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Part I
Introduction



CHAPTER 1



Australian curriculum making

Lyn Yates, Cherry Collins and Kate O’Connor

Curriculum is a deceptively complicated topic. It is an everyday topic, often in the newspapers, and a topic about which many have strong views. It is a topic where people may have stronger views about what they don’t want, than what they do want. They know they want young people to write grammatically and spell correctly—but beyond basic literacy and numeracy, what else is needed as the best foundation for a world that is changing so very rapidly? And what should young people be learning in science in year 9, as compared with grade 6 or year 12? Curriculum is a topic on which the same people can hold some quite contradictory views and hopes and prejudices. They may want schools to be state of the art places, with a lot of visible new technology, where the new types of knowledge and work of the twenty-first century are taken up; but they may also be quite uncomfortable about any changes or ‘watering down’ of the kind of curriculum they had encountered themselves as children.

Curriculum is a field of practice where those responsible for developing curriculum policies may spend very little of their time focusing directly on what is to be taught or learned in schools. Instead they may be talking about things like ‘standards’, or how to allocate resources, or how to manage assessment to meet the needs of different external purposes. Curriculum is locally familiar and it is a state and Commonwealth political football, it is a subject of international comparisons, it is argued over by experts around the world. And, in Australia, curriculum has been in the past developed by state authorities of various kinds, with occasional Commonwealth interjections. Now curriculum is about to be developed differently, in the form of a new national Australian Curriculum in which both states and Commonwealth (and representatives of non public schools) are taking part. This new development has been generated by, but is also developing in a new way, a growing national conversation about what curriculum should be now, in Australia, in the twenty-first century.

In this book we want to explore some of our recent history of doing curriculum around the country, and at the same time, we want to pay attention to state differences in this curriculum history. We think it is particularly timely to do both. For one thing, at this beginning point of developing a new ‘national’ curriculum, it is important to be aware of some of the differences between states in how they have approached curriculum policy and curriculum-making in the past, given that a number of previous attempts to begin to work on curriculum nationally have not succeeded.1 Direct political interests of states relative to each other and to the Commonwealth government have intervened, but so too have the histories of each state and its schooling authorities, and the different commitments they have built to what matters in terms of curriculum.

For another, the late twentieth century and beginning of this century have been an intense period of change and attempted curriculum reform. Report after report has been commissioned by various Ministers and state authorities. Into the 80s, ‘essential learnings’, ‘new basics’, ‘outcomes-based education’, the National Policy for the Education of Girls and a later parliamentary report on the education of boys, vocational education, values education, citizenship education, public debates about history curriculum—an immense array of reports and new guidelines, and new proposals for schools and what and how they should be teaching, as well as where and how they should be assessing students.

In this book we bring together stories of some of these new developments: what they were trying to do, what was influencing or driving them, why they failed (sometimes bringing Ministers down with them)—or why they have persisted. Many of these accounts are by insiders who have been involved with the curriculum of a particular state over a long period; others are drawn from our own research project on curriculum policy-making around the nation over the past half-century. In this book we take up some of the key issues that curriculum and curriculum policies are concerned with: what the changes in work and knowledge and technology in the twenty-first century mean for school curriculum (a new curriculum for new times?); which forms of assessment best promote student learning, and best promote quality outcomes (is assessment the tail wagging the dog?); how to develop curriculum given differences between students, not just of talents and interests, but of gender, cultural background, poverty and home facilities; how to drive growth in retention to the end of school and beyond (in particular, should we have different kinds of curriculum for different kinds of students?); and finally the issue of the growing accountability and management demands on education systems, the intersection of curriculum initiatives with politics, and the effect these have on how curriculum gets produced for schools—and how schools and teachers react to that.

By considering some of these genuinely difficult issues for curriculum making in terms of initiatives and experiences from different states over the past few decades, and hearing the stories of those who were involved, we can begin to appreciate the issue that is not necessarily visible in the debates about curriculum in the press: the complexity of how curriculum gets done, of how different interests get together (or fail to get together) and why the documents we may read are only a small part of the story. We can begin to appreciate why there may be a considerable gap between curriculum ambitions and curriculum practice.

Focusing on some examples of recent Australian initiatives and developments across the states in relation to curriculum is one way to understand what is at issue in curriculum making. We can see the way in which major social shifts (unemployment, globalisation), technical thinking about what works, and also values, politics, different beliefs about what matters, are all part of the curriculum terrain. But organising this book around state-specific examples was also done for another purpose: to try to get a better sense of state cultures and different approaches to Australian curricula prior to the current initiative to develop an ‘Australian Curriculum’.

The Australian states have different histories and vastly different geographies and demographies, and this has influenced the approaches to schooling each has developed. Different states have had different starting ages for schooling, different transition ages between primary and secondary and different ages at which students are permitted to cease schooling. They have issued different forms of final certificates, and have developed some different types of school (technical schools for example; or selective academic and other specialist schools). The school subjects offered in different states, and the topics and pathways of programs of study have had considerable overlap and commonality—but these programs and approaches have been far from identical between different states.2 New South Wales continued to teach the subjects history and geography when other states moved to combine the two into ‘social education’. Queensland continues to manage year 12 and entry to university without having a final external examination, when in other states the fine details of the final examination have been the subject of endless scrutiny and fine-tuning, and one of the most visible forms in which curriculum and assessment are subjects of public debate. And while in recent years other states have moved towards locating their senior secondary curricula within common certificate frameworks, Victoria has moved to introduce alternative qualification options, with its VCAL certificate.3 Periodically over the years, politicians in the national parliament have taken up the cause of families who move state and face some curriculum change. Many parents, whether or not they move state, are puzzled about why we do not have a common Australian curriculum. (Although, it should be noted, neither does the USA have a national curriculum; and in the UK the Scottish curriculum has a significantly different history and form to the English one.)

