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For Mary—whose influence will endure.





NOTE FROM DAVID GONSKI AC


One of the achievements of the Review of Funding for Schooling that I was privileged to Chair was not directly anticipated by us while the review was taking place. This was that it would start a discussion at all levels of the community about how important school education is, what equity in school education means, and how it and a good education can be best achieved.


Class Act is one of the manifestations of this achievement. This book recognises (which many didn’t) that our review was about funding as distinct from how to educate, and in an informative and yet entertaining way continues the debate—examining a number of the questions we raised and going out into the world of school education and seeking answers to them from senior educators in the field and academics who have deliberated and written on the subject.


There is no doubt that this publication builds on the issues the review raised and indeed raises new ones.


I would not be human if I didn’t appreciate the approval that the author of this book has given to the concept of ‘equity’ in school education and to many of the principles we espoused. The review team was unanimous that equity in relation to funding school education requires us to find a funding system that ensures that differences in educational outcomes ‘are not the result of differences in wealth, income, power or possessions’. This is a principle I believe in and it is pleasing to see a text so strongly endorse it.


However, whether one agrees with what the review team said or not, the issues have to be discussed and thoroughly argued, and determinations made. The ideas from schools and education thought leaders so well expressed in this book are vital to that debate and inform it well.


The author is to be praised for her endeavours and no doubt the debate will be enriched by them.


David Gonski AC


September 2014





FOREWORD


Maxine McKew has spent the past two years as a Vice-Chancellor’s Fellow in the Melbourne Graduate School of Education (MGSE). She has taken part in a broad range of activities across the school, and her book Class Act is evidence of the thinking she has absorbed from some of MGSE’s outstanding researchers—John Hattie and Patrick Griffin among them. She has also talked with students and lecturers at length about the Master of Teaching program and seen its unique clinical practice model in action in a range of partner schools.


With a background as an education advisor to Social Ventures Australia, and before that as Parliamentary Secretary for Early Childhood in the Rudd Labor government, McKew brings a strong interest in education to the task. Her focus is on describing and documenting the strategies being employed in Australian schools that are helping to boost student learning. The value of this work is in McKew’s reportorial style and the way she allows the direct voice of principals and teachers to tell their stories. Class Act is a story of change and success in some unlikely settings.


At a time when the public education debate is consumed by what John Hattie describes as ‘the politics of distraction’, which usually involve second-order issues, McKew has produced a book which looks at what works—diagnostic assessment, expert teaching that evaluates impact, challenging academic content, and a culture of high expectations. She highlights the role of leaders within schools, not for any particular heroic qualities they may bring to the job, but rather for the precise ways they undertake a sustained long-term program of reform and improvement. Class Act also features a series of interviews with a range of education thought leaders—among them Linda Darling-Hammond, John Hattie, Patrick Griffin, Dr Ken Boston, Dean Ashenden, Misty Adoniou and Bruce Armstrong. Each of them offers a different perspective on our most persistent challenge—how to lift achievement for all our students at a time when the international tests of PISA and PIRLS are flashing red lights. Of particular concern is the gap between our lowest and highest achievers—the gap in Australia is greater than the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development average—and that our overall ranking is now significantly behind nations that were equivalent to us twelve years ago. Moreover, the achievement level of our most able students is also trending down.


What the top-performing nations have in common is that they have strong public education systems. Class acts are the norm. The focus is on student growth, not just standards. There is an expectation that students at the bottom will reach the top and students at the top will reach the stars.


Throughout Class Act, McKew makes the case that we need to learn from the best—that it is only through a high level of collaboration and knowledge-sharing that we will be able to get a system-wide lift and a consistent boost in learning for all our students.


As readers will see, McKew brings a strong sense of social justice to the task. She doesn’t pull any punches in deploring the extreme level of social segregation that now exists in the Australian schooling system. Whereas the Finnish have created a system where the ‘best’ school is the closest one, we are a long way from being able to say the same in Australia.


