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1. BACKGROUND
Quality schooling: What really matters in education
policy?
This research paper focuses on the all-important question of quality in schooling. It
follows the release of the Australian Government’s Gonski Report in February 2012
and its recommendations for a new recurrent funding model for all schools involving
substantial additional resources, to be directed to socio-economic disadvantage. The
Australian Government has accepted the main thrust of the report and is at present
in negotiation with the states and territories and school authorities on details of
implementation.
Quality is the ultimate goal of education policy. Governments, school authorities and
schools all set out to deliver the best education outcomes possible for all students,
and families seek the best education experience for their children. Yet although
quality is invariably referenced and typically headlined in the massive number of
education reports, policies, inquiries and statements produced each year, rarely is
the concept analysed and its various dimensions teased out and discussed on the
basis of sound research findings and real-world evidence. If ever a social issue
called for considered and reasoned debate with broad public input, quality schooling
is it. Unfortunately, education policy discussion is more often dominated by ideology,
partisan politics, advocacy, government-speak, selectively used data and demands
for more and more funding.
There are several good reasons for a continuing failure to seriously tackle quality in
education policy, despite the lip-service paid to quality as a goal.
Most important is that the concept of quality is difficult to define and open to different
interpretations. Without an agreed definition but with many different elements, quality
is hard to describe and impossible to measure. The elements that are measurable
take precedence, thus privileging a very narrow view of quality. Evidence about how
to achieve quality, whether narrowly or broadly described, is often contentious and
highly context-dependent, leading to the promulgation of a great deal of
misinformation and opening the way to selective use of data and facts.
In such a climate, and given the extent of entrenched stakeholder interests in
education, policies aimed at improving quality are inevitably complex, multi-faceted
and because they are contested, require government to make hard decisions.
Politics therefore generally overshadow policies. The political process demands
simpler, one-size-fits-all solutions, appeasement of powerful interest groups and
demonstrable change in the short term, yet good policies that have the prospect of
making a difference to school quality across the board are long-term, unsure and
need to be flexible to suit varying circumstances. In addition, many dimensions of
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school quality will only be affected by social policies beyond the classroom and
school. Raising education achievement is particularly difficult because education
results reflect larger problems and inequalities in society as well as individual
differences, and much of this is beyond the control of schools and school authorities.
In the face of these difficulties, governments are more inclined to deal in rhetoric,
resources and regulation than the substance of quality schooling. In the general
public discourse about schooling, the goal of quality has become so subservient to
concerns about equity and disadvantage that a quest for quality, particularly when
couched in terms of high academic achievement, innovation and excellence, is
equated with elitism and privilege.
This research paper seeks to bring the dimensions of school quality into sharper
focus by assembling and explaining the most recent research evidence on school
quality and interpreting its relevance in the Australian context. Its thesis is that in
both the national interest and the interest of individual students, quality needs to be
at the forefront of all decisions about the quantum and distribution of school
resources and at the centre of initiatives to address educational disadvantage, and
that quality needs to be defined broadly. The central questions in school funding are
what funding is needed and how these resources are best deployed to raise
educational achievement for all.
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2. WHY FOCUS ON QUALITY?
The policy and political context
The tendency for public discussion of schooling to be dominated by resourcing
issues is exacerbated in Australia by the decades-long politically charged debate
about the provision of public funding to non-government schools. The world has
moved on a long way from the 1960s and 1970s when first, the Menzies Liberal
Government, and then the Whitlam Labor Government provided federal funding for
non-government schools. The overriding purpose of this funding was to underwrite a
quality education for all students, allowing parents to exercise choice and ensuring
that standards were met by providing at least a minimum level of facilities and
resources for all students. Once public funds are provided, accountability for staffing
and teaching programs increases and the government has policy levers available to
it to pursue the public interest in quality schooling.
Since the 1960s, the Commonwealth Government’s role in school policy and funding
has expanded greatly, alongside mammoth growth in the level of resourcing from all
sources. In the past decade, public expenditure on education increased by over 40
per cent. Australia’s expenditure per primary and secondary student in 2009 was
above the OECD average (OECD 2012a and 2012b). Underlying the provision of
public funds is the principle that all Australian children are entitled to some level of
public support for their education, a principle recently described by the Prime
Minister as an ‘entitlement of citizenship.’ Beyond this base provision, the allocation
of funds to schools and students reflects judgements of educational need. The 18
different individual school funding models currently in place in Australia (8 states and
territories plus the Commonwealth, each with a different approach to funding
government and non-government schools) all allocate funds based on student need,
through a combination of loadings and targeted initiatives, with the per student
income in the most disadvantaged schools reaching as high as $70,000 (Deloitte
Access Economics 2011).
The provision of public funding to non-government schools over time has led to
growth in the sector, widened access, broadened its social mix and encouraged
substantial private investment in schooling. Objections to this public support have
mistakenly regarded this as a zero-sum game, seeing the flow of public funds to nongovernment schools as reducing the resources available to public schools and
unfairly favouring the well-off over the needy. Both major political parties have
attempted over time, without great success, to better inform the policy debate and
redirect it towards discussion of how to provide quality schooling and fund
educational need across the board. The complexities of school funding however
encourage a politicised debate where data are easily misused and myths about
funding and student achievement go unchallenged.
3

In public policy, it is well known that such myths are dangerous. They can easily lead
to misinformed action and waste of public resources, diverting attention from policies
that can make a difference. It is not only in Australia that the ideological nature of the
school funding debate has proved a stumbling block to effective policymaking.
Criticising United States’ education politics, Payne sees that the ideological
character of educational discourse has impoverished the character of the public
conversation. He refers to ‘the disability of ideology and the way it distorts much of
the discussion among academics, reformers, community leaders, and politicians. We
have too often been more invested in our paradigms than in solving the problems
they address. Each side (progressives and conservatives) has a set of cherished
beliefs about which they cannot think critically’ (Payne 2011:192).
As long as the politics of education funding continue to dominate discussion, as
evidenced by calls for ever-increased untargeted resources, more teachers and
smaller class sizes, public investment will be misplaced or wasted and real
opportunities to raise the achievement levels and enrich the education experience of
Australian students will be lost.

Need for ‘evidence-based’ debate
What is needed in this significant area of public policy is a different kind of
conversation, not an adversarial, ideological and backward-looking debate but a
thoughtful, reflective and respectful discussion based on robust evidence and
experience from the nation’s schools and from overseas. Among a number of
education experts questioning the direction of school funding policies, Canadians
Levin (2010) and Fullan (2011) advocate a more critical analysis of policy responses
in the light of evidence. They note that countries such as the United States and
Australia often choose the wrong drivers for improving education outcomes, drivers
that have little chance of achieving the desired effect of better results for students:
Governments are driven to tinker with the levers they control most directly
whether or not those are the real drivers of outcomes ... most often ... around
structural aspects of the system – governance, finance, workforce, and
accountability or incentive systems ... (but) structural changes have almost
always had disappointing results ... once people are committed to a course of
action or a position on issues, it is extraordinarily difficult to get them to
change no matter how compelling the evidence. (Levin 2010: 740-741)
Levin also observes that education reform would be stronger if more attention were
given to reliable research evidence and what is known about effective teaching.
Instead, education reforms around the world seem to have been motivated more by
untested assumptions or beliefs or by issues currently in the public mind than by
evidence of value or potential impact. He finds that much education policy has been
unsuccessful in improving student outcomes or reducing inequality and at the same
time, has had negative effects on educators’ morale. According to Levin (2010: 739),
4

a more open ideological climate might ‘help the people involved in education to get
better at what they do’ and a more open political climate:
might help balance some of the political exigencies that have pushed
governments in other directions. Where there is a genuine political debate, the
knowledge generated by research in education has more possibility for
improving education policy and practice.
Using the available evidence to transform the policy discourse could be an important
first step towards transforming policy directions and improving outcomes. As long as
the discussion is based on dated ideological positions and fraught with political
controversy and ignores the evidence, the real issues are overlooked.

