility, coherence, and a focus on student outcomes. 

As for the Australian Curriculum, implementation has cascaded in diverse ways to the 

level of state/territory and then to the school. In NSW, for example, the performance and 

development framework for principals, executives and teachers (Department of Education & 

Communities, 2015) draws on the Salaries and Conditions Award and the Australian 

Professional Standards for Teachers. A simple three-phase cycle of plan, implement, and 

review applies in which the teacher “works with the supervisor to systematically and 

strategically review progress based on evidence, self-reflection and feedback from the 

previous cycle.” (p. 2) There is formal review and written feedback at the end of the year. A 

high degree of alignment is intended, as reflected in goals that should: 

 align with the policies, aims and strategic directions of the Department and the school 

plan, and are clearly related to the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers,  

 recognise the experience and expertise of the teacher, existing strengths and areas for 

professional growth, and 

 are informed by the everyday learning, teaching and leadership practice undertaken by 

teachers in the normal course of their work. (p. 3) 

However, the Auditor-General for New South Wales found in 2019 that the New 

South Wales Education and Standards Authority (NESA) “did not oversight principals’ 

decisions to ensure that minimum standards for teaching quality are consistently met” and 

that “The Department does not effectively monitor teaching quality across the state … The 

Department’s Performance and Development Framework does not adequately support 

principals and supervisors to effectively manage and improve teacher performance or actively 

improve teaching quality.”(Audit Office of New South Wales, 2019) Three recommendations 
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were made: work with stakeholders to ensure adequate training, clarify the quantity and  

quality of evidence and reduce duplication in the process, and implement a program of “risk-

based reviews” to ensure alignment with the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers. 

Strategies for addressing these recommendations by July 2020 were described. (pp. 8-9)  

At the school level, illustrated in Western Australia, agreement was reached between 

the Department of Education and the State School Teachers Union of Western Australia 

(SSTUWA) on the template to be used by schools in performance management and 

development. The template is framed by the role of the teacher, as specified in the School 

Education Act 1999, policies and procedures on Employee Performance, the Australian 

Professional Standards for Teachers, and the Australian Teacher Performance and 

Development Framework. The process is considered to be developmental not appraisal, but it 

is a requirement to ensure annual teacher registration. The teacher’s self-reflection is sought 

early in Term 1 on three or four of eight sources such as feedback from the previous cycle, 

student outcome data, and feedback from classroom observations. Career goals may be 

included. A performance development plan is then prepared and this involves the selection of 

two of the seven Australian Professional Standards, specification of two goals for each of 

these selections, strategies for achieving the goals, expected timeline, and evidence to be 

gathered to show progress in achieving goals, including indicators of success in the short, 

medium, and long term. Reference is made to feedback received, alignment with school 

plans, and resources from AITSL and the State Curriculum and Standards Authority (SCSA). 

Agreement must be reached with the teacher’s line manager. A review meeting is conducted 

in Term 4, with the line manager recording judgements on the teacher’s performance based 

on evidence provided.  

The process as described for Western Australia is standards-based, calling for the 

gathering of evidence from several sources. Even though a small number of standards and 

goals is selected, it can be time-consuming and cumbersome as far the amount of writing is 

concerned, so it must be managed well, taking account of a teacher’s many roles and limited 

time. From the teacher’s and school’s point of view, there are also issues concerning local 

context and the extent to which individual performance can be separated from team 

performance. 

In summary, there has been a transition over several decades from an inspector-driven 

top-down approach to a standards-based scheme that emphasises school-based development 

through agreed processes. In an international comparison, it is noteworthy that England has 

maintained a comprehensive approach to the inspection of schools, but there is also an 
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expectation that schools, all of which have a relatively elevated level of local autonomy, will 

have their own development plans along the lines now evident in Australia.  

An inspectorial approach that works in a country of 54 million could be restored in 

Australia, with a population of 26 million, but this would almost certainly be politically and 

professionally unacceptable. It is also noteworthy that in top-performing Estonia and 

Singapore, there are no formalised professional standards and no requirement for formal 

development plans, neither are there inspectorates like in England. 

Developments described above in New South Wales and Western Australia referred to 

the role of principals in a standards-based approach. It is therefore important to recognise the 

Australian Professional Standard for Principals, initially developed in 2011 by AITSL and 

approved by the Education Council for implementation around the country. It is asserted that 

“The role of the principal of a school in the 21st century is one of the most exciting and 

significant undertaken by any person in our society. Principals help to create the future.” 

(AITSL, 2014, p. 1) There are three Leadership Requirements (vision and values, knowledge 

and understanding, and interpersonal skills). Each is applied across five areas of Professional 

Practice (leading teaching and learning; developing self and others; leading improvement, 

innovation, and change; leading the management of the school; and engaging and working 

with the community). For each of these five, there are four “profiles” that reflect increasing 

proficiency in professional practice. There are four levels of Leadership Emphasis for each of 

these twenty profiles (operational, relational, strategic, and systemic). The profiles may be 

used in one or more of six ways: self-reflection – a Leadership Reflection Tool has been 

developed, professional growth, professional learning, selection and recruitment, talent 

development and succession, and performance and review.  

At first sight the Standard is heavily reductionist, with all of the limitations of such an 

approach, but it is parsimonious when international comparisons are made. It is the view of 

the author that the Standard holds up well and take-up has been impressive. This judgement 

was supported in a national and international review. (Caldwell, 2018, pp. 145-185) Whether 

the Standard is resilient enough to successfully accommodate exponential change in the years 

ahead is canvassed in Chapter 3. Alignment with system expectations in the current 

environment is not evident in at least one respect (ensuring quality of teaching), as illustrated 

above in the New South Wales audit.  
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Evidence-based  

The example of Western Australia illustrates how teachers and their schools must seek out 

and make judgements on evidence related to their work. An evidence-based approach can be 

considered independent of whether evidence is used to assess the extent to which standards 

are achieved. There is overlap in practice. 

AITSL prepared a guide to the gathering of evidence for teachers seeking to 

demonstrate their attainment of the Proficient level of the Australian Professional Standards 

for Teachers. (AITSL, 2011) Examples are provided for each of the 37 standards.  

There is a new institution that deals with evidence in school education, namely, the 

Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO), established in 2021, joining ACARA 

and AITSL as a national entity. Its creation was a recommendation of the Review to 

Achieved Excellence in Australian Schools, often referred to as Gonski 2.0 (Department of 

Education and Training, 2018) following a review of policies and practices of such entities by 

the Centre for Program Evaluation (CPE) at the University of Melbourne. (Centre for 

Program Evaluation, 2018) Like AITSL, AERO is owned by the federal government through 

its minister for education and is federally funded. Its CEO is Dr Jenny Donovan, who 

previously served as Executive Director of the Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation 

(CESE), Department of Education in NSW. The chair of the Board is Dr Lisa O’Brien, 

former CEO of The Smith Family.  

AERO’s vision is “for Australia to achieve excellence and equity in educational 

outcomes for all children and young people through the effective use of evidence.” Seven 

priority areas have been selected, research in which “will generate high-quality evidence that 

is relevant and accessible to education practitioners and policy makers.” These are literacy 

and numeracy, wellbeing, continuity across early childhood education and school, improving 

outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, addressing educational 

disadvantage, continuous school improvement, and use of evidence. Criteria for the selection 

and use of evidence have been identified, and resources and reference lists of supporting 

evidence are available on its website. A quick search reveals that many of these resources 

have already been created by AITSL and are linked to the AITSL website. CESE, formerly 

headed by Donovan, continues to undertake work that AERO is now doing. Indeed, CESE 

proclaims on its website that it is “the home of education evidence … your go-to place for 

education research, data and evaluation.”  
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A related initiative in Victoria is the Framework for Improving Student Outcomes 

(FISO), with the most recent version and associated resources (FISO 2.0) drawing on 

evidence set out in a comprehensive review of literature. An example of parallel work in the 

independent sector is the Evidence Institute of the Association of Independent Schools in 

New South Wales (AISNSW). An example in the private sector is the Evidence for Learning 

project set up by Social Ventures Australia, supported by the Commonwealth Bank and the 

Education Endowment Fund.  

A key issue is the extent to which stakeholders, especially schools and teachers, but 

including policymakers and academics, take up the work of AERO. The disappointing 

experience of other entities was acknowledged in the conclusion to the CPE report: “To date, 

many institutions established internationally have yet to realise their full impact potential. We 

would argue that this is a consequence of a lack of evidence utilisation by the education 

sector. We have therefore suggested that Australia can be a leader in the establishment of an 

evidence-based institution that travels the gamut of implementation and impact on the 

educational sector.”  

The seventh priority in the AERO agenda is focused on the use of evidence. There is 

already a major project in this area at Monash University, funded over five years by the Paul 

Ramsay Foundation. The Q Project, claimed to be an Australian first, aims “to understand 

and improve high-quality use of research evidence in Australian schools in order to enhance 

the quality of teaching.” (Walsh, et al., 2022, p. 3) It draws, in turn, on international research 

that found that capacity to draw on research evidence was a feature of high-performing 

schools. (British Educational Research Association, 2014) One would expect that AERO will 

draw heavily on work in the Q Project. 

Q Project surveys of samples of teachers in various states/territories found that 

research evidence is not often used in practice, with respondents preferring student data, 

policy and curriculum documents, and teachers’ own observations and action research. They 

are concerned about lack of time to use research, and are more likely to trust research coming 

from colleagues or professional networks than from academics, universities, research 

organisations, and government agencies. When they do use research, it is mostly shared in a 

collaborative manner with colleagues or for personal development.  

How do teachers acquire knowledge and skill, including the use of evidence-based 

approaches? One approach is to create networks that share information about good practice in 

the expectation that others will adopt or adapt in their own settings. This is one of the 

preferred approaches of teachers in the findings of the Q Project reported above. It is the 
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modus operandi of professional publications such as Australian Educational Leader 

(Australian Council for Educational Leaders) (ACEL) and Professional Educator (Australian 

College of Educators) (ACE). Annual conferences of ACEL and ACE and other professional 

associations have the same intent. International conferences are attended by Australian 

policymakers and practitioners. Many schools join other schools known to them in more 

informal networks. 

Some academics are adept at generating models that frame workshop programs, often 

implemented on a large scale. An example is the Teachers and Teaching Research Centre 

(TTRC, n.d.) in the School of Education at the University of Newcastle. Started on a small 

scale in 2013 by Laureate Professor Jenny Gore, by 2020 it had more than 40 staff and 30 

casual research assistants. Like the Q Project, it received substantial funding from the Paul 

Ramsay Foundation, in this instance more than $17 million for 2018-2023 for its “Building 

Capacity for Quality Teaching in Australian Schools” project. Its extensive workshop 

program for teachers is based on the Quality Teaching Model (QTM) and Quality Teaching 

Rounds (QTR) developed by Gore and colleagues.  