As the new moves towards an Australian Curriculum are underway, it is timely to take another look at the states and their curriculum cultures. Everyone has their understanding of what is possible framed by what they have experienced. One of us studied in England in the 1970s, at the time when the tripartite secondary system was being turned into comprehensive high schools, and many teachers found it hard to conceive that it was possible to teach in a ‘mixed ability’ classroom—the only kind of classroom she had ever known in her own Victorian schooling. Another of us lived in Canberra at the height of its commitment to school based curriculum development in the late 1970s and watched ‘incomer’ teachers from every Australian state struggle profitably in staff meetings with each others’ alien convictions and experiences of what was both possible and educationally sound. And another of us studied the Victorian VCE in the early 2000s following the replacement of the radical common assessment task (CATS) system with a renewed focus on the external exam, and recalls the intense focus on university entrance scores still occurring today ahead of the conferral of the certificate. Some of the state differences that have persisted, including starting ages and the like, may well be mere contingent traditions, readily able to be changed once there is a will to move together with some commonality around the country. But not all the differences are of this kind.

The current book stems from a research project funded by the Australian Research Council that set out to examine changes in curriculum policy around Australia in the period between 1975 and 2005—to look at shifts over time, and also at differences at any one time between different states in their approach. The research project was titled School Knowledge, Working Knowledge and the Knowing Subject: A Review of State Curriculum Policies 1975–2005.4 The move to a new National Curriculum Board was on the horizon, and the intention in the project was to step back from the immediate discussions to get a sense of where we had recently been, of how perspectives on the overall framing of curriculum had changed over those recent decades and of what differences characterised the approaches of different states. The project focused on major reports and policies, and also used interviews. It was interested in what ideas or conceptions of knowledge were under-pinning various curriculum reforms; how academic compared with vocational purposes of schooling were being developed; how student differences were being addressed. Finally it was interested in how policies were balancing two central purposes of schooling systems today: the purpose of teaching things and developing young people in particular ways and the purpose of differentiating and selecting, particularly through final assessments and certifications. These purposes are not always in neat harmony and often not acknowledged simultaneously as central tasks for schooling systems. But in developed countries, one important curriculum agenda is always about what is to be taught, taking curriculum as a selection or construction of what is important that we set up to form our next generation.5 And another curriculum agenda (possibly not inevitable but in practice universal in Australia) is that schools are also required to participate in a competitive assessment of students to provide some pre-sorting of students for universities and employers.6

The background of this project was twofold. First, although there are exceptions7 we have generally had only the most limited and usually impressionistic sense of our own history of curriculum in Australia.8 Further, the studies we have are usually done within a state not across states; or alternatively focus on Commonwealth but not state developments. We have impressions of persisting different kinds of emphases in different states, and also of some broader waves of change when, say, there was a move towards comprehensive high schools in the 1970s and early 1980s, or the take-up of a Profiles approach in the 1990s, or the move to essential learnings and competencies around 2000—but it is extremely difficult to get a documented sense across the Australian states of what has been going on. In this project we wanted to look at major documents in the period 1975 to 2005 and get an overview, a sketch map, of what was being picked out as important in relation to our questions about knowledge, learners, difference, vocational and academic across states and over time.9

We also wanted to interview people in different states who had had some longstanding involvements with the school curriculum of their state. In some cases these people had worked in education departments and schools, sometimes in universities, sometimes in boards of studies (overseeing post-compulsory or broader school curricula) and often in more than one of these. This was intended to supplement our sense of what was happening at different periods; but also to give more subjective and reflective perspectives on what might be called the curriculum culture of that state. What did that state context tend to throw up as its important curriculum issues and agendas? How and by whom did curriculum policy get done? In this sense the project was also intended to provide further insight into curriculum as an arena of activity and inquiry.

In fact when we began this modestly funded two-year project, we found it was remarkably difficult to get this overview picture of the Australian states.10 Curriculum reports and documents do not always come out in the same form, and inquiries and new guidelines are not developed at the same time around the different states. Sometimes overall curriculum reviews are commissioned and a new reform put in place. Sometimes reports are specifically about the structure of the final school certificate, or about another particular phase of school—middle school for example, or early childhood. At other times there are specific inquiries on a particular subject area, or on girls or boys, or multicultural education, or indigenous students, with recommendations that add to or cut across the overall program. And while current documents and policies are now very readily accessible online, many states no longer keep good archives of past ones. However when we did visit the different states, to read their key policies, to interview those who had been involved in their state’s curriculum activities for a considerable time, we began to see some of the differences in values that had been building in those different contexts. When our interviewees began to talk about curriculum, they did not all start at the same point, or with a focus on the same kind of problem. Nor did the reports and guidelines that their state had issued. In some cases the ‘inclusion and retention’ agenda dominates; in others it is ‘standards and quality’; some have a history of valuing traditional forms of knowledge, or of valuing uniformity of provision; others begin with a more overt capabilities agenda, and believe in the value of devolved curriculum making and differences between schools and their programs.

With the establishment in May 2009 of a new national curriculum authority, the Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA),11 curriculum-making in Australia is, possibly, entering a new era. Nominees of state and Commonwealth government authorities and of independent and Catholic schooling groups are represented in this body; it includes an assessment and reporting brief as well as a curriculum responsibility; it has engaged in consultations with professional groups and with the public around the country; and the documents and forms that are to be an agreed template for curriculum in different subject areas around the country are under development. The Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority and its predecessor, the National Curriculum Board, are new kinds of bodies that represent new arrangements and new processes for developing and managing curriculum in relation to schooling both between the Australian states and between the states and the Commonwealth. This new national authority changes the way curriculum will be developed, maintained and managed away from the state traditions of state Ministerial prerogatives, state curriculum authorities, state qualifications bodies and the like.