Reviewing the evidence about quality
There is no shortage of evidence and experience for policy-makers to draw on to
pursue the objective of quality schooling for all. The mainstay of this evidence is the
extensive database and associated analysis and interpretation in different national
contexts of the results from the OECD Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA). Many countries have been keen to mine these data and studies
in order to shape their own education reforms. Education pilgrimages to observe
high performing/high equity education systems such as Finland, Korea, Canada,
Hong Kong and Shanghai and high performing/average equity systems such as
Singapore and Japan are common practice in education policymaking circles and
have resulted in a large body of relevant literature. It is possible to learn a great deal
from what happens elsewhere, learning from success while taking full account of
unique national, cultural and local circumstances.
A recent example of intelligent use of the best international evidence is an OECD
collaboration published as Lessons from PISA for the United States, Strong
Performers and Successful Reformers in Education (OECD 2011d). The study
analyses particular success factors in several countries that are either high
performing or have improved rapidly and looks at their relevance for other countries,
the US in particular. Like Australia, the US has both the advantages and
disadvantages of being a federal system and so can gain insights also from
examples of high performing states and areas. The OECD’s own analysis of the
PISA data and their policy implications, presented in publications such as the annual
Education at a Glance and summarised by OECD officials (see Schleicher 2011b)
provide a further evidence base for informed policy development. As a result of the
near-universal concern with national performance against international benchmarks,
a large number of school reforms are under way or in prospect in most OECD
countries, and these are the subject of weighty volumes of research and analysis.
Without evidence of whether policies are likely to deliver results, there is little
prospect of better education outcomes. While much evidence lends itself to different
5

interpretations or is specific to a period of time or particular national context, there
are a few clear messages for any education system looking at ways to improve
quality.

Key distractions in the education quality debate
A first key message is that we are looking in the wrong place if we are looking for
the answer to either quality or equity in the level of resources. A substantial body of
research shows categorically that the correlation between education spending and
achieved qualitative outcomes is weak. A reasonable level of funding is
unquestionably the bedrock for good educational performance, but more money
does not equal better performance. The PISA results show this clearly. The highest
performing countries are not the highest spending countries, countries with similar
levels of spending produce very different educational results, and additional
spending over a decade of PISA testing is not related to improved performance. In
Finland, the current ‘gold standard’ for school quality, ‘high participation rates and
widespread equity coupled with good learning results have been established without
increasing educational spending’ (Sahlberg 2007:161).
Neither in Australia nor in other OECD countries have increases in spending been
matched by better outcomes. All the evidence points to the fact that the way
resources are used and the quality of human resources are more important than
funding levels, whether funding is measured as per student recurrent expenditure or
as a proportion of national income. The only type of resource that PISA shows to be
correlated with student performance is the level of teachers’ salaries relative to
national income. Teacher salaries in Australia are above average for OECD
countries (above average for starting salaries, but with limited scope for pay
increases over a career, see OECD 2012b and 2012c). The challenge for most
western countries is not to greatly increase resources but to get the policy framework
right so that public money is invested in those things that are known to make a
difference. The OECD suggests that only 6 per cent of the differences in average
student performance across OECD countries are explainable by GDP per capita
influences. The remaining 94 per cent ‘reflect the potential for public policy to make a
difference’ (OECD 2010c: 3).
A second major distraction in the discussion of school quality is a widespread
antagonism to private investment. This is not unique to Australia, although our level
of private investment in schooling is high compared with most other OECD countries.
In the OECD literature, public-private partnerships are seen as a strength, not a
weakness, consistent with the principle that open advanced economies rely on a
sensible balance between public and private funding. Private contributions, often
leveraged through the use of some public funds, alleviate budgetary pressures on
government. The latest PISA results show that governments are increasingly forging
new partnerships to mobilise resources for education and to design new policies that
6

allow all stakeholders to participate more fully and share costs and benefits more
equitably. Privately funded education is seen not only as a way of mobilising
resources from a wider range of funding sources, it is also a way of making
education more cost-effective. Publicly financed schools do not have to be publicly
managed – publicly funded private schools are the most common model of private
education in OECD countries (Schleicher 2011b).
According to the OECD (2012e), in recent years an increasing number of education
systems have welcomed private investment from parents, non-government
organisations and enterprises in schools, a move driven by economic necessity but
also with the object of offering greater choice for parents and spurring creativity and
innovation within schools. Higher levels of public funding for privately managed
schools result in less social stratification in schooling. The overall effect on equity
depends not on the source of funding but on how public funding is allocated.
Rather than rejecting private investment in schools, researchers, including many of
the most committed supporters of equity in education, urge us to:
respect and value the diversity made possible by private and religious
schools. We should see the coexistence of these different kinds of schools as
an ecosystem of educational institutions that has developed over many years
and has served our nation well. None seeks to destroy or replace the other,
and each serves different populations and sometimes the same populations at
different times. (Ravitch 2010:241)
A third distraction in the quality debate is an emphasis on class size and studentteacher ratios. Similar to the evidence on resourcing levels, the international data
clearly show that class size is not a determinant of quality. In Australia, as the
Productivity Commission notes in its May 2012 report on the school workforce,
average student-teacher ratios have fallen by 40 per cent over the forty years from
1964 to 2003, yet average student performance as measured by basic skills testing
has declined. The Productivity Commission echoes the conclusion of the OECD, that
below a relatively high threshold level, smaller class sizes will only benefit some
student groups such as those with learning difficulties, disabilities or other special
needs. An across-the-board approach to class-size reduction is shown to have been
a costly policy that has not translated into a commensurate improvement in overall
student outcomes, tying up funding that could otherwise have been used for a range
of more worthwhile purposes (Productivity Commission 2012:19).
Equally incontrovertible in the international evidence base is the link between family
and social background and education outcomes, a fourth confounding factor in
the quality schooling debate. This link is hardly a recent discovery, dating back to the
1966 Coleman Report in the United States. Despite strong commitment and effort in
many systems over a long period of time, effective responses to overcome social
disadvantage through schooling elude education policymakers. Many OECD
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countries over recent years have intensified efforts to address disadvantage and
adopted a ‘rapid succession of initiatives and reform efforts attempting to break the
link between poverty and education ... but the level of policy activity is not matched
by the effectiveness of interventions. Despite years – in some countries, generations
– of initiatives and reforms, it remains the case that social background and
educational outcomes are inextricably linked.’ When policy interventions overlook
wider structural inequalities, their effects will always be ‘limited and precarious’
(Dyson et al 2010:195). The quest to improve education for low performing children
has come to dominate public policy directions, with the risk that we have ‘created an
imbalance,’ trading quality for equality (Buckingham 2009) and skirting the need for
schools to focus on the advanced skills needed to prosper in the high skill, high
wage service economy (Partnership for 21st Century Skills 2008).
The vast body of research on equity in education highlights the need for policies
addressing underachievement to focus on quality rather than socio-economic status
or disadvantage itself and to be based on knowledge of what works for particular
groups of students. A policy focus on disadvantaged populations, with its claim to
elevated moral status, distracts attention from the objective of quality for all and how
best to achieve it. As the United Kingdom Government’s 2010 White Paper on
Schooling (The Importance of Teaching, The Schools White Paper) asserts:
The very best performing education systems show us that there need be no
contradiction between a rigorous focus on high standards and a determination
to narrow attainment gaps between pupils from different parts of society;
between a rigorous and stretching curriculum and high participation in
education; or between autonomous teachers and schools and high levels of
accountability. Indeed, these jurisdictions show us that we must pay attention
to all of these things at once if our school system is to become one of the
world’s fastest improving. (2010:8)
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS
In the interests of all students, education policies need to focus on quality and be
based on data and evidence about what works to raise education achievement.
Ignoring the evidence runs the risk of wasting public resources, distracting
attention from important issues and missing the opportunity to make a difference.
The weight of evidence points to particular policy directions:






The way resources are used and the quality of human resources are far more
important than funding levels. A focus on increased funding is misplaced once
a reasonable level of funding is achieved.
Private investment in education is beneficial for economic reasons and to
promote choice, creativity and diversity.
Class size is not a determinant of quality.
The objective of greater education equity is best served by a clear focus on
quality and by drawing on the growing body of evidence about what works to
raise the achievement levels of particular groups of students. Quality and
equity are not in conflict.
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3. THE PURPOSE OF PUBLIC INVESTMENT
There is little disagreement about the importance for governments of investing in
education – high quality education for all is a public good that is essential for the
good of the public, in the present and into the future. The extensive public
investment in education is driven mainly by a human capital agenda which connects
the skills and knowledge of the population with national productivity and economic
growth but is also important for social well-being and mobility.
The need for high levels of achievement to promote economic growth and success in
a world that demands well educated citizens and workers goes hand in hand with the
need to address disadvantage and avert a cycle of underachievement and
deprivation. As the evidence from PISA shows, quality and equity are not in
competition – it is important to address both challenges at the same time.
The Productivity Commission (2012: 3) report on the school workforce captures the
essence of the human capital argument:
Australia’s future depends on how well it develops the ‘human capital’ of its
population. A well-performing schooling system is fundamental. It benefits
individuals, the functioning and cohesion of society and the performance of
the economy. The importance of school education has increased with the shift
to a more knowledge- based economy.
The benefits to individuals include higher incomes and rates of employment. Schools
are expected to provide the skills and competencies essential to full participation in
society and success in the labour market and lay the groundwork for individual wellbeing and quality of life. The public benefits include economic growth and prosperity,
increased innovation and diffusion of new ideas, better health, greater social
cohesion and lower crime rates.
Differences in education levels are used to explain the majority of the differences in
economic growth rates across OECD countries. Conversely, ‘performance deficits of
countries, measured by average scores on PISA tests and other international tests of
mathematics and science, identify serious shortfalls in economic performance
relative to economic possibilities’ (OECD 2010a:10).
Economists and social scientists enumerate the public and private benefits of
education as follows:


As educational attainment improves, GDP increases as a result of higher labour
productivity;
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Increased levels of education lead to ongoing sustainable economic growth. To
the extent that knowledge, ideas and techniques build on each other, they
provide the basis for improvements in productivity and economic growth;



Higher overall levels of education in a population:
– reduce dependency on social welfare
– are associated with better health outcomes and higher levels of institutional
trust and civic cooperation and lower levels of crime and imprisonment
– contribute to greater efficiency in personal consumer and investment
behaviour
– lead to greater investment in the human capital of each child and higher levels
of participation in the paid labour force
– encourage business innovation that depends on knowledge and literacy and
institutional trust
– support democracy and may lead to better public policy.

A distinction can be drawn between education attainment, measured in terms of
added years of schooling, and education quality, measured by achievement of basic
skills and higher level achievement. Just completing twelve years of schooling or
having high levels of participation in post-school education and training is less
important than the quality of learning outcomes, and these encompass both the
foundation skills needed to function effectively in modern society, and the higher
level skills and knowledge which contribute to innovation and national
competitiveness. The social and economic costs of low educational performance
have risen substantially with the development of the knowledge society, a
technologically driven economy and the upward bias in skill requirements in the
labour market.
The effects of education investment go beyond economic growth to the nature of
society into the future:
Education is the key to developing human capital. The nature of our education
system – whether mediocre or excellent – will influence society far into the
future. It will affect not only our economy, but also our civic and cultural life. A
democratic society cannot long sustain itself if its citizens are uninformed and
indifferent about its history, its government, and the workings of its economy.
Nor can it prosper if it neglects to educate its children in the principles of
science, technology, geography, literature and the arts. The great challenge to
our generation is to create a renaissance . . . that seeks to teach the best that
has been thought and known and done in every field of endeavour. (Ravitch
2010: 223-224)
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The current economic and social context
Despite strong overall economic performance, Australia’s productivity record, the
signal of future economic well-being, has been faltering over the past decade relative
to our global competitors. Recent global rankings commissioned by the Economist
Intelligence Unit placed Australia 34th out of 51 countries for productivity growth, a
low ranking largely attributed to the workplace regulatory environment.
While this particular measure of Australia’s productivity is contested, a decline in
productivity growth is real and could have serious implications for future economic
well-being and living standards. Alongside workplace flexibility, innovation and the
quality of the labour force are crucial factors in productivity growth, and both these
are dependent on the quality of schooling.
The difficulties of choosing valid indicators and accurate quantification that bedevil
productivity measurement likewise affect debate on the extent and significance of
social inequality in Australia. A recent OECD report on income inequality (OECD
2011b) places Australia in the mid-range of OECD countries for social equality, with
a Gini Coefficient of 0.34 (where 0 means perfect equality and 1, where one person
has everything, means the reverse), close to the OECD average of 0.32. On this
measure, Australia is more equal than the USA which had a Gini Coefficient of 0.38
and the United Kingdom at 0.35 and less equal than the traditionally egalitarian
Nordic countries of Sweden (0.26), Denmark (0.25) and Finland (0.26).
The OECD figures also show a widening gap between the rich and poor in most
OECD countries, including some of the traditionally low-inequality countries.
Australia is again a mid range country for social equality when this is measured as
the share of average income going to the top 10 per cent of earners compared with
the bottom 10 per cent. Australia’s ratio of nearly 10 to 1 has risen over the past
decade. Increases in household income inequality have occurred in most OECD
countries, driven by labour market and social changes such as an increase in the
number of single parent families and people living alone.
How important such measures of equality are is a real issue in determining public
policy. Economists and social scientists disagree about whether the relevant social
problem for governments to address is inequality or poverty. The OECD considers
that ‘inequality of opportunity will inevitably impact economic performance as a
whole, even if the relationship is not straightforward’ and will also raise political
challenges because ‘it breeds social resentment and generates political instability’
(OECD 2011b:40). The OECD data also show that ‘equity in the distribution of
learning opportunities is only weakly associated with a country’s underlying income
inequality’ and that equity can be achieved ‘even where income is distributed highly
inequitably’ (OECD 2010b:31-32).
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Economist and parliamentarian Andrew Leigh wants us to be concerned about
inequality rather than poverty, not necessarily because of any direct effects on
society, but because people are uncomfortable with high levels of inequality - too
much inequality will ‘strain the social fabric’ (Leigh 2012). He draws attention
particularly to a rise in top income inequality and argues that Australian society has
become less mobile, although the OECD’s analysis of 2008 data puts Australia as
one of the most socially mobile countries in the OECD. Tackling inequality calls for
investment in human capital.
The top income earners in western democracies, according to The Economist, are
now a ‘cognitive elite,’ having achieved their income earning potential through brains,
education, innovation and entrepreneurship rather than inherited wealth and status.
In the increasingly meritocratic and global information age, higher incomes are
related to greater productivity. In this world view, the public policy imperative is to
reduce poverty rather than redistribute income from the more productive to the less
productive, other than through a fair taxation system.
Economist Martin Feldstein (1998) argues that poverty reduction rather than
inequality should be the main focus of public policy attention. He identifies three
main sources of poverty:





unemployment;
a lack of earnings capacity caused by either inadequate schooling or training,
very low cognitive ability which cannot be remedied by education and training, or
pathological dysfunction; and
individual choice.

Education policies are therefore only one part of the larger policy response to
poverty and disadvantage. Each source of poverty needs to be addressed through
policies particular to the problem.
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation in the UK, a non-profit organisation with a focus
on the causes of poverty and effective responses, has explored the relationship
between skills, poverty and income inequality and predicts that an improvement in
skills in 2020 achieved through education initiatives will reduce poverty rates in the
UK but would have only a small impact on income inequality. The overall effect
however would be considerable improvement in the absolute quality of life of large
groups of people where there is clear income deprivation at present (Joseph
Rowntree 2012a).
The current realities of economic growth, productivity, social equality and poverty
and how they are interpreted are the important backdrop for education policymaking.
They determine the dominant political agenda of the day, setting the scene for
governments to decide on which issues to address and where to invest. They also
frame the day to day experience of schools.
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS
National productivity, social well-being and individual quality of life are all affected
by the effectiveness of education systems although education policy is only one
part of a large range of economic and social policy responses to economic
growth, social inequality and poverty.
Schools are expected to prepare all students for full participation in society,
including both employment and civic life. They also have a role to play in
overcoming economic and social disadvantage. The particular role schools are
expected to play is often shaped as much by a political agenda as by economic
and social realities.
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4. DEFINING AND MEASURING QUALITY
How we define quality is all important in deciding how to measure school
effectiveness and success and where to direct energy, effort and resources. Quality
is defined both as an absolute, in terms of level of achievement, but more often in a
comparative way, in terms of the relative performance of students in a particular
cohort or how competitive we are with other countries. The definition dictates the
terms of measurement and measurement in turn implies value. Hence the
widespread concern among many educationists about the prevailing narrow
definition of quality as good performance in basic skills testing.