TTRC claims to have conducted “the largest Randomised Controlled Trial (RCT) in 

the history of Australian education research.” Part of the trial, including its findings, were 

reported in 2021. (Gore et al., 2021) Participating in the trial were 125 primary schools 

involving 5,478 students. A noteworthy finding was that students in the QTR group made 25 

per cent more progress in mathematics than students in the control group, equivalent to two 

months gain in learning across the eight-month intervention. Outcomes were measured using 

the Progressive Achievement Tests (PATs) developed by the Australian Council for 

Educational Research. No significant differences were found for progress in reading and 

science, possibly due to larger amounts of time given to mathematics by teachers in the QTR 

group. RCT studies are relatively rare in school education and findings on student outcomes 

even more so. They are rarely mentioned in professional journals and conferences. TTRC, 

QTR and RCT were given a positive appraisal in the report of the QITE review. 

While Chapter 2 is primarily concerned with the quality of teaching, the National 

Professional Standard for Principals is also important, as noted earlier in the chapter. This 

Standard, like its counterpart for teachers, is used in a variety of ways, including as a point of 

reference in professional development programs. Professional associations and departments 

of education have taken the initiative and several organisations have been established, with 

the Queensland Education Leadership Institute (QELi) an early example of one that served 

leaders in government and non-government sectors. More recently, the Victorian Academy of 
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Teaching and Leadership (VATL) was established to serve the same ends. Its purpose-built 

facility in the heart of state government offices in Melbourne symbolises the importance 

attached to the initiative. 

The National School Improvement Tool developed by ACER, described in Chapter 1, 

is helpful for schools to assess their capacity to employ effective pedagogical practices, 

clearly related to the quality of teaching. Schools rate themselves as high, medium or low 

against a set of evidence-based indicators (ACER, 2016, pp. 16-17). These indicators are 

consistent with the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers but does not explicitly 

reference them. 

INITIAL TEACHER EDUCATION (ITE) 

Faculties/schools of education play a key role in determining the quality of teaching since 

most of those entering the profession have been trained/educated in them. This section of 

Chapter 2 is focused on this role. Included is the process of accreditation and how students 

are selected for placement in their programs. The recommendations of two inquiries are 

summarised. 

Governance and funding of universities 

The starting point is to consider the governance of universities. As we shall see, this has 

constrained in significant ways the many efforts in recent years to create a national approach 

to ensuring quality in teaching. It is acknowledged that other sectors are involved, for 

example, TAFE colleges that offer programs for those who seek employment in early 

childhood education. 

All but six of 43 universities are public and all are subject to state/territory legislation, 

with each established by an Act of Parliament which regulates the size and composition of 

their governing bodies. They are also governed by standards that affect all corporations, 

including those related to accounting, audit, workplace health and safety, and human 

relations. There are several pieces of federal legislation that must be observed, including the 

Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency Act (TEQSA) and the Australian 

Qualifications Framework (AQF).  

Universities are largely funded through federal government research and teaching 

grants, and student fees supported by a loan scheme (Higher Education Loan Program – 

HELP). Other sources include grants from state/territory governments, overseas student fees, 

investment income, contract research, and consultancy. For teaching, the most relevant for 
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our purposes, the Commonwealth Grants Scheme (CGS) is allocated on the basis of the 

number of fulltime equivalent domestic students. The amount of funding depends on the field 

of learning, organised in eight clusters. Student contributions (fees) also vary by field; for 

example, in 2021, the student contribution in Education was reduced while that in Arts was 

increased. 

The significance of the foregoing is that the federal government and its agencies 

cannot demand universities amend their programs. While the federal government may 

establish through its minister for education inquiries such as the Teacher Education 

Ministerial Advisory Group (TEMAG) and the Quality Initial Teacher Education (QITE) 

review, it is not obliged to accept their recommendations and cannot require universities to 

implement them. However, it may withhold funding from universities that do not comply, but 

this strategy has not been attempted, although federal minister Tudge made a thinly veiled 

threat to do so if faculties of education did not address phonics and direct instruction in their 

programs. 

It is helpful to extend the backstory that was included at the start of the chapter where 

it was mentioned that, up until the 1960s, primary teachers were mainly trained in state-

owned and operated teachers colleges while the main line of entry for secondary teachers was 

a diploma of education after a degree. There was a high degree of alignment between what 

was expected and the state/territory curriculum. The teachers colleges were then closed, and 

those seeking entry to primary schools were required to undertake a degree after completing 

Year 12, with degrees offered by recently established institutes, state colleges, and colleges of 

advanced education whose staff consisted mainly of former successful practising teachers, a 

significant benefit to universities that were soon to employ them. The move to the tertiary 

sector was in part due to the interest of state/territory governments in shifting costs to the 

federal government. (Gibson & Price, 1978) Under new arrangements, the tight alignment to 

curriculum was not necessarily maintained as a variety of new theory-oriented courses were 

included in degree programs. 

These arrangements continued until the late 1980s and early 1990s when colleges of 

advanced education became universities or were amalgamated with/ subsumed within 

existing universities. These were contentious developments, with debates and programs often 

reflecting an ideological bent and with many now university-based academics lacking a 

research background. (Barcan, 1995) Before long there were hundreds of programs offered 

by faculties/schools of education, and debates raged about their quality and whether they 
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were fit for purpose in the rapidly changing educational scene. There were scores of inquiries 

into and reviews of initial teacher education, culminating in TEMAG and QITE. 

Federal initiatives 

The years from 2011 to 2022 were characterised by federal initiatives to assure quality of 

teaching. In 2011 AITSL, under former federal minister Julia Gillard (Labor), established a 

scheme for the accreditation of initial teacher education. (AITSL, 2015) In 2014 the Teacher 

Education Ministerial Advisory Group (TEMAG) (TEMAG, 2014) was set up by former 

federal minister Christopher Pyne (Coalition), chaired by Greg Craven, then Vice-Chancellor 

of Australian Catholic University. The Quality Initial Teacher Education (QITE) review got 

under way in 2021 at the direction of then federal minister Alan Tudge (Coalition), chaired 

by Lisa Paul, former Secretary of the federal Department of Education.  

AITSL recommendations for the accreditation of initial teacher education were 

approved by the Education Council for implementation across the country. “These Standards 

and Procedures set out the requirements that an initial teacher education program must meet 

to be nationally accredited ... They are designed to ensure that all graduates of initial teacher 

education met the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers at the Graduate career 

stage.” Moreover: 

These Standards demonstrate an approach to accrediting initial teacher education 

programs that is based on an assessment of their impact, drawing on two distinct but 

related types of evidence: evidence of pre-service teacher performance, that is 

evidence that is collected from within a program in relation to a pre-service teacher’s 

performance; and evidence of graduate outcomes, that is evidence that is collected 

following completion of a program in relation to the achievements of a program’s 

graduates. (AITSL, 2015, p. 3) 

The scheme called for implementation by jurisdictional teacher regulatory authorities 

working in association with AITSL, which would “periodically evaluate the accreditation 

decision-making process and initiate and lead activity to support nationally consistent 

assessment of evidence supplied against the Program Standards and the Graduate career stage 

of the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers.” It is important to note that 

accreditation is with the state/territory regulatory authority, not with AITSL, but AITSL 

established the guidelines for accreditation by these authorities. (AITSL, 2020) 
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Accreditation is undertaken by a panel comprised of a teacher educator, a 

jurisdictional education authority/teacher employer, a principal/school leader, a currently 

registered teacher, and a specialist or expert in a relevant area of education. According to the 

AITSL website on the topic, 350 programs had been accredited by the end of 2021, with 

expiry dates from 2021 to 2026.  

By 2014, TEMAG found shortcomings in the accreditation process: “National 

standards … are not being effectively applied and implementation timeframes are too slow:” 

To address this, a strengthened accreditation process for initial teacher education 

should be administered by a national initial teacher education regulator. To gain 

accreditation, providers should be required to provide convincing evidence of the 

impact of their initial teacher education programs on pre-service teachers and student 

learning. Importantly, this should include robust evidence that all graduate teachers 

meet the Graduate level of the Professional Standards.
 
(TEMAG, p. xi)  

The federal government’s response was to reject the proposal to establish “a national initial 

teacher education regulator” and referred the matter to AITSL, in association with TEQSA: 

Instead, the Government will use the expertise of existing bodies to achieve this 

outcome. AITSL will be given greater responsibility for driving improvement in the 

quality of initial teacher education and will work with state and territory teacher 

regulatory authorities to increase the rigour of assessment of courses for accreditation. 

Additionally, a closer working relationship between AITSL and the Tertiary 

Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) will be established to make sure 

the two complement each other and together address any courses identified as a 

concern. (Australian Government Response to TEMAG, 2015, p. 5) 

TEMAG recommended the use of Portfolios of Evidence (Recommendations 27 and 

28) to be assembled by students in initial teacher education and by Graduates as they seek 

registration as Proficient teachers once employed.  

AITSL developed a “dashboard” to report progress in implementing TEMAG 

recommendations. Implementation is modest. An unpublished independent review of the 

implementation of TEMAG conducted for the federal government and reporting in 2020 

confirmed variation across providers and noted the opposition of some providers to the 

intended reforms. The report also noted the views of some providers about the workload in 
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implementation and the way in which approaches in programs already considered to be 

effective were adversely affected. 

As noted above there are 360 programs now nationally accredited. Assuming integrity 

in the process, within programs and in assessment of capacities of graduates, this is a major 

achievement in barely a decade. However, TEMAG raised doubts about the integrity of the 

process. The issue of evidence remains. Related to this is whether the programs themselves 

deal with matters that consistent research has shown have an impact on outcomes.  