Yet the setting up of ACARA and its predecessor, the NCB, was not the first time there had been moves to develop national approaches to curriculum in Australia. In the early 1980s, Malcolm Skilbeck, head of the Curriculum Development Council (another national body, but one whose brief was to develop support materials for curriculum12) attempted to develop a national conversation on ‘A Core Curriculum for Australian Schools’.13 In the late 1980s and early 1990s, under the agenda of the then Minister for Education, John Dawkins, there was an attempt to develop a ‘unified national system’ of education at all levels, beginning with the Hobart Declaration in 198914 and including a major burst of curriculum development activity which brought together state teams to work on common ‘Curriculum Statements and Profiles’ for all key learning areas.15 More recently the state and Commonwealth ministers of education agreed to update the Hobart declaration with an Adelaide declaration in 1999,16 and then in a Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians in 2008.17 However, statements of goals are some distance from details of what is enacted as curriculum. They are rhetorical statements of unity but open to wide interpretation and with little direct force. In terms of more concrete activity towards developing an agreed ‘Australian Curriculum’ (the term now used by ACARA), the earlier Statements and Profiles initiative, in formal terms, failed. States in the mid 1990s preferred to retain for themselves the authority that the constitution had granted them in relation to curriculum for schooling. They wanted to continue to shape their own state’s approach to how curriculum should be done in schools, and what should be part of it—or at least to be able to claim the distinctiveness and superiority of their own schooling approaches in relation to that of other states.

While states-rights and state differences in relation to school curriculum have been historically well established, this does not mean either that there was no history of a Commonwealth role in curriculum making, nor an absence of national curriculum initiative. Since 1989, state, territory and Commonwealth Ministers of Education have met as AEC, MCEETYA or most recently as MCEECDYA and established some common agreements, including those declarations of goals for students in Australian schools. The Commonwealth government might constitutionally (prior to the NCB and ACARA) have had little direct authority over schooling systems, but it had the ability to influence curriculum by its control of specific-purpose funding grants, and by its own setting up of inquiries and funding bodies with particular agendas. In the 1970s, the Schools Commission was established and set up the Disadvantaged Schools Program and the Innovations Programs. These and later ‘Participation and Equity’ programs and agendas provided funding for particular types of school and community initiatives that largely by-passed state purposes; as did a government of a different complexion in the early 2000s, when Prime Minister Howard and his Education Minister, Brendan Nelson, required approved statements of Australian values (and the iconic Simpson and his donkey) to be displayed in schools in order to receive certain funding, and set up their own History Summit, with participants selected directly by the Prime Minister and Minister rather than any consultative mechanism, to decide publicly what should be taught in schools as the history of the nation. There was a change of government before the mechanism for how such a body might be translated into school curriculum was developed or tested, but history became one of the initial four subjects the National Curriculum Board established by the new Labor government was required to develop, this time using a mechanism which formally had been supported by state as well as Commonwealth authorities.

This book brings together some new perspectives on what the curriculum changes in recent years have been about, and on the different (and sometimes conflicting) state values and initiatives, and the ways these have produced some different approaches to doing curriculum in Australia. Of course, as we will hear indirectly in a number of the contributions here, what happens in classrooms is not identical with the frameworks and directives that may be set up by formal policies and curriculum reviews. But school practices are constrained and framed by the conceptions and decisions about curriculum policy and management that are discussed in this book. And curriculum is one area of politics and public policy where there is direct interaction with cultural values and debates of the community as a whole, which makes it even more surprising that it has been relatively invisible in the academic literature on education policy studies.18

Apart from this introduction and a final conclusion, the book has been structured in four main sections, each of which takes a major curriculum issue in recent and current times and discusses Australian activities, conflicts and changes in relation to this. In addition to issues-based chapters from the editors, we bring together state-based essays which have been written by senior figures across the different Australian states. We invited these contributors to choose in what way they would talk about the curriculum reforms and agendas of their state. In some cases these focus very specifically on events in which the writer was a key participant, while others frame their account more impersonally, drawing other writings and research into the story of their state and its values. Brief biographies precede each contribution and give a glimpse of the spectrum of curriculum involvements the writers bring to each discussion.

Part II of the book examines ‘new times’ curriculum and the context of Australian debates over how best to prepare students for the rapidly changing world given explosions of knowledge and technology, changing forms of work, and a new sense of a global world in which economic and population flows pose new issues for national cultures.19 In chapter 2, Lyn Yates explores some of the international context of the debates we see in Australia about approaches to curriculum, including the rise of a focus on skills and competencies and ‘essential learnings’ for the twenty-first century and the messiness evident in various attempts to put this together (conceptually or in practice) with the subjects and disciplinary learning that continue to be important in university entrance scores and in teachers’ own background training and commitments. The state-based essays that follow discuss some contrasting histories of attempts to deal with the exploding nature of knowledge and the changing forms of work. In chapter 3, Alan Reid, who has worked as a teacher, as a senior curriculum academic, and as a chair and consultant on curriculum reviews, gives his perspective on the last forty years of curriculum in South Australia. This state, Reid argues, has demonstrated persistent commitments to student equity, professional autonomy, and progressive student-centred pedagogy. Reid argues that these continuities are under threat as a national agenda dominates the distinctive state values, and as the generation who have been particularly influential in South Australian education retire. Some further discussion of South Australia’s agendas, curriculum leaders, and reforms is given in chapter 8 by Jim Dellit, a previous Executive Director of Curriculum in that state. Dellit confirms the South Australian curriculum values and approaches Reid identifies, while discussing some of the inevitable messiness of what happens in practice. In his opinion, for example, cross-curriculum competencies ‘remained an important educational intention rather than a programmatic learning reality’ and in the face of curriculum policy reform, teachers do not necessarily change what they are doing ‘but rather their description of what they were doing’.

In chapter 4 Penny Andersen, now a teacher educator, and previously involved at different times at every level of Tasmania’s curriculum activity, and Karin Oerlemans, a curriculum developer and historian of education, analyse the attempts to develop a futures-oriented curriculum in Tasmania. Here the size of the state made possible a statewide consultation as the starting point to agree on some ‘essential learnings’ that could be the core framework for a new curriculum approach. Andersen and Oerlemans argue that there was a strong desire in the consultations and by the developers to produce a more integrated curriculum, where connections could be made between different parts of the curriculum, and to produce social and emotional as well as skills development for all Tasmanian students. In practice, they argue, the task of producing this at school level seemed to become unmanageably complex once an overlay of assessment entered the picture, and the reform was abandoned by an incoming government. Chapter 14 by Jenni Connor also discusses the rise and fall of the Tasmanian Essential Learnings initiative, this time with particular attention to the political contexts in which curriculum inevitably operates, and the curriculum development principles required if a policy is to succeed.