A limited view
School quality is generally discussed in terms of student results in testing regimes
such as NAPLAN and PISA. NAPLAN (National Assessment Program – Literacy and
Numeracy) tests, a full cohort assessment in literacy and numeracy of grades 3, 5, 7
and 9 in schools across Australia, are conducted annually. The results were
originally intended for use in individual student diagnosis and assessment, although
the Director-General of Education in New South Wales, Michele Bruniges is reported
recently as saying that teachers are now reluctant to use them for their original
diagnostic purpose and lack the confidence and skills to analyse the data (The
Sydney Morning Herald, 28 August 2012). The NAPLAN results are published at the
school and state level as an indicator of relative performance. In addition to the
annual NAPLAN tests, sample testing is conducted across Australia of students in
grades 6 and 10 in science, civics and citizenship and ICT every 3 years.
The commonly used benchmarks for international comparisons of education systems
are the PISA tests conducted every three years since 2000. These assess the basic
skills of 15 year-olds in science, mathematics and reading literacy and also measure
higher order thinking skills and students’ ability to apply knowledge to novel
problems. Future rounds of PISA testing are likely to give greater emphasis to these
higher order skills.
Two other international tests, TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study) which assesses a sample of grade 4 and 8 students every four
years, and PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy) which assesses the
reading achievement of 4th graders every five years, are also used to measure the
relative performance of education systems. Unlike PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS are
more focused on what students know rather than what students can do with their
knowledge. Australia has participated in TIMSS since it began in 1995 and first
participated in PIRLS, which was introduced in 2001, in 2011. Australia’s TIMSS
results have been generally declining, with issues of curriculum and teacher
preparedness being highlighted as concerns in the analysis of the results.

15

The trend towards measuring student performance as achievement in these basic
skills can be criticised for privileging literacy and numeracy over other subject areas
and putting the achievement of minimum standards on a higher plane than high
academic performance. Increasingly in the public mind, a good school is one that
produces good scores on standardised tests in reading and maths, and maths and
reading have become the most valued content of education. Publicly, schools are
judged by their performance in these subjects, no matter what other educational
opportunities they provide. Governments have invested heavily in test-based
accountability as a major tool for achieving quality, using test results as a basis for
rewarding or penalising schools and teachers.
The way data from standardised tests are presented and interpreted is a further
issue for public policy. The tendency is to look at averages and trends over time, a
broad brush approach that can mask real problems. In the latest PISA results, for
example, Australia is categorised as a high quality, average equity country. Our
average scores between PISA 2006 and PISA 2010 remain high and the average
performance gap between the best and worst students is reduced, although there is
still a ‘long tail of underachievement.’ On the face of it, this is an improved outcome,
but the general picture conceals at least two serious quality concerns: the gap
between high and low performing students has been reduced mainly through the
significantly worse performance of the top group of high performers; and gender
differences. The decline in Australia’s international ranking has occurred mainly
because of a decrease in the number of students performing at advanced levels.
Boys are significantly overrepresented among underperforming students and
underrepresented at the high proficiency level in reading while girls perform below
the level of boys in mathematics.
The United States in contrast performs poorly in the international tests on the basis
of averages, but some states and districts are consistently at the high end of
achievement in education, technology and innovation. Despite its low average
performance, some of the very best education institutions and education practices
can be found in the United States, enabling the nation to continue to rate highly in
the global competitiveness stakes, due to a high level of innovation in the economy
and high productivity growth.
There is no doubt that success at school as measured by test scores does matter,
for individuals and society. A study in Canada following up on PISA performance
after 10 years showed that success in PISA was a good predictor of successful
transition to higher education and work (Thiessen 2008). School marks at 15 are
also a good predictor of subsequent success, although this was less pronounced in
the Canadian study than the more direct measures of PISA results. The Australian
Longitudinal Study of Australian Youth (LSAY) shows a similar pattern of poor
performance at school in basic skills tests compromising later success, but also
shows that academic under-achievement need not be the end of the road. Almost 75
per cent of low performers at 15 go on to make a successful transition to work and/or
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study, with low SES students less likely to be successful. The key determinant of
later success following low performance at 15 was found to be personal motivation
(Thomson & Hillman 2010).
A number of respected education researchers have expressed concern about overreliance on testing in a narrow range of subjects as a measure of education quality.
All accept that the achievement of minimum standards is an essential component of
quality, but see it as only a part of the whole, a fallible and partial indicator. The
essence of the concern is that for as long as tests are the only widely available
metric, they will continue to hold a central place in the policy debate, thus widening
the gap between what is taught and tested versus what all students need to succeed
in work and further study and to be informed and active citizens. When so much
time, energy and resources are absorbed by mastery of basic skills in reading and
mathematics, other important subjects, abilities, skills and talents are left
marginalised. Without testing, there is no accountability for achievement in other
areas, and neglecting the broad suite of less tangible, less testable and less
quantifiable skills is harmful to both students and society.
Advanced economies and democratic societies need far more than a workforce or
population with only basic skills. Literacy and numeracy are essential skills, but they
are not sufficient for individuals to succeed in life or to meet the demands of a
knowledge-based economy. The list of important elements of school quality that are
neglected as a result of an over-emphasis on literacy and numeracy is lengthy:










schools pay scant attention to the ‘21st century skills’ such as critical thinking,
teamwork, problem solving, creativity, analytic-reasoning and effective
communication which are valued and necessary for effective workplaces
(Wagner 2008);
every child deserves a comprehensive, content-rich education in the liberal arts
and sciences: as well as being able to read and compute, children must possess
real knowledge about the full range of subjects that comprise a complete
education. In profound and essential ways, our civic health and national cohesion
depend on our ability to familiarize the rising generation with the touchstones of
our shared history and culture (Common Core 2008);
education in the humanities and the aesthetic and moral aims of education are
important goals of schooling (Ravitch 2010);
advanced economies require more educated workers with the ability to respond
flexibly to complex problems, communicate effectively, manage information, work
in teams and produce new knowledge (Partnership for 21st Century Skills 2008);
creativity is as important in education as literacy and should have the same
status (Robinson 2006);
what we need is an education system that teaches deep knowledge, that values
creativity and originality, and that values thinking skills. This, unfortunately, is not
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the path on which we are now embarked (Cortese and Ravitch in Common Core
2008).
High performing school systems focus on these kinds of complex high level skills
and creativity more than proficiency in basic skills. In his analysis of the factors
behind the success of the Finnish education system, Sahlberg (2011) notes that it
has not been infected by high-stakes testing policies or a narrow focus on basic
skills. In Finland, the education research community remained unconvinced that
high-stakes testing policies would actually increase student learning, and if student
learning remains positively unaffected, the validity of such high-stakes tests must be
questioned. Sahlberg observes that research on education systems that have
adopted policies emphasising achievement of predetermined standards and
prioritised core subjects suggests that teaching and learning are narrower, and
teachers focus on guaranteed content to best prepare their students for the test. The
higher the test result stakes, the lower the degree of freedom for experimentation in
classroom learning.
One rationale for making the results of basic skills tests widely available in Australia
is to provide information on school performance as a basis for parental choice, yet
these are not the main indicators of quality parents rely on in choosing a school for
their child. While parents may note the test results on the MySchool website, their
view of the quality of a school is influenced more by other factors such as broad
academic outcomes, particularly at Year 12, good teachers, a supportive caring
environment, the physical environment and facilities, the content of the curriculum,
quality leadership and extra-curricular opportunities. What parents want above all is
for their children to have a well-rounded education with a strong emphasis on
learning life skills.
This parental view runs in parallel to the aspiration of teachers ‘to give students the
best education possible for them to lead fulfilling, purposeful and productive lives’
(Charter for the Australian Teaching Profession).