Professor Field Rickards


Melbourne Graduate School of Education


September 2014





INTRODUCTION


When I finished my high schooling, the last thing I would have imagined was that one day I would write a book about Australian schools. True, my mother was a teacher, who, unusually for the times, the 1960s, returned to the profession the minute the iniquitous marriage bar was lifted. Mary taught for a total of forty years in public schools, first in country Queensland, then in suburban Brisbane schools. She hammered into me times tables, the horror of ending a sentence with a preposition and, for added spice, a bit of Latin derivation. It was a pretty good supplement for my formal schooling at All Hallows’—a city-based, all-girl Catholic college that has been educating women since the 1860s. It was an ambitious place, with the Mercy nuns of the day, along with lay staff, pushing all of us to do our best. It wasn’t for everyone, and there were the usual inconsistencies, but I look back on it now, certainly on my secondary years, as my first real taste of a class act. I had the benefit of at least a handful of teachers who thought I was a bit brighter than I thought I was. And here’s the best bit. They were worldly women with lively intellects. And that’s what they expected and encouraged in their students. In my case, they pointed me in the direction of interesting books and told me why they mattered. As a result, I left All Hallows’ literate (although barely numerate) and with what I now see as a great gift—a belief in the power of inquiry and a pesky curiosity.


It’s a truism that we all consider education through the prism of our own experience. In this book I have tried very hard not to do that. But I do love John Hattie’s favourite party trick. Respected the world over for his groundbreaking research into what actually works in schools to improve learning, Hattie will often go round the table at a social gathering and ask people to nominate how many teachers they remember as having exercised a positive influence. Some register a negative. Most manage one or two names, rarely more. Hattie’s summary—not that good for thirteen years of your life, is it?


The lessons of Visible Learning for Teachers, John Hattie’s detailed account of how to maximise impact and promote student growth, inform the best practice documented in this book. Whether it’s the way Mark McConville, the principal at Toronto High in New South Wales, has opened up the timetable to allow for three-hour cross-disciplinary tutorials for gifted students; or the way John Farrell insists on very precise feedback for the language-challenged children at Sydney’s Our Lady of Mount Carmel; or the way that Maria Karvouni has ditched ‘dumbed-down electives’ and replaced them with more engaging subjects at Melbourne’s Charles La Trobe—all these educational leaders are making a difference because they have taken to heart Hattie’s definition of what constitutes expert teaching:




[E]xperts possess knowledge that is more integrated, in that they combine the introduction of new subject knowledge with students’ prior knowledge; they can relate current lesson content to other subjects in the curriculum; and they make lessons uniquely their own by changing, combining, and adding to the lessons according to their students’ needs and their own teaching goals.1





Get this right and we’ll see a lift in performance standards in schools. Replicate it across the entire system and we’ll genuinely be able to say that Australian education is a class act. Lifting the performance of all students, in all schools, remains the central challenge in education in Australia.


I’ve written this book because I think it’s time to celebrate success. And to learn from it. We have a remarkable capacity in this country to gnaw away at our deficiencies, to obsess about the irrelevant and to ignore the bleeding obvious. Underpinning many of the stories in this book is an argument for needs-based funding, of the kind that was comprehensively set out by Sydney businessman David Gonski in the report commissioned by the previous Labor government. Yes, it’s expensive, but if we ignore it, as we appear to be doing, then we’ll end up paying a higher price.


I’ve spent a lot of time in schools in the past seven years, first as an MP, then as an advisor to Social Ventures Australia, and for the past two years as a Vice-Chancellor’s Fellow at the Melbourne Graduate School of Education. I’m grateful for the time that principals have spent explaining to me in detail the approaches that are helping transform learning in their schools. My interest has been in the strategies employed, particularly in low-SES (socio-economic status) schools, often over many years, that have produced significant change—in reputation, professional practice and student engagement. I have brought to the task a reporter’s curiosity, a respect for the deep knowledge that now exists around what works in the classroom and a narrative style that, I hope, strikes a chord with a diverse readership.


Having spent four decades in the workforce and seeing firsthand how technology has up-ended the world of journalism, I find myself constantly wondering about the dramatically altered workplace that today’s students will have to navigate. If, as they’re told, many will have to create their own work, how well are we preparing the coming generation for this reality? Much will depend on how well students and teachers take heed of the advocacy of Professor Patrick Griffin. The University of Melbourne academic is at the centre of the global 21st Century Skills project, which stresses the importance of collaborative problem-solving, data analysis and innovation.