The Quality Initial Teacher Education (QITE) review was conducted in 2021. While it 

built on TEMAG in several ways, the focus was on enhancing and supporting the teaching 

profession through programs in initial teacher education. Its recommendations (Department 

of Education, Skills and Employment, 2021) were concerned with (1) raising the status of 

teaching, (2) attracting high quality applicants, (3) reducing teachers’ workloads, (4) 

improving career advice, (5) better recognising prior learning for those making a mid-career 

change, (6) accelerating high quality candidates into teaching, (7) strengthening initial 

teacher education programs, (8) rewarding good performance in the use of evidence-based 

approaches, (9) supporting families and carers to engage with teachers, (10) strengthening 

national standards and moderating Teaching Performance Assessments, (11) earlier 

identification of suitability to teach, (12) promoting reform through the next  National School 

Reform Agreement, (13) transparency in reporting ITE staff with recent teaching experience, 

(14) establishing a National Centre for Excellence in ITE, (15) strengthening the link between 

performance and funding in ITE, (16) developing national guidelines for mentors of early 

career teachers, and (17) developing a national approach to understanding teacher supply and 

demand.  

Specific recommendations and findings related to matters raised in these pages 

included the following: 

 Declaring that the one-year Graduate Diploma of Education is a sufficient 

qualification for those making a mid-career change to teaching (Recommendation 5). 

 Phonics and phonetic awareness are “essential” elements in ITE for those planning to 

teach in the early years, as is classroom management, cultural responsiveness and 

dealing with disability (Recommendation 7). 

 Encouraging the use of Randomised Controlled Trials and the approach to 

professional development in the Teachers and Teaching Research Centre (TTRC) at 

the University of Newcastle (Finding 4). 
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The federal government appointed Professor Mark Scott to chair a new Initial Teacher 

Education Quality Assessment Expert Panel to develop new minimum and excellence 

threshold standards for ITE courses, and to provide advice on the application of these 

thresholds to ITE funding. Scott is Vice-Chancellor of the University of Sydney and former 

Secretary of the Department of Education in NSW. 

The Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO) gathered momentum in late 

2021 and early 2022. A noteworthy report on writing is sure to gain traction in public 

discourse given the flatlining of achievement in this area in NAPLAN. There will likely be 

further debate in initial teacher education, adding to that on reading, given that a review of 

literature found that ITE ought to give more attention to writing. Its first recommendation 

was to: 

Improve Initial Teacher Education in the writing domain by specifying the content 

and pedagogical knowledge to be taught, ensuring adequate time is dedicated to 

delivering units on writing and writing instruction, and building time and quality 

metrics into accreditation policy and processes to ensure consistency across providers. 

(AERO, 2022, p. 4) 

Research 

There is one more matter worth attention. Much of the research in projects of ACARA, 

AITSL, AERO, and ACER, and evidence-oriented units in departments of education, has 

been undertaken in universities. Should faculties/schools of education be doing more or better 

in relation to research and how it shapes their teaching and that of its graduates?  

The National Centre on Education and the Economy (NCEE) in Washington DC has 

studied high-performing nations for many years, led by its founder and CEO Emeritus Marc 

Tucker. Tucker drew on these studies in a paper for the Centre for Strategic Education (CSE) 

(Melbourne). (Tucker, 2021) Tucker cited a view he shared with Dirk Van Damme, former 

Head of the Innovation and Measuring Progress Division (IMEP) of OECD’s Education 

Directorate (now with the Centre for Curriculum Re-design in Boston), about the state of 

research in education. In a withering assessment, he asserted that “much of the research on 

education is driven by ideological commitments, rather than a spirit of inquiry. Many of the 

best known and most cited research findings have been shown to be false repeatedly and 

decisively by competent authorities. Very few of the experimental findings have been 

verified by anyone … The most important research on learning has for decades been by 

individuals and research laboratories outside education schools.” (p. 14) His conclusion is 
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blunt. “The institution that is most in need of complete renovation is probably the school of 

education in the universities.” (p. 20) This view, intemperate it may be in the eyes of 

academics in Australia, does present a challenge in any assessment of the way things are 

done. 

An illustration of what Tucker had in mind, and symbolic, is the work of two recent 

recipients of the Yidan Prize for Education Research. The Yidan Prize is essentially the 

education equivalent of a Nobel Prize. Awardees receive about AUD 5.5 million, half of 

which supports a new project. The panel awarding the prize in 2021 was chaired by Andreas 

Schleicher, head of the education division of OECD.  

Receiving the award in 2021 was Eric Hanushek, Hoover Institution, Stanford 

University, whose expertise spans education and economics. He helped shape the UN 

Sustainable Development Goal 4 (to ensure inclusive and equitable quality in education). His 

new project is in Africa, supporting an analytic capacity to shape education policy from a 

local perspective. Receiving the same prize in 2020 was Carl Wieman, Stanford University 

and Cornell University, who won the Nobel Prize in Physics in 2001. His 2020 award was for 

research that led to the development of new techniques and tools in STEM (Science 

Technology Engineering Mathematics). He holds a joint appointment in physics and 

education at Stanford.  

Momentum has been lost in Australia in the academic discipline of the economics of 

education. Peter Karmel, perhaps best known for the Karmel Report (Interim Committee for 

the Australian Schools Commission, 1973), contributed to the field over many years, 

beginning with the first Buntine Oration of the Australian College of Education in 1962 on 

the topic “Some economic aspects of education.” This “was not only launching Karmel’s 

long involvement in educational policy, but at the same time creating a new academic 

discipline in Australia, that of the Economics of Education.” (Ryan, 2012, p. 1) 

One implication of the foregoing is to draw more extensively from research in other 

disciplines as they relate to education, or from research in partnership with other disciplines. 

It is a fair criticism to assert that faculties/schools of education have been isolated in the past. 

There are exceptions, and academics have learnt much from developments in neuroscience 

and cognitive psychology. An initiative that endeavoured to do this was undertaken in the 

Science of Learning Research Centre (SLRC) at the University of Queensland,
 
funded in 

2013 by the Australian Research Council (ARC) in the amount of $16 million. Contributors 

included 25 chief investigators and 30 research students from nine institutions, with nine 

partner organisations including several departments of education. Its published resources take 



 

35 

the form of research papers from the various contributors. A total of 219 research papers are 

listed among its achievements, but none later than 2017. A contribution to initial teacher 

education in some institutions was described. No description of impact at the school level 

was provided. While well-conceived, it seems that too much was attempted by too many, 

while missing the opportunity for impact at the school level.  

CONTENTIOUS ISSUES 

There are many issues in debates about the quality of teaching. Resolution may be difficult to 

achieve. Their management is of immediate concern. There are counterparts in other nations. 

Six are identified here, namely, selection for entry to initial teacher education; the impact of 

quality teaching; student achievement as measured in NAPLAN, PISA, and TIMSS; teacher 

workforce characteristics; manageability of the role of the teacher; and the place of direct 

instruction.  

Selection of candidates for initial teacher education 

There are different pathways for entry with diminishing reliance on ATAR scores (Australian 

Tertiary Admission Rank). Universities tend to draw on prior work and academic experience 

through a mix of documentation, self-assessments, and interviews. There is also the Teach for 

Australia program for graduates in other fields who complete short-term teacher training 

before employment in schools that are mainly in disadvantaged communities.  

For Finland, there are eight universities providing research-based master’s level initial 

teacher education programs, serving a country of about 5.6 million. Singapore has a single 

university serving 5.9 million. In both instances these jurisdictions are smaller than NSW and 

Victoria and not much more than Queensland. Singapore has been the top-performer in PISA 

for several years; Finland is in the top 10. Finland’s master’s level programs are hard to get 

into, with fewer than 10 per cent of applicants chosen after rigorous processes of selection 

(fewer than law or medicine) (Sahlberg, 2011). Singapore also has rigorous processes of 

selection. It is noteworthy that approaches to initial teacher education align closely with 

policy and practice in the two countries. As TEMAG described them: 

Finland favours a ‘teacher-as-researcher’ approach. Through this model, teachers are 

trained to reflect on and analyse their work, think scientifically and adjust their 

teaching continually. To graduate from the Masters-level program required for initial 

teacher education, primary teachers must prepare an academic or scientific thesis in 

pedagogy, and secondary teachers in an academic discipline.  
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Singapore’s explicit focus in its reforms of curriculum, assessment, and teaching has 

been to develop a creative and critical thinking culture in schools by overtly teaching 

and assessing these skills and creating an inquiry culture among teachers. Teachers 

are supported to conduct action research on their teaching and to continually revise 

their teaching strategies in response to what they learn. (TEMAG, 2014, p. 16) 

A local example of progress is at the University of Melbourne that claims to be “the 

only university in Australia to offer a teaching degree that employs a genuine evidence-based 

teaching framework.” Its approach to selection employs a Teacher Capability Assessment 

Tool (TCAT) that is web-based and made up of a series of self-assessments. The university 

uses the tool, along with an applicant’s academic record, to select candidates into its Master 

of Teaching program. Such approaches come nowhere near the rigorous paper- and 

presentation-based schemes in Finland. 

An important development, and an outcome of TEMAG (Recommendation 13), is the 

design and delivery since 2016 of the Literacy and Numeracy Test for Initial Teacher 

Education students (LANTITE) to be administered to students before graduation. 

Recommendation 11 in the report of the QITE review goes further to propose that LANTITE 

be administered in the first year of an ITE program.  

The Education Council approved the test for implementation across the country, with 

students required to be in the top 30 per cent of the adult population in order to be registered 

to teach in Australia. Those seeking registration to teach in early childhood are not required 

to undertake LANTITE although universities and other providers may choose to include it as 

part of their requirements for graduation in related degrees. Those seeking registration 

through the Teach for Australia pathway must undertake LANTITE.  

The federal department of education is responsible for the administration of 

LANTITE. It contracted the Australian Council for Educational Research to design and 

deliver the test in two forms (literacy and numeracy). Policy on LANTITE allows students to 

do no more than two further tests if they fail the first test, with a fourth or fifth test allowed 

under exceptional circumstances. It is reported that 1,350 or eight per cent of graduates failed 

both tests in 2020. (Bita, 2022a)  

Related to the foregoing is how to attract people to the teaching profession, hence to 

some form of initial teacher education. This is especially the case in mathematics. (Bita, 

2022b) The report of the QITE review provided a comprehensive array of possibilities. The 

Expert Panel conducting the review commissioned the Behavioural Economics Team of the 
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Australian Government (BETA) to assist, with 501 high-achieving school leavers and 1,432 

mid-career professionals responding to a survey seeking their views on what it would take to 

interest them in teaching. The highest probability of attracting mid-career professionals to 

teaching was associated with a starting salary of $130,000, a $30,000 per annum scholarship 

while training, and guaranteed employment in a school near their home. 

High quality teachers are not the only professionals in short supply in key areas, so 

the costs to governments would be very high indeed once nurses in aged care, for example, 

are added. 