The dangers of high stakes testing
Not only is an overemphasis on minimum standards seen to distort delivery of quality
education, it has also been charged with doing demonstrable harm through the
increasingly high stakes attached to basic skills testing. Accountability for teachers,
schools and school systems through testing regimes has become the norm, and
more and more reliance is placed on test results. The stakes are high for students
when standardised test performance leads to grade retention or failure to graduate;
the stakes are high for teachers when rewards or penalties come from test scores;
the stakes are high for schools when judgements affecting their reputation and future
funding levels are based on test results.
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Proposals for a total funding system to be based on measures of performance in
basic skills tests take the role of tests to an extreme, using tests to drive decisions
which go well beyond their capacity to support and ignoring the clear evidence that
the tests may be unreliable, are definitely partial and are subject to gaming and
corruption. The higher the stakes, the more likely it is that gaming and corruption will
occur.
Using standardised test results to benchmark education performance is increasingly
being questioned, yet in Australia it is becoming more deeply embedded in public
policy decisions. In a report from a Productivity Commission seminar held in late
2010 on benchmarking in federal systems, Fenna drew attention to the different way
benchmarking is used between the private and public sector (Productivity
Commission and Forum of Federations 2012). In the private sphere, where the
imperative is performance for profitability, benchmarking is done to improve
performance. In the public sphere, on the other hand, achieving strong performance
is nowhere near as important as avoiding poor performance. In the public sector,
where the ultimate goal is outcomes rather than outputs, this presents problems of
measurement, attribution and direction. When there is no incentive for strong
performance, benchmarking can have perverse effects:
A focus on generating the desired results as reflected in the measurement
criteria may induce ‘effort substitution’ . . . such as teaching to the test, where
measured performance is enhanced by neglecting the broader suite of less
tangible or less immediate desiderata. The overall purpose is eclipsed in
these misguided efforts to achieve the measured targets. Since indicators are
at best incomplete representations of policy objectives or vague proxies
(‘synecdoche’), there is always going to be a tendency to ‘hit the target and
miss the point.’ (Productivity Commission and Forum of Federations 2012:15)
The collateral damage of high stakes testing regimes is comprehensively canvassed
in several recent research studies from the United States in particular. Berliner and
Nichols (2007) argue that the test-based accountability of the No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) program, which requires annual testing of children in grades 3 to 8 and
where poor educational outcomes are considered a failure of schools, places
students, teachers and schools in serious jeopardy. Exaggerated reliance on test
scores, they submit, has distorted teaching, narrowed the curriculum and substituted
training for test-taking for education. They note the dubious validity of the tests
themselves, which do not prepare students well for either work or further study, and
they make a plea for a more reasonable and fair accountability system, with more
formative assessment.
Darling-Hammond (2010) analyses the implementation of testing regimes in the
United States in some detail, describing the panoply of state, national and
international testing and the distortion and manipulation of results that have followed.
She contends that attaching high stakes to tests leads schools to focus on the tested
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material and formats in ways that narrow the curriculum and do not generalise to
other situations or kinds of knowledge. While international tests such as PISA focus
on analysing and applying knowledge to new situations, the national test National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is narrow, relying on recall or the
recognition of discrete pieces of information. Over-reliance on tests geared primarily
toward lower order rote skills which require little more than memorising information
and conducting simple operations profoundly disadvantages students when they
need to engage in the extensive writing, critical thinking and problem solving
required in college and the workplace. Tests aimed at evaluating minimum
competence tend to stultify the most creative teachers and reduce the scope of
teaching. Darling-Hammond (2010:285) is concerned that the more multiple-choice
tests of basic skills drive the curriculum, the less ability students will have to
understand central principles, see connections and make distinctions, and to be
strategic in attacking problems and analysing information:
Thus, the harder we try to raise scores on the narrow instruments currently
used in the United States, the more likely we are to fall behind on the more
sophisticated measures that are increasingly used to evaluate education
around the world.
Interviews with business leaders and classroom observation confirmed US education
expert Tony Wagner’s (2008) dismay at the over-emphasis in schools on preparation
for tests. He found that test-based accountability had created passive learning
environments and uninspired teaching, ‘dumbing down’ learning at the expense of
teaching the key skills potential employers are looking for, and at the expense of
motivating students to work hard and achieve excellence.
Payne describes an education world ‘in the grip of test-score hysteria’ which reflects
a ‘fairly narrow, technical conception of what teaching is’ and gives short shrift to the
social and other dimensions of teaching (2011:95).
Cortese and Ravitch find the problem not so much in the tests themselves but in
their misuse for high stakes purposes. An obsession with testing and basic skills in
the US has proven ‘toxic for those who want all children to share in the benefits of a
balanced, rich, and coherent liberal education.’ They conclude that ‘something is
currently terribly amiss in our nation’s cramped vision of school reform . . . We don’t
believe that schools should be evaluated and graded solely on the basis of reading
and math scores. We don’t believe that the current test-based accountability regimen
will ultimately produce either equity or excellence’ (Common Core 2008:4).
Elsewhere Ravitch (2010) disputes the assumption that higher scores on
standardised tests of basic skills are synonymous with good education and observes
that giving students excessive preparation to take tests actually distorts their
purpose. They are intended to assess learning and knowledge, but the game is to
produce higher test scores, even if this means cheating or excluding low-achieving
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students. She describes how some state testing regimes have been corrupted by
shifting benchmarks and inflating scores for political and pecuniary gain, often
leading to bizarre results. Even setting aside corrupt practices and manipulation of
data, Ravitch and others claim that tests distort teaching practice, leading to a kind of
educational triage, with students categorised as non-urgent cases, suitable for
treatment or hopeless. Teachers are encouraged to focus on the ‘bubble’ kids, those
on the cusp of passing, at the expense of the very low or very high achievers.
In addition to the many problems Ravitch sees in test-based accountability as it is
currently defined and used in the USA - narrowing of the curriculum, increased time
on test preparation rather than genuine instruction, undercutting of teacher
professionalism, politically orchestrated cut-off scores – a neglected issue is the
removal of responsibility from students and their families for academic performance.
The demands of testing deny individual differences:
... students share in the responsibility for their academic performance and ...
are not merely passive recipients of their teachers’ influence. Nowhere in the
federal accountability scheme are there measures of students’ diligence,
effort, and motivation. Do they attend school regularly? Do they do their
homework? Do they pay attention in class? Are they motivated to succeed?
These factors affect their school performance as much as or more than their
teachers’ skill.
Similarly, parents are primarily responsible for their children’s behaviour and
attitudes ... Something is fundamentally wrong with an accountability system
that disregards the many factors that influence students’ performance on an
annual test – including the students’ own efforts – except for what teachers do
in the classroom for forty-five minutes or an hour a day. (Ravitch 2010:162163)
Zhao (2009), another American educationist concerned about the reduction of school
quality to results on national testing, observes that the test-driven No Child Left
Behind system caused some schools to teach to the test, reduced instructional time
on other subjects and changed the style and focus of teaching, to the detriment of
the cultivation of a diversity of talents and creative individuals.
Alongside this rising level of concern among educationists at the impact of high
stakes tests has come greater awareness of their limitations, at least in governments
in the United States and United Kingdom. In the United States, President Obama’s
Race to the Top, initiated in 2010, aims to put in place more ambitious and rigorous
standards and assessment linked to the skills needed for college and the workplace
and to compete in the global economy, although the program still relies on
standardised test scores to assess teacher performance and low-achieving schools.
The Schooling White Paper in the United Kingdom has launched a review of stage
two testing, the principal measure of progress at primary school, because of concern
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that excessive test preparation and assessment and reporting burdens on schools
are ‘eating into valuable teaching time and creating a very narrow curriculum for
some children in year six’ (2010:16). The Cameron Government’s objective is to
retain the value of the tests as a strong base for accountability and information to
parents and secondary schools while alleviating the damaging effects of overrehearsal. A keynote theme in the United Kingdom’s White Paper is the need to raise
standards to match the best in the world, reducing the prescription of the national
curriculum and revising it to become a new benchmark, embodying rigour and high
standards, ‘making room for innovation, creativity, deep learning and intellectual
exploration’ and to enable students ‘to take their place as educated members of
society’ (2010: 40, 41).