An interview that columnist and writer Thomas Friedman conducted with Google’s Laszlo Bock for The New York Times is instructive in this regard. Bock pointed to the limitations of college grade scores as a basis for hiring—‘They don’t predict anything’—and he told Friedman that the proportion of people being hired at Google without any tertiary training is increasing all the time. Google still puts a premium on attracting superior coding talent, and that usually means individuals from the top Ivy League colleges in the United States. But Bock emphasised that what is sought is ‘general cognitive ability, and that’s not IQ. It’s learning ability. It’s the ability to process on the fly. We assess that using structured behavioural interviews that we validate to make sure they’re predictive’. Friedman’s summary of the Google message is interesting as well. ‘Beware’, he said. ‘Your degree is not a proxy for your ability to do any job. The world only cares about—and pays off on—what you can do with what you know.’2


I tested this theory with a young University of Melbourne alumnus, Dr Peng Tao. Now Beijing-based and part of that city’s lively business start-up community, Dr Peng gained a PhD in electrical engineering from the University of Melbourne in 2004 and carried off first prize in the school’s Entrepreneur Challenge. He’s an adventurous traveller as well, and it’s his wanderlust that has delivered him business success in the form of Breadtrip.com. It’s a smartphone travel app that has arrived just in time for the great boom in the Chinese travel market, helping tourists access information and record their memories. With plans for expansion beyond his home market, Dr Peng now has fifty employees on his payroll. His hiring criteria? ‘When I started out’, he says, ‘I couldn’t afford McKinsey-trained consultants, so I hired people for their innovative capacity. I still do. I want people who can create new things’.


The educator who grasps this better than most and communicates it powerfully is Sir Ken Robinson, a one-time advisor to the Blair government in the United Kingdom. His TED Talk ‘How Schools Kill Creativity’ has been downloaded over 13 million times. He argues that the standard, transmission model of education has passed its use-by date, and that unless we change it, we’ll see more of what is already apparent—significant youth unemployment.


Change will demand a great deal from our teachers and our structures. The class acts that have impact will have more to do with inquiry-focused teaching that stretches students beyond a strict acquisition of curriculum detail. Education writer Dean Ashenden, in a challenging interview in Chapter 11 of this book, takes this further and says that what’s needed is a complete rethink of the way the work of students and teachers is organised: ‘The standard deal where everyone is put through the sausage machine at the same time is nuts. It’s a shared delusion’. Into that category, perhaps, we can also add the current national obsessions—school governance models and the appropriateness or otherwise of the national curriculum. Fiddling with either is unlikely to deliver the higher test scores so desired by the political elite.


We are right to be concerned about the consistency of data that shows a decline in performance across all student groups, from the best to the weakest. But, bewilderingly, what we seem to ignore is how we can learn from the best.


Class Act documents the thinking and strategies adopted by six Australian schools. All of them have recorded improved performance as a result of whole-school reform, a philosophy based on high expectations, no matter the students’ backgrounds, and leaders who provide the resources so that teachers can evaluate their impact.


At one end of the scale is Garran Public, a primary school in an affluent Canberra suburb that is genuinely value adding. Garran rejects what it calls ‘the Christmas tree approach—a bit of this and that’, and instead ‘does a few things very well’. It’s a school we can categorise as high achieving/high growth as it pushes a bright cohort of children to do even better. In the most recent Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) tests, Garran recorded significantly higher scores compared with the Australian average.


But elsewhere I have concentrated on schools that cater for some of the most disadvantaged children in Australia. Low SES is how they have come to be characterised. It’s bureaucratic shorthand for one of the most shaming features of modern Australia—the way we have allowed a level of extreme segregation to define our schooling system. And I’m not talking about remote Australia. Whether it be Roseworth Primary in Perth, or Our Lady of Mount Carmel (OLMC), only ten minutes from the Sydney CBD, these are schools (and there are many like them dotted across our cities) that cater almost exclusively for the children of marginalised families. But in the case of both the schools just mentioned, changes in leadership, attitudes and practice have dramatically altered the landscape. Roseworth is an outstanding example of what you get when investment is directed at the whole child—from early learning and parental engagement to state-of-the-art observation rooms where teaching practice is videoed and student learning constantly monitored. It’s a very long way from a place that was once so violent that teachers ‘just hunkered down’. On the other side of the country, John Farrell’s leadership at the small Catholic school on the hill in Sydney’s Waterloo has been transformative. Once a dysfunctional place where students were in constant ‘fight or flight’ mode, OLMC now punches above its weight. More children have lifted themselves from the bottom rungs of the performance ladder to the middle, with ‘huge potential to lift further’. Farrell caters to an innercity Indigenous cohort, heading a teaching team that refuses to excuse failure on the grounds of ‘cultural sensitivity’.