Impact of teaching 

Research in the United States by Hanushek on teacher effectiveness and student achievement 

yielded findings that make interesting reading. (Hanushek, 2014; Hanushek, 2011) He found 

that replacing the bottom 5-8 per cent of teachers on measures of teacher effectiveness with 

average teachers could result in the US being near the top, compared to high performers 

Canada and Finland, in international rankings in science and mathematics. In related research 

in Australia, Andrew Leigh found that “the most effective tenth of teachers produce twice the 

test score gains as the least effective.” (Leigh, 2022) Implications lie mainly for ITE and in 

effective performance management and professional development; except in rare 

circumstances will it mean the identification and dismissal of low performers 

Hanushek reported other benefits, estimating that the lifetime earnings of students 

who had been taught by top quality teachers were dramatically higher than those taught by 

those of average quality. The more students taught by the top teachers the larger the gains. 

Effectiveness was measured by year-on-year gains in student achievement. Hanushek’s 

findings are significant given that differences within schools are greater than the differences 

between schools, as reported in an analysis of PISA 2018 results. (Ainley, Macaskill & 

Thomson, 2022) 

NAPLAN, PISA and TIMSS 

Performance in NAPLAN is always a matter of concern. Overall, current achievements 

reflect stability over the long term (ACARA, 2021c). There are major differences within 

particular groups, notably, gaps continue to widen between students who are socio-

economically advantaged and disadvantaged, girls and boys, non-Indigenous and Indigenous, 

and regional and remote/very remote, in favour of the first mentioned in each pair.  
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The Grattan Institute highlighted the gaps in respect to socio-economic 

characteristics. Disadvantaged students are two years behind in reading in Year 8, and four 

years and five months behind in Year 9, while in numeracy the gap widens from one year and 

five months in Year 3 to three and a half years in Year 9. (Hunter & Emslie, 2021) In better 

news, overall performance in primary reading and spelling and Year 5 numeracy has 

improved since tests were first administered, “showing gains equivalent to a term’s worth of 

learning since the base year.” (Macintyre, 2020)  

No matter what construction is placed on improvements in primary literacy and 

numeracy, the failure to achieve overall gains and the widening gaps must be of deep concern 

to policymakers and practitioners as well as the public. At issue here is whether the 

Australian Curriculum is indeed “world-class,” and whether cascading to states/territories and 

schools has maintained the integrity of that curriculum, and whether schools and their 

teachers have the capacity to deliver at the classroom and student levels.  

Maybe NAPLAN itself is not fit for purpose. A case for abandoning it and designing a 

new sample-based national assessment system was made in a report of the Gonski Institute of 

Education at the University of New South Wales. (Wilson et al., 2021)  

A noteworthy project on a different approach to NAPLAN-type tests of Indigenous 

students was reported in 2021. (Department of Education [NSW], 2021) Matching groups of 

students around Dubbo in NSW were selected, with one group responding to items that used 

local contextualised culturally relevant wording and the other group responding to items with 

standard wording. It was concluded that half the gap between the performances of Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous students would be closed if contextualised items were used. This would 

present a challenge if such items were constructed for all Indigenous students across the 

nation. Not only are contexts different, but English is often not the first or even the second or 

third language for many students. 

The validity of PISA has been raised in one important respect, that is, whether 

students try their best when they know that the results do not count. ACER reported (De 

Bortoli, 2021) a PISA study of ratings by students of the effort invested in PISA 2018, 

knowing that the results did not count, compared to what they felt their effort would be if the 

results did count. For Australia, the results indicated that the following would try harder: girls 

compared to boys, average to high socioeconomically advantaged compared to low, 

provincial compared to metropolitan and remote, non-Indigenous compared to Indigenous, 

and foreign born compared to first-generation or Australian-born. These patterns were also 
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evident in other countries; Canada and Singapore students would try significantly harder than 

Australian; Estonia, Hong Kong, Macau, and China significantly less.  

Teacher workforce characteristics 

The current profile of teachers in Australia is a matter of concern, as evident in the National 

Teacher Workforce Characteristics Report released in December 2021. (Australian Teacher 

Workforce Data [ATWD], 2021) The report is one outcome of the Australian Teacher 

Workplace Data (ATWD) project, governed by the Australian Education Senior Officials 

Committee (AESOC) and funded by the Education Ministers Meeting. The ATWD Oversight 

Board is chaired by Lisa Rodgers, Director General in Western Australia. The board 

comprises representatives of states/territories, the non-government sector, teacher regulatory 

authorities, initial teacher education providers and AITSL. A purpose of ATWD is to connect 

“national data on initial teacher education (ITE) and teacher workforce data from each state 

and territory.” (ATWD, 2021, p. 5) Information was gathered from existing ITE data 

provided by the Australian Government, state/territory teacher registration authorities, and 

from a survey of about 18,000 teachers.  

Findings in the report that are particularly relevant to the quality of teaching include 

the following: 

 Out-of-field teachers taught mathematics 40 per cent of the time (out-of-field meant 

no tertiary qualification). 

 Teachers of English (28 per cent) and Science (29 per cent) were least likely to be 

teaching out-of-field. 

 Most (95 per cent) reported working “unpaid overtime” during a typical week. 

 Nearly half (42 per cent) of the fulltime workforce reported working 60 hours or more 

during a typical week. 

 Classroom teachers reported an average of 25 hours per week in classroom teaching. 

 Fulltime teachers spent on average 1.5 times as many hours on non-teaching tasks as 

they did on face-to-face teaching. 

 Primary areas of non-teaching time were preparing lessons (28 per cent of non-

teaching time). marking/assessing student work (17 per cent), and administrative work 

(15 per cent). 
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 Most (95 per cent) of teachers were engaged in professional learning for an average of 

38.8 hours per year, compared to 20 hours per year typically required to maintain 

registration. (ATWD, 2021, pp. 8-10) 

A noteworthy finding that is likely to have an impact on quality of teaching is related 

to the number of teachers who are working out-of-field, being more than one-quarter in the 

key areas of English, Mathematics, and Science. While international comparisons were not 

provided in the report, it is unlikely that these fractions would be accepted in high performers 

such as Estonia and Singapore. It is also noteworthy that essential aspects of a teacher’s role, 

including planning, assessing, and reporting are considered “unpaid overtime.” The amount 

of time spent on professional learning is a more positive indicator of what ought to have an 

impact on the quality of teaching. 

The revised Australian Curriculum calls for History to be compulsory in Years 9 and 

10. This will almost certainly result in even more teachers working out-of-field if the 

criterion is that they should have a tertiary qualification in the subject.  

The general profile of teachers’ work reported in ATWD has probably remained the 

same for decades. The challenge is how to make the connection to initial teacher education 

and how teachers are selected, prepared, and placed. How long will it take for a national 

policy agreement, as proposed in QITE (Recommendation 12), to have an impact on 

programs in individual universities?  

Manageability of the teacher’s role 

ATWD also reported on intentions of teachers as far as their future in the profession is 

concerned.  

 One-quarter of teachers reported their intention to leave the profession before they 

retired, with 56 per cent of these intending to leave within 10 years. 

 The greatest proportion (38 per cent) intending to leave were teachers aged 30-39. 

 A high fraction (87 per cent) of those intending to leave cited reasons related to their 

work: load is too heavy (71 per cent), levels of stress impacting on wellbeing or 

mental health (68 per cent), and desire to achieve a better work-life balance (61 per 

cent). 

 Insufficient pay was cited by 29 per cent of those intending to leave; issues associated 

with student behaviour were cited by 26 per cent. (ATWD, 2021, p. 10) 
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Data from 10, 20 or longer years ago were not cited in the report of ATWD. They 

may not be available. However, intentions and reasons have long been the subject of debate. 

Further, while up-to-date information about intentions to leave in other professions is not 

available, there may not be a significant difference when comparisons are made, especially 

among early career personnel. There appears to be considerable mobility post COVID-19 in 

many fields of work but not in education. A report by Fahey (2022) for the Centre of 

Independent Studies drew on data that demonstrated that the percentage of teachers leaving 

the education profession is very low, and that the oft-claimed shortage of teachers does not 

exist except in particular subjects. Teachers generally are satisfied with their conditions of 

work and their salaries 

However, research undertaken by the NSW Teachers Federation and used in its 2021-

2022 campaign suggests that the conditions of teachers’ work have changed. A study 

commissioned by the Federation reported the following in a survey of members: 

The increased demands are threatening teaching and student learning. While our 

findings are generally consistent with recent research regarding demands on teachers, 

our data is the first to make it clear that there is also another effect of changes to work 

in schools: the obstruction of teaching and students’ learning. A very large majority of 

teachers now report that teaching and learning is hindered by their high workload (89 

per cent), by having to provide evidence of compliance with policy requirements (86 

per cent), and by new administrative demands introduced by the Department (91 per 

cent). (McGrath-Champ et al., 2018, p. 5) 

A report commissioned by the Federation (Gallop, Kavanagh & Lee, 2021) drew on 

this research and other sources, noting the considerable number of federal and state policies 

that have had an impact on the work of teachers. Among current initiatives were eight 

mandated by the federal government and 21 bilateral projects of both governments, all to be 

implemented by the end of 2023. A total of 81 initiatives were identified by the Federation 

for 2004-2020. All were deemed to have an impact on the role of the teacher. The report 

concluded that the Local Schools, Local Decisions (LSLD) policy in New South Wales had 

“failed,” with a major reason being the additional burdens placed on schools that were not 

directly related to their core mission. A new policy replaced LSLD in 2021. It accepted that 

there had not been an improvement in outcomes under LSLD. The replacement School 

Success Model (New South Wales Department of Education, n.d.)  provided a sharper focus 
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on learning and teaching and reduced the administrative burden, while keeping the focus on 

evidence-based school-based decisions.  

The Federation’s campaign included one-day state-wide strikes in late 2021 and in 

May 2022. The manageability of teachers’ work was an issue along with an increase in 

salaries. 

International evidence provides support for the notion that teachers have a heavier 

teaching load in Australia than counterparts in high-performing countries, as illustrated in 

Table 1. (OECD, 2021)  

 

Table 1: Statutory net teaching time per school year in hours (2011) (Columns 2-4) (OECD, 

2021) 

 

Country Primary Lower 

secondary 

Upper 

secondary 

Length of 

school year 

(days)
1 

Hours per 

day (primary) 

Australia 866 806 804 200 4.33 

Canada 797 607 589 187 4.26 

Estonia 619 619 568 175 3.54 

Finland 677 592 550 190 3.56 

Japan 742 610 511 210 3.53 

Korea 658 548 551 190 3.46 

Poland 573 486 481 181 3.17 

OECD 

average 

791 723 685 191 3.6
2 

 

1
Length of school year across all levels, from best available sources; varies among sub-

national jurisdictions 

2
Across all levels of schooling 

 

In the primary years, teachers in Australia teach for an average of 866 hours per year 

compared to Estonia (619), and above the OECD average of 791 hours. The corresponding 

figures for lower secondary are 806, 592, and 723, respectively, and, for upper secondary, 
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804, 568, and 685, respectively. There are, of course, differences among and within countries 

in the length of the school year, as well as the mix and nature of non-teaching activities. 