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Defining quality in narrow terms as achievement in the basic skills of literacy and
numeracy is out of step with the needs of a knowledge-based economy and
modern society. When high stakes are attached to measuring quality through
basic skills testing, this can have damaging effects, such as:










narrowing the curriculum by concentrating on ‘teaching to the test’
‘dumbing down’ learning and creating passive learning environments
neglecting the higher order skills needed for further study and employment
reducing the scope of teaching and learning
limiting teacher creativity
distorting the purpose of the tests themselves
gaming and cheating
educational triage, focusing on those on the cusp of passing to the
disadvantage of both high and low achievers
removing responsibility from individuals and families

The objective of achieving quality should be set as a high bar, with recognition
given to reaching high academic standards and to creativity and innovation across
a broad curriculum. Basic skills proficiency is important but schools should be
supported and held accountable for achieving quality in terms of a well-rounded
education focusing on the high level skills needed in the modern economy and
society.
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5. WHAT SHOULD WE EXPECT OF QUALITY
SCHOOLING?
It is becoming increasingly common to hear calls for a ‘paradigm shift in thinking
about education’ (Zhao 2009: 18) to bring attention to a broader, forward-looking
view of quality in schooling. The new paradigm would recognise that schools are
responsible for preparing future citizens and therefore need to equip students with
the necessary skills, knowledge, attitudes and perspectives to live a prosperous and
happy life as well as to perform the responsibilities required of them as citizens of a
technological, globalised world.
In presenting the results of the latest PISA testing, the OECD Director responsible
for the program, Andreas Schleicher (2011b) drew attention to the need for schools
to prepare students for this different kind of world:
A generation ago, teachers could expect that what they taught would last for
the lifetime of their students. Today schools need to prepare students for
more rapid economic and social change than ever before, for jobs that have
not yet been created, to use technologies that have not yet been invented,
and to solve problems that we don’t yet know will arise ...
Today, where you can access content on Google, where routine cognitive
skills are being digitised or outsourced, and where jobs are changing rapidly,
the focus is on enabling people to become lifelong learners, to manage
complex ways of thinking and complex ways of working that computers
cannot take over easily.
The centrality of the internet means that student learning needs to focus on using
new information to solve new problems, not recalling old information. Several
attempts have been made to define a new schooling paradigm suitable for the needs
of an advanced economy shaped by technology and globalisation, in response to
concerns about over-emphasis on basic skills.
In the US, an advocacy group made up of the business community, education
leaders and policymakers, Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2008), has attempted
to outline the new and different skills needed in modern society. This group sees that
the modern economy needs more educated workers with the ability to respond
flexibly to complex problems, communicate effectively, manage information, work in
teams and produce new knowledge. The kinds of skills the Partnership considers
necessary for citizens of the 21st century are:




thinking critically and making judgements;
solving complex, multidisciplinary, open-ended problems;
creativity and entrepreneurial thinking;
23






communicating and collaborating;
making innovative use of knowledge, information and opportunities;
taking charge of financial, health and civic responsibilities; and
making wise choices.

These skills, which should ‘be infused into core academic subjects’ are similar to the
Seven Survival Skills enumerated by Wagner (2008) which would enable students ‘to
get good jobs and to be active and informed citizens in our democracy.’ Wagner
underlines the need to look at teaching and learning in light of the needs of modern
society. To excel in a time of rapid social, technological and economic change,
today’s students – and tomorrow’s workers – need to learn how to:








think critically and solve problems
work in teams and lead by influence
be agile and adaptable
take initiative and be entrepreneurial
communicate clearly and concisely
access and analyse information effectively
be curious and imaginative

Wagner concludes that mastery of these essential skills and a strong intellectual
foundation need to go hand in hand with a well-developed emotional intelligence.
The importance of non-cognitive factors such as motivation, perseverance, respect
for others, self esteem and self control is often overlooked, yet these personal
attributes account for a significant component of school performance.
A different perspective is taken by another United States based group, Common
Core, a Washington DC-based organisation set up in 2007 to promote education
programs, policies and initiatives to provide students with challenging, rigorous
instruction in the full range of liberal arts and sciences. Common Core considers
that, in a nation ‘in thrall with testing and basic skills,’ schools are sacrificing subjects
that open students’ minds and teach them to think critically and imaginatively about
the world. Common Core is advocating a ‘comprehensive, content-rich education in
the liberal arts and sciences.’ In addition to proficiency in literacy and numeracy,
students should have:
real knowledge about important things, knowledge of civics, biology,
geography, art, history, languages – the full range of subjects that comprise a
complete education. Any reform idea that diminishes the ability of schools and
teachers to provide students with such an education is narrowing children’s
futures, not expanding them. (2008:2)
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This kind of re-examination of the substance of schooling and quest to elevate the
status of skills other than literacy and numeracy is not confined to the United States.
The European Union (EU) (European Commission Education and Culture
Directorate-General 2007) has defined the generic competences all individuals need
‘for their personal fulfilment, social inclusion, active citizenship and employability in
our knowledge-based society’ recognising that the knowledge, skills and aptitudes of
the European workforce are a major factor in the EU’s innovation, productivity and
competitiveness.
The eight competences identified by the EU represent a combination of knowledge,
skills and attitudes and are intended as a reference tool for policy-makers and
education providers, setting out agreed objectives for education systems. They are:
communication in mother tongue; communication in foreign languages; mathematical
competence and basic competence in science and technology; digital competence;
learning to learn; social and civic competences; sense of initiative and
entrepreneurship; and cultural awareness and expression. These are underpinned
by the fundamental basic skills of language, literacy, numeracy and information and
communications technology (ICT). Important across all of them are the skills of
critical thinking, creativity, initiative, problem solving, risk assessment, decision
taking and constructive management of feelings.
The United Kingdom’s Schools White Paper (UK 2010) is also seeking to encourage
a more rounded educational experience for all students. A new award, the English
Baccalaureate, is introduced as an incentive for schools to drive the take-up of
certain subjects and for more ambitious teaching and learning. The Baccalaureate is
intended to create ways to give special recognition to those students and schools
‘who succeed in achieving real breadth’ and will reward the ‘raising of aspirations.’
Such a focus on the acquisition of complex, higher-order thinking skills, the
application of those skills to real world problems and high academic standards and
expectations executed through rigorous curriculum content are widely recognised as
the hallmarks of high performing education systems.
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6. ACHIEVING QUALITY AND EQUITY
A broader, richer, more rounded conception of quality, looking forward to the needs
of modern workplaces and society, is a critical feature of a high performing education
system.
High quality schooling requires a broad range of content, rigorous academic
standards and the development of skills such as critical thinking, flexibility,
communication, teamwork, creativity and problem solving. High quality schooling
also supports the development of non-cognitive competencies such as motivation,
perseverance, respect and self-control which are equally important for 21st century
life.
Adopting a narrow, limited definition of quality compromises the goal of excellence in
education and jeopardises economic growth and national well-being. At the same
time, it does a particular disservice to students from a disadvantaged background.
For students without ready access to wider educational experiences through home
and family, defining school quality in terms of basic skills only limits expectations and
fails to prepare them with the knowledge and skills necessary for further study,
employment and active citizenship.