Alan Reid argues that a strength of the South Australian approach has been the strong support for teacher involvement in any curriculum reform. Jim Dellit from the same state adds as a footnote his judgement that this period ‘when teachers felt valued and productive was not a golden age for advances in learning’. Andersen and Oerlemans (and Connor) suggest that the time frames in Tasmania produced too heavy a burden of curriculum development at the school level. Both chapters see ELs as an admirable initiative in conception but acknowledge a more stable or centrally prescribed curriculum allows school-based energies to be directed to improving pedagogy—how it is taught and assessed. Reid is critical of a subject-based centrally prescribed curriculum. He argues that a capabilities approach gives the required generic direction to curriculum but provides better for diversity of students and their interests, by allowing as much flexibility as possible in the subjects students study.

The chapters from South Australia and Tasmania are examples of curriculum reforms attempting to deal with how to build curriculum in the face of student diversity and proliferating knowledge claims on curriculum, and attempting to build it around student development and competencies and capabilities of various kinds. The final essay in the first section (chapter 5) is by Jack Keating, who has worked in Victoria (as well as nationally and internationally) in schools, as a government advisor, and with qualifications authorities, and who has particular interests in the postcompulsory phase of schooling. This chapter takes up a different element of the concern about what kind of education is appropriate for the workers and citizens of the twenty-first century: the issue of vocational studies and what form these should take within the program of secondary schooling. Keating’s discussion of Victoria explains why separate technical schools lost favour in the 1970s and 1980s (they were associated with old types of work rather than the kinds of workplaces of the new times; and they had become associated with lesser opportunities, not just to higher education, but to work). He argues that the attempt to put everything together in a common program however produced a dip in retention in the 1990s, the opposite of its intentions, and led to a new search for ways to incorporate vocational studies and opportunities. Keating argues that vocational strands inevitably get marginalised if allowed to be controlled by an accreditation authority which is centrally concerned with university entrance, but the alternative path of building separate certifications and authorities has the potential danger of weakening the substance and status of the content included in these pathways.

Later, in the following section of this book, whose focus is on equity, retention and student diversity, Margaret Vickers (in chapter 7) takes up some of the issues raised by Jack Keating as she discusses the approach of NSW to vocational and academic studies. Margaret Vickers has had extensive involvements with the issue of senior secondary provision, in Commonwealth and OECD as well as in New South Wales. She argues that the emphasis in NSW on protecting the perceived standards of HSC has been a significant factor in weakening that state’s retention patterns.

The past half century has seen a growing interest in student identities and characteristics as a key part of the agenda curriculum must deal with, particularly given targeted agendas to retain all students (including ‘non-academic’ students) in education much longer. Part III of the book begins with a review (chapter 6 by Cherry Collins and Lyn Yates) of shifts in equity agendas in Australian schooling in the past fifty years. These agendas at times have been framed as equal opportunity, at others as affirmative action towards more equal outcomes and at others again within an individualist concept of choice. This chapter also explains some of the conflicting approaches to equity for particular groups, evident in interest group lobbying, in state reform initiatives, and in academic research and theory. Some claims are about voice and recognition for the group (especially for girls or boys or indigenous students) and some are about the arithmetic of retention and success; some approaches support differentiation as the way to equity, and others seek mainstreaming or commonality as the preferred curriculum approach, but with appropriate support in terms of the needs of that group (seen in debates in relation to disabilities as well as in relation to indigenous students). In chapter 8 Jim Dellit illustrates such shifts in South Australia, when the Dunstan government and its political vision of a ‘culturally rich, diverse and socially-mindful society’, was accompanied by a move from an ‘equal access to a common curriculum’ version of equity, to one which was an ‘affirmative’ vision for social justice.

The remaining chapter in this section on equity, retention and student diversity is by Rob Gilbert (chapter 9), an academic and curriculum actor with longstanding curriculum involvements in Queensland. Gilbert discusses the ‘surprising’ development of a number of radical curriculum reforms in Queensland, in a state often viewed as conservative. He argues that the strong development of school-based approaches and avoidance of external examinations was an important and effective mechanism for improving retention in a state that is hugely geographically dispersed, where until the 1970s, participation in secondary schooling lagged well behind most other states, and where almost half of its children are ranked in the bottom decile of the Child Social Inclusion index.

Part IV of this book examines the key role of assessment and reporting and the ways both have driven curriculum through defining what will count and through constraining the scope schools and classes might have in their day-to-day activities. An initial overview (chapter 10), by Cherry Collins, gives a historical context. This discusses the historical differentiation of authorities governing compulsory and post-compulsory schooling, and the changing form of these as Australia moved from the 1980s to attempt to encourage retention for all. And this chapter discusses some of the strikingly different assessment forms that have been promoted at different times and in different states. These include Victoria’s teacher union campaigns against the unfairness of norm-based assessments in the 1970s, including the dramatic proposal that entrance to universities should be by ballot, given the inevitable social unfairness feeding year 12 results; Queensland’s unique and successful move to remove external examinations (a proposal, incidentally, that was recommended by a review chaired by Ron Radford, the then head of the body most associated with expertise in testing, the Australian Council for Educational Research); the detailed arguments on how different subjects are to be weighted to produce the high stakes university entrance score; and the entirely different, behaviourist and descriptive schema of assessment that underlies the current Australian Qualifications Framework that governs vocational education.