Primary teachers in Australia spend about one hour per day more in teaching than do teachers 

in other benchmarked countries. 

A noteworthy development in Australia is the agreement between the Government of 

Victoria and the Australian Education Union in February 2022 that provides for an additional 

1.5 hours per week free of teaching to undertake lesson planning and the like. This means a 

reduction of teaching hours that would bring Victoria closer to the OECD average for 

primary teachers. The agreement led to allocations in the state budget in May 2022 that called 

for Victoria to employ an additional 1,900 teachers over three years. The reduction in face-to-

face teaching will be implemented in two stages (one hour in 2023 and an additional 30 

minutes in 2024). It remains to be seen how they will be selected and whether providers in 

Victoria can assure their quality. It may be that the search will be conducted widely, 

nationally and internationally.  

Direct instruction 

Is inferior quality of teaching indicated if a school and its teachers reject direct instruction, an 

approach where the research evidence is strong?  

Consider the research on direct instruction. John Hattie’s description is helpful in this 

regard. He set the scene by describing a stereotyped and misleading view: 

Every year I present lectures to teacher education students and find they are already 

indoctrinated with the mantra ‘constructivism good, direct instruction bad.’ When I 

show them the results of these meta-analyses, they are stunned, and they often become 

angry at having been given an agreed set of truths and commandments against direct 

instruction.  

Too often, what the critics mean by direct instruction is didactic teacher-led talking 

from the front; this should not be confused with the remarkably successful ‘direct 

instruction method’ … (Hattie, 2009, pp. 204-205) 

According to Hattie, direct instruction involves (1) specification of learning 

intentions, (2) delineation of success criteria, (3) building commitment and engagement 

among students, (4) describing how the teacher should present the lesson, (5) guided practice 

by students, (6) closure by the teacher and (7) independent practice by students. (p. 206) 

Hattie summarised the research evidence from related studies in his meta-analysis: 
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In only one approach, the Direct Instruction (DI) model, were participating students 

near or at national norms in math and language and close to national norms in reading. 

Students in … the other eight approaches – discovery learning, language experience, 

developmentally appropriate practices and open education – often performed worse 

than the control group. This poor performance came in spite of tens of thousands of 

additional dollars provided for each classroom each year. (p. 206) 

Peter Adams, former project manager of OECD’s PISA 2018, referred to research that 

found inquiry-based learning correlates with lower scores in PISA and highlighted the merits 

of explicit (direct) instruction. He declared that “we must make wise choices about what we 

teach and, importantly, how we teach it.” (Adams, 2021) Elements of inquiry-based learning 

may be incorporated in direct instruction and in particular subjects, especially subjects at the 

upper levels of primary and in secondary. AERO and AITSL have developed helpful 

resources on direct (explicit) instruction. 

TRUST  

If only there were higher levels of trust in schools to match those in high-trust Singapore. 

This may be a function of community acceptance because that country has no resource other 

than its people, with schools a vital institution for building intellectual and social capital. It 

has helped that Singapore has had few major projects to frame the journey to become the 

best, rather than the scores in Australia that clutter the work of teachers and principals. 

School and community support has been built through attractively named initiatives that have 

gained public and professional commitment such as Thinking Schools, Learning Nation 

(1997) and Teach Less, Learn More (2005). Similarly in Finland where the community trusts 

its schools, and in schools, where there are elevated levels of trust in teachers. 

In a related, more positive development, 45 per cent of Australian teachers feel they 

are valued by society, less than in Singapore and Finland, but higher than the OECD average 

(26 per cent).  
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CHAPTER 3: THE FUTURE 

Chapter 3 is concerned with curriculum and the quality of teaching in the years ahead. It 

draws on reports of recent projects that have endeavoured to map what is occurring now or 

proposed for the future. Policies proposed and the outcomes of the 2022 federal election are 

summarised. 

TRENDS AND SCENARIOS 

The OECD publishes every three years a report on trends shaping education. Trends Shaping 

Education 2022 (OECD, 2022) is arguably the most comprehensive and data-supported thus 

far. It draws on advice from around the world and a wide range of data, mainly from OECD 

sources. It provides an overview of key economic, social, demographic and technological 

trends and raises questions about their impact on education at all levels. It does not predict 

what will or should occur but is an account of what has transpired in recent years to 2021, 

and why. Account is taken of the disruptive effect of COVID. Its major themes were as 

follows: 

 Growth, describing how millions around the world have escaped poverty, but noting 

the higher levels of inequality and a rapidly ageing population. 

 Living and working, referring to the rise of flexible work, evolving family structures, 

and more steps toward gender equality. 

 Knowledge and power, highlighting digital technologies that provide access to 

seemingly endless amounts of data, and suggesting the best ways to mobilise 

“collective intelligence.” 

 Identity and belonging, noting how individualisation and choice are defining lives, 

and documenting the decline of religious observance and sense of nationhood in many 

countries. 

 Our changing nature, in the sense that societal and environmental processes are 

shaping wellbeing, with the need for a new relationship between innovation and 

progress. 

These trends are explored in parallel with an account of a 2020 OECD project that 

offered four scenarios for the future of schooling. (OECD, 2020) A prior set of OECD 

scenarios was published in 2001, (OECD, 2001; Caldwell & Loader, 2010) with the narrative 

of developments in subsequent years being a blend of their various elements. As for trends, 
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scenarios are not predictions or proposals but credible “stories” of what may emerge over the 

next 15-20 years: 

 Scenario 1: Schooling extended. Participation in formal education continues to 

expand. International collaboration and technological advances support more 

individualised learning. The structures and processes of schooling remain. 

 Scenario 2: Education outsourcing. Traditional schooling systems break down as 

society becomes more directly involved in educating its citizens. Learning takes place 

through more diverse, privatised and flexible arrangements, with digital technology a 

key driver. 

 Scenario 3: Schools as learning hubs. Schools remain, but diversity and 

experimentation have become the norm. Opening the “school walls” connects schools 

to their communities, favouring everchanging forms of learning, civic engagement 

and social innovation. 

 Scenario 4: Learn-as-you-go. Education takes place everywhere, anytime. Distinctions 

between formal and informal learning are no longer valid as society turns itself 

entirely to the power of the machine. (OECD, 2020, p. 7) 

There can be no doubt that curriculum and what constitutes quality in learning and 

teaching will change in profound ways for each of these scenarios. 

EXPONENTIAL CHANGE 

Writing in 1993, eminent writer on management Peter Drucker provided an assessment of 

changes that had shaped society. “Every few hundred years in Western history there occurs a 

sharp transformation … Within a few short decades, society rearranges itself – its world 

view; its basic values; its social and political structures; its arts; its key institutions. Fifty 

years later, there is a new world …We are currently living through such a transformation.” 

(Drucker, 1993, p. 1) If a reincarnated Drucker were to write in 2023, he would most likely 

replace “every few hundred years” with “every few decades”, or even “every few years.” 

Consistent with Trends Shaping Education 2022, Azeem Azhar described the 

“exponential age,” (Azhar, 2021) recounting the astonishing growth of entities such as 

Amazon and Netflix, of products like the iPhone, and medical research that yielded vaccines 

within a year of the outbreak of COVID-19 (compared to decades to eliminate polio). These 

have all occurred in barely a decade. What lies ahead in the next decade? We know that there 

will be dramatic change in technology, a “known,” but we do not know about some of the 
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specific technologies that will be developed, an “unknown.” Changes in technology are 

having a pervasive influence on society and the economy; think of the impact of the iPhone, 

an example of a “general-purpose technology” that has had far-reaching impact in many 

aspects of life, including the economy and society as well as personal use. The potential of 

artificial intelligence and machine learning has barely been tapped, but developments are 

indeed exponential.  

According to Azhar, we are “living through one of the greatest transitions in the 

history of work” and that automation “will end up inventing whole new sectors of the 

economy – ones that we can now only imagine.” (Azhar, 2021, p. 124) He proposed three 

principles that should underpin efforts to manage exponential change: commonality – “to 

build institutions that will allow disparate groups of people to work together”; resilience – 

“we need institutions that are sturdy enough to handle constant change”; and flexibility – “our 

institutions need to be able to adapt quickly, as society around them changes.” (pp. 261-262) 

If these changes are underway and these principles should gird their management, they are 

only partially understood and acted on as far as institutional responses in education are 

concerned. As indicated by recent endeavours described below in relation to Education 2030 

and ISTP, effort is mainly devoted to coping with the present and projecting to the medium-

term future what is illustrated in current good practice. Reflecting the third principle, it seems 

that developments such as those in technology are changing exponentially, at a far greater 

rate than the capacity of our systems to respond, and this applies to education. 

There is awareness of need as far as the teaching profession is concerned but “There 

has been little research about the impacts on the teacher workforce of emerging technologies 

for planning, delivering, assessing, communicating, designing and sourcing resources, and 

undertaking administration duties. Current trends suggest that skill, knowledge, and comfort 

with digital and learning technologies will continue to be essential for teachers, and further 

work could assist in better understanding their impact and role in education.” (AITSL, 2021) 

Maybe the school curriculum already addresses aspects of exponential change. It may 

be sufficient to learn about what is occurring in the “exponential age” in related subjects in 

the Years 9-10 and 11-12 curriculum. The development of capacities such as resilience and 

flexibility should be addressed at all levels, and this is related to the “general capabilities” 

and their extensions in the Australian Curriculum. 

An example of how a faculty/school of education can take the lead is the Future 

Classrooms initiative at the Education University of Hong Kong (EdUHK) which has created 

eight new “next generation classrooms” that are designed around advances in virtual reality 
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(VR), augmented reality (AR), and artificial intelligence (AI). For example, student teachers 

use VR to learn how to transform a class, enabling participants to travel virtually to a 

different time and place, making history and geography more engaging. VR and AR are 

applied in art and science. EdUHK is well-placed to deal with the “unknown knowns,” with 

further advances in technology permitting the individualisation of learning and the emergence 

of practice that may enable more learning to occur anywhere, or anytime, at any level.  