Socioeconomic background and school
achievement
The link between socioeconomic background and student performance is well
documented – socio-economic background is one of the strongest correlates of
academic performance. The pursuit of equal educational opportunity and better
education outcomes for students from disadvantaged backgrounds has been a
preoccupation of education policymakers, especially in England, the US and
Australia, over a long period.
One reason for the failure of policies and programs to break the link between
disadvantage and school performance is that an exclusive focus on schools is bound
to be inadequate. Expecting schools alone to bridge the gap is unreasonable and
denies many of the real causes of education inequality. Schools can make a
difference, but their influence has limits in the face of social, cultural and individual
factors. Many other policy areas, including family support, health, the labour market,
welfare arrangements, housing and area disadvantage require attention to address
the multiple factors that heighten the risk of poor school outcomes. A wide range of
social policy levers need to be brought into play to address the root causes of social
inequality and poverty.
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The relationship between socio-economic disadvantage and school outcomes is not
a simple linear one of cause and effect. Good schools and teachers may break the
pattern of poverty for a number of students, but no matter how excellent they are,
they cannot alone create equality. Yet this impossible demand is the basis for much
school reform and school funding. The Gonski Panel’s definition of equity accepts
that both nature and nurture play a part in school achievement, but places the major
responsibility on schools:
The Panel has defined equity in schooling as ensuring that differences in
educational outcomes are not the result of differences in wealth, income,
power or possessions. Equity in this sense does not mean that all students
are the same or will achieve the same outcomes. Rather, it means that all
students must have access to an acceptable international standard of
education, regardless of where they live or the school they attend. (2011:105)
As Ravitch (2010) and many other educationists point out, the thinking behind the
kind of popular policy imperative that holds schools to account for unequal outcomes
is ultimately simplistic and ignores the complex, intertwined and often self-reinforcing
nature of the causes of school failure. The fundamentals of good education are to be
found in the home, the community, and the culture as well as the classroom, but
reformers continue to look for shortcuts and quick answers. This sets schools up for
failure and misses the opportunity to address issues that could make a difference.
Rather than cause and effect, the evidence suggests it is more useful to think in
terms of risk and resilience. Well recognised risk factors are connected with family
and community background – low parental education levels, unemployment or
unstable employment, single parent, first or second generation immigrant – as well
as from personal qualities and gender – boys are at greater risk of educational failure
than girls. None of these factors are determining, but all are associated with
educational disadvantage. The challenge for education policy is to explore where
schools can have an effect on these risk factors and what they can do to create more
‘resilient’ students. Starting from current social and economic realities, short of
radical change to eliminate poverty, Dyson et al (2010) see that there are many
options for meaningful policy action in education, but these need to be something
more than a ‘disconnected array of interventions’ and to be based on what is known
to work in the education process.
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Effective approaches to overcoming education
disadvantage
The OECD has developed the concept of resilience to explore what makes the
difference for the many students from challenging socioeconomic backgrounds who
perform well in PISA testing. Resilient students are those who overcome socioeconomic barriers to achievement, students who come from less advantaged social
backgrounds and yet exhibit relatively high levels of achievement. For the OECD, a
central challenge facing education policymakers is to understand how education
systems and schools can help disadvantaged students ‘beat the odds.’
Australia has approximately 30 per cent of resilient students among disadvantaged
students, close to the OECD average of 31 per cent. In high performing countries
Shanghai, Korea, Finland, Japan and Canada, the percentage of resilient students
ranges from 76 per cent (Shanghai) to 40 per cent (Canada), with girls far more likely
to be resilient than boys (OECD 2011c). The 2012 edition of Education at a Glance
highlights several features of Australian education in relation to equity:








upward mobility is a significant feature of Australia’s education system;
among 30 OECD countries, Australia has the highest proportion of young people
(25-34) who have attained tertiary education despite being from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds and having parents with low levels of
education;
Australia’s education system is particularly effective for immigrant students –
Australia ranks third among OECD countries for the positive correlation between
reading scores and the concentration of immigrants within the school they attend;
students whose mothers have low levels of education are more concentrated in
disadvantaged schools; and
student reading scores show persistent intergenerational transmission of
disadvantage.

Based on data from PISA 2006 which emphasised science, the OECD examined
factors associated with the academic achievement of disadvantaged students in
order to understand better what can be done to make schools more effective for
these students. The study looked at three factors in particular – approaches to
learning, participation in science courses and time spent learning science at school
and concluded that if ‘science is important to success later in life and the betterment
of society, then disadvantaged students need to be exposed to science in school’
(OECD 2011a: 12). The key differences between those who succeeded and those
who didn’t were more positive learning approaches and more time spent in regular
lessons. The study concluded that the same was likely to hold true for other skills,
and this was demonstrated in analysis of PISA 2009 data, which emphasised
reading.
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The OECD studied the main variables associated in the research literature with
student resilience – approaches to learning, motivation and self-concept – and found
that resilience is generally associated with a positive approach to learning and time
spent:
Most notably, resilient students generally have more positive learning
approaches and spend more time in regular lessons at school than other
disadvantaged students. (OECD 2011a:80)
Positive teacher-student relations are important for all students, but particularly for
disadvantaged students. They tend to learn more and have fewer disciplinary
problems when they feel that their teachers take them seriously. One explanation is
that positive teacher-student relations help foster social relationships, create
communal learning environments and promote and strengthen adherence to norms
conducive to learning (Schleicher 2011b). At the individual level, a committed
professional can develop interactions with students which mitigate or overcome the
effects of poverty on their educational experiences and outcomes.
In the UK, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation has also researched the factors
influencing social differences in education outcomes. The Foundation suggests that
more attention needs to be paid to the success stories, studying approaches and
interventions that have improved educational outcomes. From various studies,
several key messages emerge:






Equality of educational opportunity cannot rely solely on better delivery of the
school curriculum for disadvantaged groups, but must address multiple aspects
of disadvantaged children’s lives. Breaking the cycle involves addressing the
attitudes and experiences that lie behind social differences in education. Out of
school activities can be crucial (2007).
Interventions focused on parental involvement in children’s education have
proven useful. While there is an association between attitudes, aspirations and
behaviours and educational outcomes, it is not clear that there is a causal link
(2012b).
There is mixed evidence about the impact of interventions supporting extracurricular activities and mentoring. Participation in extracurricular activities and
homework are both relevant for confidence, active learning and relationships with
adults. Innovative interventions of this kind should be tried and assessed (2012b).

Thiessen (2008) studied the effect of two components of resilience on educational
outcomes for Canadian students: first, the availability of social and institutional
supports; and second, personal attitudes, values and behaviours. He found that a
variety of individual enabling practices (behaviours, values and beliefs) and
social/institutional supports had beneficial effects on subsequent education
pathways:
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By not engaging in risky behaviours ... by maintaining high educational goals,
by taking advantage of school-provided activities and a variety of social
supports, low reading achievers were often able to overcome the obstacle
presented by their reading performance. (Thiessen 2008:54)
Thiessen concludes that the same enabling mechanisms and social and institutional
supports that make low achievers resilient are important for the educational
achievement of all students.
A great deal of research on educating disadvantaged children comes from the USA,
much of it looking at those Charter Schools that have been successful in raising
achievement levels. While Charter Schools appear to range from ‘the excellent to the
awful’ (Ravitch 2011: 144), the excellent ones have certain common features:






Governance – principals have autonomy in staffing, managing budget and
performance, they have a relentless focus on accountability and results, and they
work with parents as partners.
Teachers – highly selective recruitment, with teachers drawn from the top ranks
of elite universities and paid relatively high salaries. They have no tenure and are
not unionised. Their workload is heavy and they have high levels of responsibility
and accountability.
Classroom – successful Charter Schools have longer school days and year, and
a rigorous, highly structured curriculum. They undertake regular testing and have
high expectations of all students in both achievement and behaviour. Computers
and technologies tend to play a minor role.