The state-based chapters in this section are contributions from writers with first-hand involvement in some of the strikingly different initiatives that have been taken in our recent history. Graham Maxwell and J. Joy Cumming (chapter 11) discuss in detail the Queensland experiences with assessment reform, from the Radford Report’s initial recommendations in the 1970s, through reviews and re-orientation in the 1980s, consolidation and diversification in the 1990s and redefinition and expansion in the 2000s. They emphasise the better validity and carefully developed reliability of school-based assessment in Queensland (one of the reasons it was recommended by Radford) as well as its valuable side-effects in terms of improving teacher expertise and ongoing professional development, enabling diversity of school subject offerings, and producing greater school retention.

Bill Hannan, one of the best-known figures in Victorian education over the 1970s and 1980s, was a member of Victoria’s Curriculum Advisory Board in the 1960s, editor of the VSTA journal Secondary Teacher in the 1970s, and later was appointed as Chair of the State Board of Education and prominent in subsequent curriculum developments. His chapter (chapter 12) discusses the Victorian resistance to competitive assessment in the 1960s and 1970s, seeing it as antithetical to general education and inextricably tied to maintaining social privilege. Instead, these activities (along with support for school-based curriculum development in the compulsory years, and the initial versions of the new VCE in the 1980s) favoured versions of descriptive and criterion-based assessment, where the emphasis was on making clear to students and their parents what needed to be learnt, supporting them to achieve these criteria, and reporting back to them what had been achieved. Bill Hannan’s chapter argues that although the subsequent period has seen the steady rise of competitive selection and norm-based assessment over its criterion-based predecessors, understanding of the undesirable effects of the former is evident in the continued strong resistance to national testing schemes by many parents and schools in Victoria. His chapter concludes with a prediction for the future: ‘if the measurement industry and its clients have their way, international tests of skills “for the future” could become the motor of curriculum’.

Probably the two general curriculum reforms that have received the most hostile press attention in recent years20 are the Essential Learnings curriculum in Tasmania (see chapters 4 and 14), and the move in Western Australia to introduce ‘outcomes-based’ education through to post-compulsory level (see chapters 13 and 15). In chapter 13 of this section on assessment, Bridget Leggett, an experienced principal, curriculum consultant and teacher educator) and Robyn White (a school principal and science educator) tell the story of this Western Australia reform, and reflect on why it did receive such a critical response. As they point out, neither an approach of specifying curriculum in terms of outcomes, nor of curriculum being driven by the assessment regime, are themselves new or unique in Australia. A good measure of these philosophies was evident in the national profiles developed under the aegis of the AEC in the 1990s, and also in the vocational assessments governed by the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF), as well as in a range of other developments. However the Western Australian outcomes approach met widespread resistance—from the press (it was seen as undermining traditional subjects and traditional forms of assessment), from teachers and from parents, most critically when it was applied to the upper secondary school and mooted for year 12 assessment. Leggett and White argue that the critical response had a number of sources, one of which was resistance to the proposal to make a wide range of subjects equivalent for university entrance purposes. Other problems were, parallel to Tasmania, that this was proposing a way of doing assessment that seemed to teachers to be very different to the ways they were used to, and insufficient support had been given to communication or to the professional development of their capacities to do so.

Leggett and White’s chapter is a useful bridge to the fifth part of the book, which focuses on the public management, politics and control of curriculum in Australia. From the 1980s, around Australia, legislative changes which took curriculum decision making out of the hands of state education departments and vested them in the relevant Minister and his entourage became common around Australia. In turn the Ministers in most states set up cross sector (government, Catholic and Independent schooling) statutory bodies to construct state curriculum. These developments have resulted in a more public arena in which conflicts over curriculum are aired. Personalities, power, special interests, and non-education agendas get rolled together in these curriculum debates as part of the ways the press in particular carries curriculum news. In this part of the book, we begin with two chapters that revisit areas of curriculum controversy visited in two earlier chapters.

First, in chapter 14, Jenni Connor, a former principal and school superintendant, later curriculum developer and consultant, re-examines the Tasmanian Essential Learnings initiative discussed earlier by Andersen and Oerleman, this time, specifically in terms of why it failed and failed publicly. She cites four issues which influenced its downfall, distinct from any intrinsic merits or shortcomings of the framework itself: failure to adequately engage with key stakeholders; insufficient clarity and frequency of communication; inadequate time and support to meet accountability demands; and finally the impact of contingent issues beyond the strategic control of curriculum authorities—in this case the multi-pronged personal attacks on a young and inexperienced Minister.

In chapter 15, Colin Marsh, longstanding editor of Australia’s curriculum journal Curriculum Perspectives and a former CEO of the WA Secondary Education Authority reflects on political aspects of the eventual fate of a number of major attempted reforms in Western Australia: the ‘Unit Curriculum’ aimed at giving maximum student choice, initiated after the 1984 Beazley Report; the outcomes-based education of the past decade, discussed earlier by Leggett and White; and the national profiles-mapping for Key Learning Areas, intended by John Dawkins to bring some national consistency to state curricula in the 1990s. Marsh’s analysis as an insider of why these various initiatives failed highlights on the ground practicalities (for example the difficulty of actually setting in place vertical timetabling in the case of the Unit Curriculum); direct conflict of political interests (for example between different state and Commonwealth Ministers in relation to the Dawkins initiative); and the way a torrent of popular feeling against a particular reform builds, and begins to take in every negative element of schooling, no matter how distant or non-related, as further evidence of its shortcomings.

The final chapter of Part V (chapter 16), by Geoff Riordan, takes a different focus: within-state conflicts, and conflicts of personalities and of school sectors. Riordan has worked as an administrator in schools and with Catholic sector and Department of Education and Training authorities in NSW as well as in universities. In this chapter he draws on an earlier research project he carried out with Sam Weller, a past Chair of the NSW Board of Studies. Riordan discusses the period in NSW when Terry Metherell was Minister, and the politics surrounding the establishment of the NSW Board of Studies. Drawing on interviews with many of the leading players, he depicts the conflicting views about who should be responsible for curriculum (the Minister? The President of the Board of Studies? The Director-General of the State Education Department?) and what checks and balances should be put in place, as well as what interests are set in train by different ways of structuring authorities and roles. Some of the questions touched on in this chapter are whether ‘educationist’ or ‘management’ roles are expected of those who have a key responsibility; and whether members of boards should represent their constituents or act independently once they have been nominated. The kinds of issues seen in the interviews in this chapter are one backdrop for considering the development of the new ‘Australian’ curriculum authority, ACARA: its composition and its authority and governance, but also in practice where power, consultations and power checks are exercised.