The Australian Professional Standards for Teachers and the Australian Professional 

Standard for Principals appear robust enough to cope with exponential change providing that 

measures are taken to ensure manageability of the teacher’s role in a rapidly changing 

context. Overall, the Australian Curriculum, as developed over the last decade and revised in 

2022, holds up well as a framework for state/territory and school curriculums. 

EDUCATION 2030 

How does school education shape up in a context framed by Trends Shaping Education 2022 

and the exponential growth described above? The OECD established The Future of 

Education and Skills 2030 project in 2015. Staff from ACARA were involved, making 

contributions based on their experience and insights. It is reasonable to expect that their 

ongoing work in Australia will be shaped by this engagement. The three-dimensional nature 

of the Australian Curriculum, including elaborations and work samples, is consistent with 

what has emerged in the project.  

The aims of the Education 2030 project were defined by two questions: (1) what 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values will today’s students need to thrive and shape their 

world; and (2) how can instructional systems develop these knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 

values effectively? A position paper was released in 2018 that proposed a shared vision: “We 

are committed to helping every learner develop as a whole person, fulfil his or her potential 

and help shape a shared future built on the well-being of individuals, communities and the 

planet.” (OECD, 2018, p. 3) Three challenges were presented in the context of rapidly and 

profoundly changing societies – environmental, economic, and social.  

Three competencies defining the core foundations are “the building blocks upon 

which context-specific competencies are built.” These are “cognitive foundations, which 

include literacy and numeracy; health foundations, including physical and mental health, and 

well-being; social and emotional foundations, including moral and ethics, and digital and data 

literacy.” Three “transformative” competences were identified: creating new value, 

reconciling tensions and dilemmas, and taking responsibility. Workshops on the core 
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foundations and the transformative competencies were conducted digitally in early 2021. 

(OECD, 2021) 

Many “thought leaders” in fields other than education contributed to the project. For 

example, Shinya Yamanaka, who won the 2012 Nobel Prize in Physiology/ Medicine, is 

Director of the Centre for iPS Cell Research and Application (CiRA) at Kyoto University. 

Writing about the transformative competence of “creating new value” in science education, 

he stated that “it is important to reiterate that the natural world is still full of ‘unknowns.’ The 

mission of scientists is to discover these unknowns.” He believed that schools and teachers 

“should ensure that students have space to tackle challenges without fear of failure,” 

something that is “necessary for future leaders in every field.” (Yamanaka, 2019)  

Papers were commissioned from curriculum experts in faculties of education. For 

example, Louise Zarmati, Lecturer in Humanities and Social Sciences, University of 

Tasmania contributed a paper on learning progression in history (Zarmati, 2019), which is 

noteworthy given that the teaching of history is an issue in Australia, as described in Chapter 

1. Videos of what has been accomplished in schools are also available. For example, 

innovations in three schools in high-performing Estonia were presented at the project’s 3
rd

 

Global Forum in May 2021.
 
(OECD, 2021b) These provide interesting viewing in Australia, 

for many of the activities are instantly recognisable in schools that are leaders in the digital 

transformation of the curriculum and associated approaches to teaching and learning.  

Valerie Hannon was Senior Advisor to the Education 2030 project and an 

internationally respected “thought leader” on the future of schools. She identified about 50 

schools world-wide that “intentionally factor in thinking about the nature of the future into 

their work on learning.” (Hannon, 2020, p. 5). She distilled three sets of design principles that 

underpinned their efforts: values, operational philosophy and learner’s experience. In one 

sense, she is declaring that “the future is now” since these schools are operating and thriving. 

Her studies and others in Education 2030 are concerned with principles, inputs and processes 

rather than outputs and outcomes.  

Andreas Schleicher, Director of Education and Skills and Special Advisor on 

Education Policy to the Secretary-General at OECD, provided a comprehensive summary 

(Schleicher, 2021) of developments in curriculum and teaching, including those among the 

high performers. He listed the following as lessons from OECD’s Education 2030 project: 

 Do not underestimate teachers’ fear of the unknown and allow them space for 

mistakes. 



 

50 

 Empower, not disempower, teachers with digital technologies. 

 Reconcile incremental changes to the curriculum with maintaining aspirations for 

transformational change. 

 Avoid reform fatigue among stakeholders by designing synergies between curriculum 

change and other educational reforms. 

 Capitalise on the opportunities of technology for the design of curricula and learning 

environments while being aware of cyber security threats and personal data issues. 

(pp. 20-22) 

Overall, a review of progress suggests that the project was primarily concerned with 

current thinking about what ought to be done, providing illustrations of “best practice,” and 

ideas that should help plan the short-term future. These are important achievements, and they 

present a challenge to policymakers and practitioners to ensure that all schools can perform at 

the preferred levels and that students achieve the desired outcomes. There is an assumption 

that this will carry us through to 2030, as implied in the title of the project. However, there is 

no resource that addressed the “unknown knowns” and the “unknown unknowns.” Change is 

assumed to be linear and incremental as implementation proceeds.  

This was also the case in an international conference in 2021 that addressed the topic 

“Learning from the Past: Looking to the Future.” The International Summit on the Teaching 

Profession (ISTP) was hosted by the United States and convened under the auspices of the 

OECD, Education International, and the Department of Education of the US federal 

government. Participants were ministers for education, senior officials in departments of 

education, and leaders of teacher unions. Australia did not participate.  

The report of ISTP National Centre on Education (NCEE, 2021) indicated that, for the 

most part, discussions and plans for the future were mostly concerned with short-term 

priorities. This is understandable, especially given the impact of COVID-19. A longer-term 

agenda is evident in one of the high performers: 

Singapore is thinking strategically about new ways of harnessing technology for 

adaptive and self-paced learning. The goal is to “mass customize” the education 

system, so that every student has an individualized pathway, replete with the supports 

and enrichment opportunities they need to remain happy, motivated, and successful in 

school. E-learning technology will be a key tool for Singapore as it pursues adaptive 

and self-paced teaching, learning, and assessment in order to meet all children where 

they are. And it will require significant trust in, and empowerment of, teachers to co-
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construct the resources and systems needed to build that digital learning environment. 

(p. 31) 

Linda Darling-Hammond, emerita professor, Stanford University; President and CEO, 

Learning Policy Institute; and President, California State Board of Education, for many years 

influential in shaping education policy in the US, believed that “collaboration [as envisaged 

in ISTP 2021] “should be a pathway to nothing less than re-envisioning school entirely.” (p. 

34) Mathias Cormann, Secretary-General, OECD, in closing remarks at ISTP 2021, reminded 

participants that “our schools today will be our economy and society tomorrow,” implying 

that “just as economies and societies were changing to adapt to innovation and disruption, 

schools must do the same.”
 
(p. 35)  

There have been attempts to “re-envision” or “re-imagine” the roles of systems, 

schools and teachers. In England, for example, more than 50 per cent of schools are now 

academies, free of local authority control but operating within a national framework. They 

remain public schools and are publicly funded. From 2 to 50 such schools have been joined 

up to receive public funds in the form of multi-academy trusts (MATs). Momentum appears 

unstoppable (Freedman, 2022) and a White Paper, the first in six years, has proposed that all 

schools become academies and join MATs by 2030. (Roberts, 2022; Secretary of State for 

Education, 2022). England is now achieving at its highest level ever in international tests of 

student achievement but proposals for further change are contentious. 

High-performing Estonia (population 1.3 million served by 600 schools) is another 

example of a country that has attempted to re-imagine, and has plans to take things further in 

the years ahead (NCEE, 2022). It faces shortages in an ageing teacher workforce. Teacher 

salaries increased 40 per cent from 2016 to 2020. New teachers receive bonuses to teach in 

underserved areas. The teaching pool is being enlarged through Teacher for Australia-type 

programs. The role of the teacher is being re-designed. Initial teacher education has a focus 

on the use of digital tools to personalise learning. Significantly, its ministry is titled 

Education and Research, and its semi-costed Strategic Plan 2021-2035 (Ministry of 

Education and Research, n.d.) gives priority to enhancing the teaching profession.  

AITSL (2021) made a start for Australia at the direction of the Education Council. It 

is in essence a limited “scoping” of the issue of the future role of teachers. Another stage is 

required for Australia to catch up with Estonia. 

While schools may have more autonomy in a new approach, structural autonomy by 

itself is not enough; professional autonomy must accompany it, as recommended in the report 
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of Gonski 2.0. (Department of Education and Training, 2018, pp. 89-91) In international 

comparisons, Australian teachers report higher levels of professional autonomy than the 

OECD average in selecting teaching methods, but lower levels in assessing student learning 

and determining course content. (Thomson & Hillman, 2020) 

FEDERAL ELECTION 2022 

School education, as it concerned matters addressed in this monograph, was not a high 

priority in the release of policies during the election campaign. It was not until the last two 

weeks that they made their appearance. There was little comment in the media. The revised 

Australian Curriculum barely rated a mention. The focus was on the quality of and pathways 

to teaching. Some stakeholders and interested parties bemoaned the absence of policies on 

funding. It seems that these will come to the fore when National School Reform Agreements 

are re-negotiated. 

The successful Labor party gave priority to addressing issues related to the number 

and quality of teachers. As the incoming government it can be expected that these will be 

addressed over the next three years but new minister Clare may also pursue other initiatives. 

It committed $24.2 million to respond to the recommendations in the report of the QITE 

review, including expanding Quality Teaching Rounds pioneered at the University of 

Newcastle. Also included was the development of “micro-credentials” in classroom 

management and phonics.  Labor and the Coalition were on the same page when it came to 

expanding Teach for Australia and support of La Trobe University’s Nexus program. 

Especially noteworthy, and without precedent at the federal level, was for up to 5,000 new 

students in ITE to receive bursaries of $10,000 per year throughout their degrees. There will 

be top-ups of $2,000 per year for students to do their placements in regional areas. Options 

will be explored for recipients of bursaries to serve as teacher aides for one day per week. 

The overall goal was to double over the next decade the number of high achievers choosing 

teaching as a career. “If we can achieve this goal, it is estimated the average student would 

gain an extra six to twelve months of learning by Year 9.” 