The lesson for policymakers? It costs more to promote and maintain progress at schools like Roseworth and OLMC than it does at schools on Sydney’s lower north shore or in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs. A lot more. David Gonski spent 300 pages setting out the rationale for substantial loadings for Australia’s most disadvantaged schools. It will be an act of monumental national stupidity if we ignore his findings.


Our ambition should be such that a Year 3 pupil at Roseworth today grows up with the skills and confidence to be able to mix it with entrepreneurs like Peng Tao—perhaps even to outpace him with new and superior products. Or that a Year 6 student at OLMC is directed towards the challenging science and maths subjects that mean she can compete with the best for one of Westpac’s generous new tertiary fellowships, which are designed to boost our expertise in the sciences and in Asia literacy. As John Farrell puts it, ‘If we don’t do everything we can to develop the full potential of these children, then the loss to our society is criminal’.


The people you will meet in Class Act are all similarly motivated.




PART I


Schools




1


OUR LADY OF MOUNT CARMEL


Beyond Fight or Flight


You don’t have to go to remote Australia, to regional towns or even to the outer suburbs to see evidence of the extreme social and racial segregation that is now a fixed feature of our schooling system. Schools that cater almost exclusively for students from troubled families and Indigenous communities, and for those with disabilities, are to be found right in the heart of our prosperous cities. Former top education bureaucrat Dr Ken Boston, who laboured long and honourably as one of the co-panellists of the Gonski review of schools funding, calls these schools ‘the emergency wards of Australian education’.1 It’s a distinction that should shame us.


OLMC, a Catholic primary school with an enrolment of 127, is in Waterloo, a ten-minute taxi ride from the corporate towers of Sydney’s CBD. An attractive refurbished former convent, OLMC sits on a hill, and in the spring the blooming jacarandas, along with some mature Moreton Bay figs in the adjacent park, help give the site the feel of a cool and shady arcadia. But there are two very distinct worlds in Waterloo and in neighbouring Redfern, the site of Paul Keating’s historic 1992 speech acknowledging Indigenous dispossession by Europeans.


In the streets to the north and east of the school, Saturday auctioneers busily record million-dollar-plus prices for modestly made-over terraces or tiny off-the-plan apartments. But the young mortgage-stressed professionals who take up residence here will by-pass OLMC when it comes to the choice of schooling for their children. Most will live their lives without any contact with the many Indigenous families who inhabit the ageing housing-commission complexes that dominate the southern side of Waterloo.


It’s the children from ‘the flats’ who attend the little Catholic school on the hill. Many do so as a result of bursaries or scholarships, so that over the years OLMC has become known as ‘the Aboriginal school’, with 70 per cent of the students identifying as Indigenous. Five years ago, before John Farrell became principal, it was also known as one of the toughest schools around. Teachers were so demoralised and beaten down that it showed in how they dressed and how they spoke. Student behaviour was out of control; most children operated on the principle of ‘fight or flight’. But Farrell’s arrival signalled that things were going to be different. He brought to the school a strong sense of moral purpose, though he recalls an early encounter when he felt ‘completely powerless’ against the violence of one young female student. She threw him a bullseye challenge, saying, ‘What would you know? You’re just another blow-in’.


Many of OLMC’s students were like this—in possession of an honours-grade capacity to pick the emotional weak points in their teachers. No behavioural boundaries had been set for them, and there was no-one in their lives who cared enough to try.