In the concluding chapter (chapter 17), we reflect on Australian curriculum initiatives over the past half-century, and the challenges for curriculum making likely to continue as we move into the next phase, even if political settlements about a governance structure or Ministerial declarations of the values, have been reached. Changes in forms of knowledge and work together with the greater visibility of defining ‘an Australian curriculum’, mean inevitable debates about what is selected as well as how knowledge is understood. This chapter reflects on the accounts of the difficulties in our recent past of attempting to radically rethink what is ‘core’ to schooling, and the genuine differences as well as commonalties in what states have taken as their priority curriculum business.

The chapters which now follow thus show the ways some big issues for Australian curriculum—knowledge and competencies, values, inclusiveness, assessment, retention—have been addressed in markedly changing ways over recent times, and across different states.

Writing and perspectives on curriculum take many different forms. Philosophical and sociological arguments about curriculum are important but in this book we are not intending to mount any detailed discussion of such theories and theorists, nor a particular case about how curriculum today should be structured, or what it should contain. These are important debates, and ones in which we have engaged more directly elsewhere.21 Nor is this a definitive account of Australia’s curriculum history in the recent period we take up. The contributors are all people with longstanding curriculum involvements in their various states, and with interesting and astute perspectives on those experiences, but we have been able to include only two from each state, and not everyone we initially asked agreed to take part in it. (In the interviews for the project we did try to interview people with different kinds of background experiences in that state, and people associated with different values about schooling). So while we did not select contributors to emphasise a particular take on what has been happening, we are aware that some reforms and perspectives (for example on assessment or on non subject-based approaches to curriculum) are represented more strongly than others. But the purpose of the book is to show the kinds of questions and pressures and concerns curriculum making deals with, and to begin to retrieve and bring together some of the initiatives and experiences of Australian action in this arena, and, more particularly, what has been happening to date in different state approaches to this activity.
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Part II
Envisaging a new curriculum for new times



CHAPTER 2



Re-thinking knowledge, re-thinking work

Lyn Yates

Public discussions about curriculum often focus on details: which books or other media are students studying in English; what are they learning about history; are they being taught grammar, are they getting sufficient grounding in mathematics. However, one of the most striking features of the past half-century has been that politicians, curriculum professionals and academic researchers have all been struggling with quite fundamental broad questions about knowledge, social change, economic change and the role of schools today. They are facing difficult questions about what curriculum overall should be doing at this particular time in history. The curriculum documents and reports we studied reviewing curriculum policy developments around Australia over the past thirty years bore evidence to the changing arguments.

In the early 1970s, curriculum policies and guides were often thin documents, produced by education departments which could assume that much of what was to be studied was a given and/or could be entrusted to schools and teachers to decide. Senior school curriculum, whose syllabus and examinations were prescribed in much more detail, was for a minority, and its shape largely dictated by stable voices often in university departments. Around the country (though not in uniform ways) curriculum arrangements differentiated provision for those students assumed to have futures in trades or unskilled occupations rather than in professional careers; and tacitly differentiated expectations and career pathways for girls and boys. But the new debates were already underway. Was it time to start moving away from teaching specific knowledge or facts and instead focus on learners and the development of their cognitive skills and ability to keep on learning beyond school? Were the old certificates, and the old separation of technical and general still serving a good purpose? Surely it was time to review the old textbooks that left women out of the story of how the world worked?

Around Australia over the period that has preceded the setting up of a new Australian curriculum authority an unprecedented array of reports and new guidelines have been produced, trying to deal afresh with the questions about the purposes of schools today, what kind of student development we are aiming to produce through schools, and how the curriculum work of schools should be organised. Even one of the features of school curriculum that is often most taken for granted—its organisation as subjects—has been repeatedly thrown into question. Should schooling be about learning science or history or geography, or should it be about acquiring skills or competencies or capabilities? How do these fit together, and what should be prioritised? What needs to happen in the curriculum if young people are to communicate well and thrive in work or in tertiary education after they leave school? What are the ‘key learning areas’? What are the ‘essential learnings’? How do you ensure that knowledge or learning can be applied to real life problems? How do you develop motivation and application in students? What can school do to provide foundations for a strong economy? These questions recur, and they result in different kinds of curriculum proposals and state reforms, some of which take hold, others of which are subject to very public ridicule.

These questions and the kinds of concerns about the school curriculum they represent are not uniquely Australian preoccupations, but are questions being asked globally both in national settings and in influential supra-national institutions including the United Nations, the World Bank and the OECD.1


Knowledge, the changing world, and the purposes of schools: The international context

It is no coincidence that between 1968 and 1980 four major new academic journals came into being in different parts of the world, each devoted to discussion and research on curriculum: the Journal of Curriculum Studies originated in the UK, Curriculum Inquiry in Canada, Journal of Curriculum Theorizing in the USA and Curriculum Perspectives in Australia. In May 1968 university students had marched in the streets of Paris to protest against and challenge the established university. Educationists such as Paulo Freire, Ivan Illich, John Holt, Paul Goodman were producing popular works that became best-sellers around the world, criticising what schooling did to young people. School curriculum they argued was an empty ritual, or ineffective, or worse, actually oppressive to young people, especially those from poorer backgrounds. These writers were invited to visit Australia, and spoke to large and enthusiastic audiences. The United Nations declared 1975 ‘International Women’s Year’ and targeted education as something that needed fixing, indicating that it limited rather than expanded what happened to girls and women. In Australia the Whitlam government was elected on the platform ‘It’s Time’, accompanied by promises that Australia should begin to have a more cosmopolitan relationship to the rest of the world.