This author can recall no scheme in recent years along the lines of the proposed 

bursaries. He was one of many in Victoria in the late 1950s and 1960s who had their 

university fees paid, received a weekly allowance and, as a country student, was provided 

with hostel accommodation in Melbourne. These were state initiatives. A history of 

experiences and subsequent employment for a group of such students at one hostel is 

available from the author.   
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CHAPTER 4: STRATEGIC COMMENTARY 

Developments in school curriculum and quality of teaching in Australia were studied from 

late 2021 to mid-2022, culminating in the election of a new federal government. Events were 

fast-moving, involving ministerial interventions, a revised Australian Curriculum, another 

review of initial teacher education and the federal election, with robust debate among 

stakeholders along the way. Chapter 4 provides a commentary on the “strategic thinking-in-

action” that is contained in Chapters 1 to 3. It is not a summary of these chapters. The chapter 

concludes with an assessment of how things stand and what will/should lie ahead. 

SCHOOL CURRICULUM 

The revised curriculum addressed in large measure the various criticisms levelled at its draft, 

especially those raised by federal ministers. It is shorter, requires the exclusive use of 

phonics, and directs earlier attention to mathematical skills. History is compulsory in Years 9 

and 10. Attention must be given to the foundations of Australia following European 

settlement, including Australia’s Western and Christian heritage, and important events in the 

20
th

 century to the present. Knowledge of the history and contributions of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders is to be deepened. Matters of sexual consent were addressed. 

The establishment of a national curriculum is a significant achievement, with no 

counterpart in any federation. ACARA (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting 

Authority) has bipartisan political support. However, expressed bluntly, there has been 

modest impact in achieving an important part of its mission: “To inspire improvement in the 

learning of all young Australians through world-class curriculum, assessment and reporting.” 

There is a case for there being a world-class curriculum but no evidence that there has been 

an overall improvement in learning. Performance since the adoption of the Australian 

Curriculum in measures of student achievement in international tests has continued to 

decline, and results in NAPLAN (National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy) 

have flatlined in most areas, with only minor changes among states/territories on a year-to-

year basis. Improvement in reading in primary schools is an exception, possibly due to 

increase in the adoption of phonics. Gaps between high and low performance in particular 

groups have widened, so equity has suffered as well as excellence.  

The mission also aims to “inspire.” Who should be inspired? This means people in 

schools, including teachers and students, as well as parents and others in the school 

community. It should also inspire individuals and organisations/ enterprises in the public and 
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private sectors, including business and industry who support or depend on high performance 

in schools. However, there is no sense of excitement, passion, powerful momentum, or at 

least a working consensus among stakeholders of what schools should do and how they 

should do it, although these may be experienced in individual schools. 

There were several ministerial interventions in 2021 and 2022, mostly from those at 

the federal level. The concerns they and various stakeholders raised have been addressed in 

the revised version. These related to phonics, history, mathematics, civics and citizenship, 

and length. It is astonishing that some of these issues have remained unresolved for years, 

even though the evidence to support change has been strong, especially in respect phonics 

and mathematics. It is likely that robust debate will resurface in the years ahead, as it should 

in a liberal democracy, although the view of Labor’s federal minister Clare that the 

curriculum wars are over is noted. The Opposition’s shadow minister is former minister 

Tudge who largely drove changes to the draft of the revised curriculum. Former acting 

minister Robert endorsed the curriculum when adopted by ministers in April 2022. It will 

therefore be interesting if there is a call for further change, at least from the Opposition.  

Debates will occur at the state/territory level and in schools. At each of these, aspects 

of the Australian Curriculum can be deleted, amended or enhanced, and this has been 

acknowledged in documents related to national, state/territory and school curriculums. 

Independent schools have more freedom of movement.  

International benchmarking indicated that high-performing jurisdictions with 

populations about the size of Australian states are able to develop a world-class curriculum. 

Would value be gained or lost in Australia if each state/territory were to have its own 

curriculum, without a national curriculum to frame them? Most could do this. But is there a 

comparative advantage against the status quo given that the annual cost of ACARA is 

modest, just $33 million in 2020-21, and the outcome is worthwhile in terms of a curriculum 

that can be adopted/incorporated by states/territories and by schools in government and non-

government sectors. Final approval at the EMM (Education Ministers Meeting) ensures a 

degree of alignment across the country even if it is understood and expected that there will be 

change at other levels.  

It is important to acknowledge that, in all of these debates, schools are concerned with 

far more than what is measured in NAPLAN, PISA (Programme for International Student 

Assessment) and TIMSS (Trends in Mathematics and Science Study).  
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QUALITY OF TEACHING 

The Australian Professional Standards for Teachers and the Australian Professional Standard 

for Principals may be considered world-class, and are a tribute to the early achievements of 

AITSL (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership). Similarly for the 

development by AITSL of frameworks for the accreditation of programs in initial teacher 

education. However, it is astonishing that accreditation of ITE (Initial Teacher Education) 

was extended to 350 programs without implementation “across the board” of evidence-based 

practices in phonics and direct instruction. State regulatory authorities must insist on their 

inclusion in the next round of accreditation. AITSL should refer to them in the Australian 

Professional Standards for Teachers and the Australian Professional Standard for Principals. 

Capacity should be demonstrated when securing and maintaining registration as a teacher. 

There are implications for policy in recommendations of the Teacher Education 

Ministerial Advisory Group (TEMAG) (2014) and the Quality Initial Teacher Education 

(QITE) review (2021) concerning evidence on whether a student meets standards during and 

after initial teacher education. The speedy accreditation of 350 programs raises questions 

about rigour. Related questions can be posed about the progress of teachers from Graduate to 

Proficient in assessment against the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers.  

More than one-quarter of staff are teaching out-of-field (no tertiary qualification in the 

desired field), with the number likely to increase when History becomes compulsory for 

students in Years 9 and 10. Deep policy analysis is required to determine the most feasible 

way to address this shortcoming. The report of the QITE review makes worthwhile 

suggestions. Options include fee relief for outstanding undergraduates in disciplines where 

there is a shortfall and who commit to a “bond” to teach for at least three, preferably five 

years. There is a strong case for dramatically expanding Teach for Australia-type initiatives, 

with a substantial “sign-on” bonus in each instance. It is acknowledged that such measures 

will take years to attract a critical mass of teachers who will have a noteworthy impact on 

learning across the nation.  

Reinstating the one-year Graduate Diploma in Education as a sufficient teaching 

qualification, as recommended in the report of the QITE review, will dismay faculties/schools 

that have established a two-year Master of Teaching, matching what is arguably international 

best practice. The panel chaired by Mark Scott will have its work cut out to make the link 

between the quality of programs and the funding of ITE. Implementation will be fraught, 

especially with the inevitable politicisation of the measure. 
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There should be transformational change in the way faculties/schools of education go 

about their research. As the report of the QITE review concluded, there should be more 

Randomised Controlled Trials. Researchers in disciplines other than education should be 

encouraged and supported in undertaking research in education. It is disappointing that 

Australia has lost momentum in research that spans economics and education, given that such 

research often addresses problems and yields dependable findings that deal with learning and 

teaching. Peter Karmel founded the Economics of Education as an academic discipline in 

Australia in 1962. The recent involvement of Nobel Prize winners and Yidan Prize awardees 

should inspire a new stream of cross-disciplinary projects.  

For how much longer must teachers and principals, and organisations that represent 

them, report that their roles under the status quo are unmanageable? That it is so is evident in 

expectations that Proficient teachers should perform well against 37 standards, be in tune 

with expanding folios of evidence-based findings that should shape their work; respond to the 

needs of all students in their care through a form of personalised learning; keep up-to-date 

with advances in technology; manage the implications of the never-ending stream of reviews 

and inquiries; deal with mountains of administrative paperwork; and look after the wellbeing 

of their students, always, and especially in post-pandemic circumstances. Face-to-face 

teaching loads are far higher for primary and secondary teachers in Australia than for 

counterparts in high-performing countries. Noteworthy are state budget allocations in 

Victoria to secure an additional 1,900 teachers over three years to provide an additional 90 

minutes away from face-to-face teaching. Australia urgently needs a vision of the role of a 

fully professional teacher in the third decade of the 21
st
 century, as exists in Finland 

(“teacher-as-researcher”) and Singapore (“teacher-in-an-inquiring-culture”).  

A standards-based approach may have reached its limits. Shifting the balance to an 

evidence-based approach is warranted, even though there is much to be resolved about what 

constitutes evidence, who provides it, and how it is used. This is not to deny the importance 

of setting high standards in curriculum and teaching.  

Consider the Australian Professional Standard for Principals. It seems that leadership 

traits have been eclipsed by the focus on standards. Writing before the standards movement 

had taken hold in Australia, this author used the word “sagacity” to describe a constellation of 

leadership traits. (Caldwell, 2006) Webster’s Online Dictionary defined sagacity as “the 

intelligent application of knowledge acquired from years of learning and experience.” It 

suggested the following as related terms: acumen, astuteness, cogency, comprehension, 

contemplation, discernment, farsightedness, grasp, incisiveness, judiciousness, looking ahead, 



 

57 

penetration, perception, perspicacity, practical knowledge, practice, prediction, preparation, 

providence, prudence, readiness, sensibility, sensitivity, sophistication, understanding and 

wisdom. One might add courage, willingness to take risks and passion. It may be time to 

restore the balance of standards and traits, even though the latter may be experienced or 

observed more than they can be measured. At present, selection panels are likely to focus as 

much if not more on traits as they do on standards. A similar line of argument may be applied 

to the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers. 

Underpinning the search for a better way is likely to be the work of the increasing 

number of institutes and academies in Australia that are focused on evidence-based 

approaches, with AERO (Australian Education Research Organisation) serving the nation as 

a whole, along with state-based efforts such as the Academy of Teaching and Leadership in 

Victoria, and research on the way evidence is used such as that undertaken in the Q project at 

Monash University. There is duplication of effort and outcomes among the various initiatives, 

including the work samples of ACARA and resources generated by AITSL. There is need for 

a shared platform to assist teachers and their leaders. 

THE FUTURE 

Should the future be a linear extension of the present, or should there be a change in direction 

with occasional disruption such as occurred in responses to the pandemic or breakthroughs in 

technology? An over-arching issue is related to models for managing change in school 

education. These may be too linear or clunky, still largely unresponsive to exponential 

change in society and the economy. The decision to revise the Australian Curriculum every 

six years is an example, although ministers when they adopted the revised Australian 

Curriculum recognised the need for ACARA to make regular refinements. Schools and 

school systems tend to be late starters in neuroscience, cognitive psychology, artificial 

intelligence and individualised learning. There must be an elevated level of agility as 

“unknown knowns” take shape and “unknown unknowns” begin to emerge.  