Ending the Violence


It’s taken five years, but with the help of a no-nonsense deputy in Carol Carey, Farrell has turned OLMC into a very different place. When we walk around the playground at lunchtime and are greeted pleasantly by all and sundry, it feels like a happy school. Everyone looks purposeful. Dressed in smart uniforms, students are well turned out. Attendance is now exceptionally high. The results in National Assessment Programme for Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) testing, though patchy, are more than respectable compared with similar schools. The transition to high school is a smoother process, particularly for the boys, somewhat less so for the girls.


This means that OLMC is now a functional institution, where learning is prized. But success? What will that look like?


Farrell smiles beneath a broad-brimmed hat, the better to protect a freckled Irish complexion, and says in answer to the question: ‘To have lots of fantastic applicants vying for my job when I leave’.


Motivated in part by his family—both his father and sister have a history of sustained involvement in Indigenous education—and inspired as well by the writings of educator Chris Sarra,2 Farrell demonstrates deep care and respect for every child in the school. As he says, ‘These children deserve the best, and as a society we will go backwards if we just accept the ever-widening chasm in education’.


When Farrell took on the job as principal, his number-one priority was to put an end to the violence in the school, to make it clear that certain actions would trigger consequences: ‘We set some hard and fast rules. That learning time is sacred, and that if a child acts up and runs out of a class, then they will miss an important occasion, like a sports carnival. It was a big shift. Equally, we have a policy of never yelling or shouting at the children because that is what they get at home. What we try to do is help these children face their problems and not run away from them. Our attitude is, “We’re going to help you make the right decisions”. Sometimes that just means sitting for long periods with a child, and what we are doing is building up trust. They know we will stand by them. As a result, there is now an air of calm in classes and students like and respect that’.


Farrell and his team have also employed many of the approaches that academic and writer Dr Brian Caldwell outlines in The Self-Transforming School: a high level of professionalism informed by research; a steady supply of expert practitioners; professional development both on-site and with other schools; and the fostering of partnerships—in OLMC’s case, with two outstanding philanthropic arts organisations: the Australian Children’s Music Foundation and The Story Factory.3


Leading by Example


Central to the turnaround has been Farrell’s leadership and the clear-eyed assessment he made of the challenges he faced. He calls his approach one of ‘compassionate empowerment’. He is deeply sensitive to the plight and history of Indigenous Australians and thinks that university education faculties are failing student teachers by not properly training them in Indigenous studies. But, at the same time, he is dismissive of those educators who are prepared to excuse either failure or aberrant behaviour because of so-called concerns about ‘cultural sensitivity’.


After hearing too many children talk in a matter-of-fact way about the beatings, alcoholism, suicides, drug overdoses and incarcerations of their relatives, Farrell took aside the school’s Indigenous advisor and said, ‘I am going to have a good talk to the Year 5s and 6s about all this to say that this just isn’t normal. This isn’t the way things are supposed to be’.


In this way, Farrell has been attempting to reclaim for his students some fundamental rights and expectations—primarily the right to feel safe, and to receive regular nourishment and a proper level of parental care. That’s the goal. But each day throws up tough realities. Many of OLMC’s students are bringing themselves up, or parenting younger siblings, and that they get themselves to school at all is a major achievement. Farrell recently had to check on a young boy who he’d learnt had come across a young mum attempting to hang herself. The boy held the woman until a neighbour was called to cut her down. When Farrell and his deputy went to offer help and support, the young boy thought he was in strife for missing school.


‘That tells you a lot about the lives of these children and how desensitised they can be to some of the things going on around them’, says Farrell. ‘I did the statistics the other day and around 60 per cent of our students have a family member who is incarcerated. So our job here is to show them there is another way, and another kind of life they can aspire to. That means getting over their fears about the world beyond Waterloo. The horizons here are so small. Even a trip to nearby Queen’s Park for the cross-country trials can really stretch their confidence. I had a little fellow who was clinging to me and was reluctant to go over and register for the event by himself. He asked me to go with him and I said, “Of course Davo”. So you see how Waterloo-centric their lives are. It’s a trap in so many ways.’

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780522866582.jpg
CLASS

ENDING THE
EDUCATION WARS

MAXINE
McKEW

‘The ideas from schools and education leaders so well expressed
in this book are vital to the education debate and inform it well.”
DAVID GONSKI AC