There was a sense in the late 1960s and 1970s that knowledge and the curriculum needed new attention, but the voices for change were not all on the same page. Radical movements, particularly the emerging women’s movement and movements concerned with ethnicity and race and the rights of indigenous populations, were challenging what curriculum was doing as a message system. They argued that curriculum indoctrinated young people into accepting unfair social inequalities, and contributed to reproducing these. They objected to the story curriculum was telling young people about the world, particularly in relation to whose knowledge was being represented in it. It was, these movements argued, the interests of the elite, the men, those who had most power, that were reflected in textbooks and in subjects such as English, history, civics and in the privileging of mathematics and the physical sciences. Advertising campaigns to speak directly to girls and their parents were seen on television, telling them ‘Maths multiplies your chances’. Multi-national publishing companies were faced with new guidelines requiring them to avoid sexist and racist language, and to be more balanced in the ways they illustrated their textbooks. In England the government moved away from the old division of grammar schools and secondary moderns to comprehensive high schools; and sociologists began to say that curriculum (what was actually taught, and the way it was taught and assessed) was a key element in why children from poorer backgrounds failed, and in how inequalities were perpetuated.2

Other lines of the challenge, influenced by education psychologists, did not proceed from this kind of socially radical commitment, but represented a ‘learning sciences’ critique of traditional curriculum methods, arguing that schooling was doing a poor job of its key task of embedding powerful learning. These critiques were concerned that the reliance on a didactic approach, was a quite ineffective way to introduce young people to the power and the deeper theoretical aspects of mathematics and science, and that new approaches and more active and enquiry-based methods were needed. ‘New Maths’ and the Australian Science Education Project (ASEP) were both fruits of this line of concern.3

There was the beginning too of a sense that knowledge was leaping ahead, and that issues about what to teach and how to teach both needed new attention. In the USA, the psychologist Jerome Bruner4 drew together some of the leading social scientists in the country to develop a more powerful way to have children think about the big issues that social scientists deal with. They called the resulting course ‘Man: A Course of Study’ (MACOS) and its Australian successor (SEMP: Social Education Materials Project) was banned in Queensland.5 MACOS and SEMP set out to teach human social inquiry more effectively, but conservative critics objected to the questioning approach of these curricula. (Indeed concerns about the legitimacy of a sceptical or questioning approach within school curriculum have continued as a strong thread through all subsequent debates about how English and history should be taught.6) Big debates about the relative merits of ‘progressive’ education compared with didactic teaching were seen in the press. ‘Alternative’ or ‘community’ schools were established; ‘integrated’ curriculum, ‘general studies’ were on the agenda, as well as the development of new approaches to existing subjects and new courses of study, including Women’s Studies7 and ‘General Studies’.8

The movements and challenges that were seen globally in the 1960s and 1970s were critical of current social arrangements and hierarchies but were also often optimistic and filled with a sense of innovation and possibility. By the 1980s and 1990s the backdrop inside and outside Australia was marked by recession and worries about international economic competitiveness and youth unemployment, giving rise to a swing back to concerns with standards and control. Vocational competencies and qualifications were widely discussed, and curriculum input sought from employer bodies. The key questions of the day were no longer how to dismantle the existing social structures, or how to make a more equal society, but how to ensure survival in a globally competitive environment, where technology was making many industrial jobs redundant or outsourcing them to third world countries.9 In terms of curriculum content, the new concerns with the economy and employability produced a range of responses, conceptually at odds with each other. One was to insist on the need for a much more lengthy period of general education rather than vocational specifics as preparation for the new kinds of jobs of the ‘knowledge society’. Another was to focus on defining skills and competencies and prioritising these over ‘academic’ knowledge. There was some renewed interest too in opportunities for work experience as part of schooling.

One of the marks of these global anxieties about schools and about how well they were setting up a strong economic future for the nation was seen in the growth of benchmarking and international comparisons over this period. The Russian success with its Sputnik space exploration in the 1960s had led to major new funding for science and science curriculum in the USA and in Australia. Later in the century, as countries became concerned about the impact of a globally competitive economy, and as economists and statisticians became more prominent in all kinds of government decision-making, international comparisons of schooling took on even further force. International comparisons have long been a feature of how education systems work, especially in Australia, but in the late twentieth century the expansion of statistical data as a driver as well as tool of policy grew in scale and visibility. Traditional international comparators for education included data on school retention, and adult literacy rates. In the 1990s TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science) was established to add a systematic four-year assessment cycle of mathematics and science standards in different countries. It was soon followed by PISA, the OECD-based ‘Program of International Student Assessment’. Through PISA and through its annual Education at a Glance series, the OECD produces annual reports and easy-to-read graphs that are much referred to by politicians and press as authoritative benchmarks for reading comparative standards of education across member countries.

An indicator-based and high-stakes assessment-led approach to curriculum priorities10 has in turn produced concerns and public debates in a number of countries about the narrowing of curriculum that accompanies this, and renewed pleas for attention to the significance of the arts and creativity in education.11

This period then has been one where curriculum internationally has been under renewed scrutiny, and where international contexts and comparisons play an important role in what is done. Social movements, changing economies and changing location of work opportunities, concerns about globalisation and about national identity and cohesion have all been a backdrop to the Australian state variants of designing and managing what their schools should do.