Re-imagining the school and the role of the teacher will be necessary in the decade 

ahead rather than a simple extension of the status quo. This calls for the engagement of 

governments, system personnel, teachers and their leaders, unions, professional associations, 

parents, academics in education and other fields, and representatives of business, industry and 

civil society. We must move away from a paradigm of systems and schools that has remained 

largely unchanged for decades. A new paradigm will be evident in both public and private 
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schools. This shift will require significant leadership by a few key stakeholders rather than 

waiting around for consensus before a start can be made.  

While schools may have more autonomy in a new approach, structural autonomy by 

itself is not enough; professional autonomy must accompany it. In international comparisons, 

Australian teachers report higher levels of professional autonomy than the OECD average in 

selecting teaching methods, but lower levels in assessing student learning and determining 

course content.  

One reform in Australia may be a change in federal-state relations. Why can’t 

Australia be like Canada, where the federal government has no role in school education? The 

equivalent of the EMM, underpinned by the work of AESOC (Australian Education Senior 

Officials Committee), is the CEMC (Council of Education Ministers, Canada). It has no 

representative of the federal government. If such an arrangement were to occur in Australia, 

sixty years of federal involvement in school education in Australia would draw to a close, 

with new grant structures delivering additional funds to the states/territories, and directly to 

Catholic and Independent schools. A federal minister would only be concerned with 

university and further education. Accountability in school education would lie exclusively 

and unambiguously with states/territories, whose size is about the same as systems in the 

highest performing jurisdictions around the world. Agreement among the states/territories on 

national initiatives is still possible, as evidenced in Canada. Making these changes in 

governance and funding is a long-term project. In the interim, it is reasonable to expect a seat 

for the federal government at the EMM given current funding arrangements.  

Related to the foregoing is the future of ACARA, AITSL and AERO. There has been 

nearly 15 years’ experience with the first two. For example, is there still need for AITSL, at 

least in its current role? Its best work may have been the creation of standards for the 

profession and ITE accreditation. Much of its other work is now undertaken by agencies in 

states/territories, so issues of duplication of effort and its status as a federally owned entity 

come into play. The incoming federal government may consider it a more efficient use of 

public funds to revise these arrangements, including less use of consultants and more “in-

house” work by a beefed-up civil service. 

ASSESSMENT 

It is fair to conclude that simply trying harder to implement current approaches more 

efficiently and effectively will not transform Australia’s international standing. At best there 

may be marginal improvement, but it is likely to be a zero-sum game on a downward slope, 
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with improvements in some schools and by some teachers balanced by decline among others. 

There is as yet no sense of momentum that ensures all schools can be as effective as some. 

Despite commendable efforts to create a national approach and some notable 

achievements, including those by ACARA, AITSL and state/territory initiatives under the 

National School Reform Agreement and its predecessors, Australia is even further away from 

the standards of excellence and equity that were intended in the “education revolution” from 

2008.  

In international comparisons, we have gone backwards since federal minister Nelson 

declared in 2003 that “the schooling system in Australia is world class” and noted Australia’s 

then top ten ranking in international tests of student achievement. (Nelson, 2003) If this was 

the high point then what has transpired is arguably one of the most significant failures in 

school education policy in Australia’s history. It is acknowledged that there are many factors 

at work to account for this failure but the assessment stands, despite the aforementioned 

achievements and impressive efforts by thousands of schools and teachers. The decline spans 

Coalition and Labor governments at federal and state/territory levels. More positively, 

looking to the future, there are changes in direction in curriculum and in efforts to improve 

the quality of teaching that may help the nation catch up in the decade ahead.  

New directions announced thus far are unlikely to lift Australia to the top ten of 

nations on international tests of student achievement. Bipartisan agreements on school 

curriculum and improving the quality of teaching through policies on initial teacher education 

are commendable but will take years to have an impact. Meanwhile, high-performing nations 

will lift their game even further and others will join them at the top. What is missing in 

Australia is a compelling vision on the role of the teacher that should be based in part on the 

re-imagination of schools.  

When the history of school education in the first half of the 21
st
 century is written, it 

will likely include a chapter that describes two or three decades of preoccupation with 

NAPLAN, PISA and TIMSS, but this preoccupation will fade from the scene in Australia and 

comparable nations. But what these tests measure will continue to be important. What are 

currently described in the Australian Curriculum as Learning Areas and Cross-curriculum 

Priorities will be strengthened in their implementation, and an enhanced profession will be 

able to test for their achievement against standards.  

The focus will shift in unrelenting fashion to the General Capabilities specified in the 

Australian Curriculum, as updated from time to time. “Unknown knowns” and “unknown 
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unknowns” will emerge. The driving force in this decade shall continue to be the vision in the 

Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration: 

To achieve excellence, and for our system to be equitable, every student must develop 

strong literacy and numeracy skills in their earliest years of schooling, and go on to 

develop broad and deep knowledge across a range of curriculum areas. However, our 

education system must do more than this – it must also prepare young people to thrive 

in a time of rapid social and technological change, and complex environmental, social 

and economic challenges. Education plays a vital role in promoting the intellectual, 

physical, social, emotional, moral, spiritual and aesthetic development and wellbeing 

of young Australians, and in ensuring the nation’s ongoing economic prosperity and 

social cohesion. They need to deal with information abundance, and navigate 

questions of trust and authenticity. They need flexibility, resilience, creativity, and the 

ability and drive to keep on learning throughout their lives. (Education Council, 2019) 

This is a most worthy vision but much more must be devised and implemented if it is 

to be realised. There will be ebb and flow in the contests about elements in the school 

curriculum, but it is in the quality of teaching and learning, and the support of teaching and 

learning, where most change will/should occur. 
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APPENDIX: HOW ACARA WORKS 

ACARA is an independent statutory authority and a corporate not-for-profit Commonwealth-

controlled entity It operates under a charter approved by the former Education Council. It has 

a board of directors that makes decisions that are then forwarded to the EMM through the 

Australian Education Senior Officials Committee (AESOC). The Board has a chair and 

deputy chair appointed by the federal minister after consultation with states and territories. In 

addition to another member who is an appointee of the federal minister, the board is 

comprised of nominees of the states and territories along with representatives of Catholic and 

Independent schools.  

Two appointments as chair of the ACARA board are noteworthy. Professor Barry 

McGaw was the first, taking up the position soon after he concluded his appointment as head 

of the education division of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD). He was CEO of the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) before 

working at the OECD and has been one of Australia’s most influential educators for many 

years. The most recent appointment to the chair is Derek Scott, Principal and CEO of 

Haileybury College, Australia’s largest school. He is a former School Principal of the Year in 

the non-government sector. He served on the Expert Panel of the Quality Initial Teacher 

Education (QITE) review in 2021. Scott’s appointment may signal a closer engagement of 

ACARA on the impact of the Australian Curriculum at the school level and the associated 

issue of teacher quality. 

The independent review of the Australian Curriculum in 2014 (Donnelly & Wiltshire, 

2014) recommended that the Board be composed of experts in curriculum and testing. The 

federal government rejected the recommendation. Most jurisdictional nominees in current 

arrangements are in fact experts in curriculum and assessment to the extent that most are 

heads of state/territory authorities in these fields. Moreover, the professional staff of ACARA 

are experts in their own right in the areas of curriculum, assessment and reporting, and they 

consult others in the course of their work. 

The budget of ACARA for 2020-2021 was about $33 million. Operating costs are 

shared by the federal government (50 per cent) and, on a student per capita basis, by the eight 

jurisdictions (50 per cent). ACARA works in partnership with other entities such as AITSL in 

the delivery of its programs. 

As its name implies, ACARA is also responsible for developing a national testing and 

reporting program, aligned as far as possible with the Australian Curriculum. The testing 
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program includes the National Assessment Program-Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN), 

conducted annually for students in Years 3,5,7 and 9, and sample testing programs: NAP-

Science, NAP-Information and Communications Technology Literacy (NAP-ICTL), and 

NAP-Civics and Citizenship (NAP-CC), each conducted on a rolling three-year cycle.  

Glenn Savage undertook a comprehensive study of ACARA. (Savage, 2021; Savage, 

2016) He interviewed 80 people over seven years, including ministers, ministerial advisors, 

and the ACARA board (collectively described as “policy actors”). A variety of views was 

expressed. Some saw ACARA as essentially a mechanism for federal control of curriculum, 

despite the structural arrangements in respect to ownership and shared funding. Others saw 

certain states exercising undue influence, especially New South Wales and Victoria, the 

largest in terms of population and each with its own curriculum and assessment agency. He 

concluded that “The challenge moving forward, therefore, will be devising ways to harness 

the benefits of national reform, but in ways that ensure intergovernmental cooperation 

remains fair.” (Savage, 2016, p. 48) 

It is worth noting how ACARA prepares the Australian Curriculum. At the outset 

ACARA prepared a document entitled The Shape of the Australian Curriculum that 

determined the nature of the national curriculum, updated from time to time (ACARA, 2020). 

It describes how the curriculum is developed, including the processes of consultation, and the 

three dimensions of learning, international benchmarking, and approaches to monitoring.  

There are four phases in the development of the Australian Curriculum: curriculum 

shaping, curriculum writing, implementation, and curriculum evaluation and review. 

Curriculum shaping calls for the preparation of a paper for each learning area that sets out a 

broad outline of the proposed curriculum. Expert advice is sought and a draft prepared for 

public consultation. Curriculum writing involves teams of writers, supported by expert 

advisory groups and ACARA staff. Drafts are released for public consultation. The final form 

is published following endorsement by the ACARA Board and all ministers at the EMM. 

Implementation is in the hands of states and territories, and finally in schools and classrooms. 

There is an annual monitoring process that may result in revisions based on feedback. 

ACARA has advisory and reference groups that provide advice and feedback, with 

members comprised of nominees of state/territory departments, non-government sectors, and 

peak stakeholder groups. These include the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Advisory 

Group, Students with Disability Advisory Group, F-12 Curriculum Reference Group, 

learning area curriculum reference groups (8), Primary (F-6) Teacher Reference Group, and 

Primary (F-6) Curriculum Reference Group. 
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THE NEXT SCOPE 

In his work on school autonomy, extending over more than three decades, Brian Caldwell 

often drew on the Karmel Report, a landmark contribution to school education reform during 

the first term of the Whitlam Government. In the next SCOPE he describes events and values 

that shaped that contribution, examines their antecedents, and summarises what followed, 

identifying features of the current scene that had their origins in the Whitlam reforms. 

Parallel developments in other countries are noted. The lived experience of practitioners is 

described. This SCOPE marks the 50
th

 anniversary of the election of the Whitlam 

Government on 2 December 1972. 
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