Curriculum as a selection of the knowledge and purposes of its culture

Curriculum is distinguishable from the overall experiences of their culture that young people have as they grow up in their family and community, in that it is a deliberate and formally sanctioned and often high-stakes selection of what they are to learn about. Heightened debates and challenges about the selection, about curriculum as a story of who we are,12 are a reflection of social changes and social anxieties and they have been strong over this past half-century. Sometimes (as with the moves to ‘non-sexist’ curriculum in the 1970s, or ‘multiculturalism’ in social education in the 1980s) these challenges have come from social movements, and sometimes (the argument that having a wider selection of texts in English is ‘political correctness’ and that the canon of key texts is well established) they have been a resistance to those developments. Sometimes they have taken the form of a call to move away from a single authorised story to more diversity (as in South Australia and Queensland reforms) and sometimes they have been an assertion of the need to recapture a common story. Such a move was seen from the left in the Victorian 1985 Blackburn Report’s endorsement of a common ‘Australian studies’ subject for Victorian year 11 students;13 and, from a conservative position in the 1990s, in the Howard government’s insisting that Australian flags and an approved statement of values be displayed in order for schools to receive funding, and their moves to prioritise a particular narrative of Australian history.14 In the Blackburn Report, the study of Australian society was intended to emphasise the diversity of the population and forms of work that make up Australia.15 In the Howard and Nelson directives, the curriculum was intended to retrieve a particular core Australian story of mateship, wars and the Anzac legend, when this was seen to be under challenge by diversity, radical movements, population flows.

The issue of curriculum as a selection is also about competition for space between subjects or ‘key learning areas’, and between what is made compulsory or core, and what is left optional. The new ‘Australian’ curriculum under the National Curriculum Board began with work on four subject areas: English, mathematics, science and history. This was a decision made by politicians, initially under Howard and Nelson and the Liberal government, but continued under Rudd and Gillard in its Labor successor. English, mathematics and science were seen as the keys to a strong economic future (and academic standards); History had acquired renewed importance as the underpinning of national identity and social cohesion. But the decision to select these four subjects for special attention met persistent lobbying from voices for other curriculum areas until teams were set up and plans underway for a range of other subject areas to also be included in any development of a new ‘Australian’ curriculum: geography, languages and the arts in phase two; and design and technology, health and physical education, ICT, economics, business and civics and citizenship in phase three.

It is notable in Australia that justification of the overall range of subjects included in curriculum and their relative weighting is not common.16 Such arguments are heard primarily from those who object to a proposal, or who want to move away from a subject-based or ‘key learning area’ framework,17 and in the lobbying and reviews on behalf of particular subject areas.18 Usually broad statements about the purposes of schooling and only an outline of the curriculum components are set up at the overarching policy level. The more detailed conceptions and selections of knowledge are then assigned to different writing teams, representing different subject areas. With ACARA this process continues, but it has been modified in that there is a more ongoing cycle of public scrutiny and modification of the detailed subject-based proposals.

In terms of state differences, the three chapters that follow show some differences in how South Australia, Tasmania and Victoria approach work on new iterations of curriculum, and these impact on the overall flavour of curriculum as ‘the story we tell to the next generation’. In these chapters we see differences in who is consulted and how the values of each state have some influence on the curriculum. In South Australia the role of professional teachers and academics and the social justice agenda is emphasised. In Tasmania there is wider consultation with the public, and professionals with primary backgrounds have a stronger role. In Victoria there is both a strong history of university authority and intervention in relation to curriculum but also of a counterveiling concern with vocational education and with students who miss out, and how best to provide appropriately for them. But when states have come together to talk about a national approach (as in the Statements and Profiles phase of the early 1990s, and in ACARA more recently) the range of subjects or subject areas included have been reasonably consistent—with the major exception of whether history and geography are favoured compared with a combined ‘social education’. Teacher subject associations such as English and mathematics and science have national as well as state-based configurations, and different conceptions of what these subjects should contain or do are not simply differences between states, but often reflect arguments in the discipline itself.

There is unlikely to be a consensus on matters of detailed selection and emphasis for curriculum, and in Australia the story of who we are as a nation is particularly contested and is one reason the so-called ‘history wars’ have been such a prominent debate in this country.19 In the early 1980s, Malcolm Skilbeck, then director of the national Curriculum Development Centre, tried, ultimately unsuccessfully, to begin a national conversation to establish a ‘Core Curriculum for Australian Schools’.20 Today and in the future it is likely to continue to be a contentious issue. As later chapters indicate (see chapters 14, 15 and 16 by Jenni Connor, Colin Marsh and Geoff Riordan) a resolution of the story to be told can be carried through as a direct exercise of political power and financial levers, and it can be highly influenced by a determined campaign in the press. But this is also an area where some political battles over content are symbolic, as much intended for the political debates as a major influence on what happens in classrooms. Too much can be read into the details of what is prescribed rather than what is taught (that is, what teachers themselves understand as important) or what actually engages or influences students, particularly if voices experienced in the life of schools are left out of the debate.21

Knowledge vs learning vs competencies and capabilities

The late twentieth century has been a hotbed of major debates about forms of knowledge and about the nature of learning.22 In part these debates are about what knowledge looks like today: the significance of continued technological change, of new forms of communication and diversity, of ‘lifelong learning’; the place and power of ‘academic’ knowledge and various forms of systematic disciplinary inquiry compared with other ways of knowing; the importance of interdisciplinary, ‘problem-based’ and ‘authentic’ approaches; the relevance of tacit knowledge, collaborative knowledge, technologically generated knowledge, skills and competencies, design and creativity, moral learning. In part the contested ideas are about how to build effective capacities in young people: how much (or where) does moving forward need to be built on the foundations established by mastering the forms of past systematic inquiry, how much does it require ‘situated learning’,23 how much does it require seeing that there are some new and different ‘foundations’ to be grasped or mastered, how much does it need to focus on difference and motivation. These are large and important questions on which we have written elsewhere.24 In this chapter and in this book our intention is on showing how Australian states have taken up the issues rather than mounting a case about the adequacy and shortcomings of different arguments and theories.

The research project from which this book emerged began with an intention to review shifts in state curricula around a number of questions, one of which was ‘what kind of thing do they envisage knowledge to be?’ Around the country over the past half-century we can see some general shifts in how knowledge and learning are thought about, as curriculum reviews and statements of purpose all begin to pay some more attention to the future and the entry of some new themes for attention (sustainability; Australia’s relationship to Asia; technology),25
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