Aspirations and high educational goals are invariably seen as an important part of
resilience. To Payne (2011: 211-12), the solution to addressing disadvantage lies in
a focus on quality and high expectations:
Give them teaching that is determined, energetic, and engaging. Hold them to
high standards. Expose them to as much as you can, most especially the arts.
Root the school in the community and take advantage of the culture the
children bring with them. Pay attention to their social and ethical development.
Recognize the reality of race, poverty and other social barriers, but make
children understand that barriers don’t have to limit their lives; help them see
themselves as contributing citizens of both a racial community and a larger
one. Above all, no matter where in the social structure children are coming
from, act as if their possibilities are boundless.
Payne confirms the importance of the social dimension of teaching, suggesting that
over-reliance on testing has led us to think of teaching too narrowly and give short
shrift to its social dimension. He finds that family background is less important in the
achievement gains of African American students in Catholic schools, where teachers
are seen as having a broad interest in the children, their character and their future,
and where children feel pressure to succeed, both academically and socially.
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He cites a growing body of research showing that social support and good
extracurricular and community-based organised activities are associated with lower
rates of academic failure, lower dropout rates, better school attendance, more
satisfaction with the school experience, better rates of college attendance, especially
for low achieving students, and lower rates of various antisocial behaviours.
For Australian students, Thomson (2010) highlights the importance of schools
fostering the social and emotional development of young people as well as their
academic development, and a small scale study by Blomfield and Barber (2010)
confirms the positive association between academic success and extracurricular
activity found in US and European studies. Although they were not able to
disentangle the direction of effects, Blomfield and Barber found extracurricular
participation to be positively associated with higher academic track enrolment,
university aspiration and school belonging, and negatively associated with skipping
school.
Individual qualities as well as school and system-level factors are important in
educational resilience. These include more effort, better attendance and punctuality,
more effective use of time, more participation in extracurricular activities, and greater
engagement in academic activities. Research studies show that successful students
may have higher self-esteem, a greater sense of control over success or failure,
greater than average parental involvement and more parental supervision.
Personal anecdotes about success against the odds tend to highlight similar factors
– parental expectations, an influential teacher, personal drive and motivation.
Pitman examined the role of policy in supporting strategies of ‘escape and
indoctrination’ for individual students from disadvantaged backgrounds and found
that personal motivation and high expectations from family and teachers figure large
as factors in success (Pitman 2012).
The success of high performing countries such as Finland and Singapore in
achieving greater equity is attributed mainly to early diagnosis and investment in
effective strategies, including the employment of support staff who take the main
responsibility from the regular classroom teacher. It is now well known that early
intervention policies are a necessary part of addressing educational disadvantage.
Many of the inequalities that exist within school systems and show up in test results
are already present when students enter formal schooling and they persist as
students progress through school.
A key issue that emerges in several studies of equity is the level of intervention.
While the evidence is clear on the high returns on pre-school interventions,
interventions at the level of school or community risk creating a ‘scattergun’
approach that will not address the underlying causes of the problems. In their study
of the factors leading to low achievement in the United Kingdom, Cassen and
Kingdon (2007) conclude that resources, while not the whole answer, can make a
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difference, but they need to be well targeted, addressing the factors known to be
involved in low achievement. For the OECD, policies that are associated with good
student outcomes across the board are the best policies for overcoming
disadvantaged social background.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
A narrow view of quality jeopardises the life chances of students from
disadvantaged backgrounds even more than their more advantaged peers, who
have access to wider educational experiences through their family life.
Meaningful policies to overcome social disadvantage through schools focus on
risk and resilience and are based on evidence about what works. Untargeted
approaches relying on additional resources dispersed widely are not likely to be
effective.
The factors that work for disadvantaged students are the same factors that work
for all students – a sustained focus on quality, involving individualised learning,
high standards, quality teachers, school autonomy and accountability, and a
school climate conducive to teaching and learning.
Successful approaches addressing risk and resilience include a positive approach
to learning, time spent in lessons, a positive relationship with a teacher,
involvement in extra-curricular activities, greater parental engagement, social
support, and early diagnosis and intervention.
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7. ACHIEVING QUALITY
An important finding from research on equity is that particular interventions for
students at risk of underachievement need to be part of an overall focus on the real
drivers of quality outcomes for all and need to draw on what is already known about
effective systems, schools and classrooms.
Detailed analysis of high performing school systems shows that they share many
common policy features. Policies that have proved to work involve setting high
standards, prioritising teacher quality, building on teacher professionalism, granting
greater autonomy to schools, modernising curricula, making schools more
accountable, and drawing on evidence of good practice for school improvement.
When these policies are pursued within a setting that promotes a strong sense of
teacher efficacy and legitimacy, that enables teachers to focus on the individual
learning needs of each student, and that provides appropriate social and
professional support in schools, they are likely to significantly improve educational
performance across the board.
Finland is the example most commonly invoked as a model of education success,
both for its consistently high ranking in PISA, and for the remarkable improvement in
Finnish education outcomes in recent years. On its own account, Finland’s success
rests largely on having well-prepared and highly valued teachers, pedagogically
designed schools, good school principals, a relatively homogeneous society, an
inclusive national educational vision, and emphasis on special educational needs
(Sahlberg 2011). Sahlberg notes that while each of these factors is important, they
would not work if Finland had not had a systematic, coherent approach to school
performance. Over a long period, Finnish schools have been ‘systematically
encouraged by educational authorities to explore their own conceptions of learning,
develop teaching methods to match their own learning theories-in-action, and craft
pedagogical environments to meet the needs of all of their students. This is why
Finnish students learn well in all schools’ (Sahlberg 2011:126).
Valijarvi (2007: 3-4) explains further:
There is, in fact, no one single explanation for the result. Rather, the
successful performance of Finnish students seems to be attributable to a web
of interrelated factors having to do with comprehensive pedagogy, students’
own interests and leisure activities, the structure of the education system,
teacher education, school practices and, in the end, Finnish culture.
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A similar range of system and school-related factors is highlighted by education
researchers. Darling-Hammond (2010:278-327) lists five critical features of policies
to achieve quality and equality in schooling:






meaningful learning goals, including thoughtful conceptualisations of the content
and skills needed for success in the 21st century
intelligent, reciprocal accountability systems
equitable and adequate resources (with spending steered productively to
maximise the likelihood of student success)
strong professional standards and supports for all educators
schools organised for student and teacher learning

High standards, high expectations
Meaningful goals, high standards and ambitious learning are given almost equal
weight with teacher quality in current commentary on the essential features of quality
schooling. A policy commitment to clear and ambitious standards and a stretching
curriculum are now regarded as a prerequisite for high performance:
Most of the high-performing countries have developed world-class academic
standards for their students and almost all have incorporated those standards
into a system of external examinations that are used to construct clear paths
into the workforce and good jobs or to the next stage of education or both.
Indeed, PISA shows that the existence of such external examinations is
positively associated with the overall performance of school systems. (OECD
2010c:104).
This emphasis on rigorous academic standards is at odds with the emphasis in
school reform over the past decade on basic skills and test based accountability.
There is a growing concern that with such a strong focus on basic proficiency, the
pursuit of excellence has been devalued and lost. In the United States, Common
Core (2008) considers that the enactment of the No Child Left Behind legislation in
2002 and its singular focus on basic skills testing meant that the excellence in
education movement featured in the previous policy framework, A Nation at Risk,
which had sought to strengthen the curriculum by ensuring that the content of what
was studied was coherent, substantive and meaningful, was finally ‘interred and
forgotten.’ According to Darling-Hammond (2010), reliance on test-based
accountability emphasising sanctions for students and schools on the basis of the
results of narrow tests has produced an ‘impoverished version of education along
with greater failure, rather than greater success, for their most educationally
vulnerable students.’ Low expectations are believed to result in watered down
curricula and a tolerance of mediocre teaching and inappropriate student behaviour,
with the result that the prophecy of low achievement becomes self-fulfilling.
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In contrast, Finnish education policies have set out to raise student achievement by
placing strong emphasis on teaching and learning and encouraging schools to craft
optimal learning environments and implement educational content that best helps
their students reach the general goals of schooling (Sahlberg 2007).
The starting point for a high performing education system lies in ‘the very way we
conceive of the purpose and experience of schooling and what we expect our high
school graduates to know and be able to do’ (Wagner 2008). These goals then need
to be reflected in rigorous, focused and coherent curriculum content which sets clear
and high expectations about what is to be learned.
The ongoing development of the Australian Curriculum, setting out the core
knowledge, understanding, skills and general capabilities important for all Australian
students, is an opportunity to reconceptualise the content and skills needed for the
modern world and to reflect these in national standards, curriculum content and
assessment. Education experts agree that the process of establishing what
constitutes core academic knowledge is difficult, but also agree that there is no way
to teach essential competencies such as critical thinking, problem solving, effective
communication, and accessing and analysing information without also teaching
substantive academic content.
The risks of curriculum documents becoming political, ‘proliferating objectives that
create a mile-wide-and-an-inch-deep curriculum and tests that too often offer a
superficial, anaemic view of learning’ (Darling-Hammond 2010: 281) are well
recognised. In the United Kingdom, the Cameron Government’s aim to set clear
expectations for learning and high standards that match the best in the world has led
to a review of the National Curriculum so that it increasingly becomes ‘a rigorous
benchmark, against which schools can be judged rather than a prescriptive
straitjacket into which all learning must be squeezed’ (UK Department of Education
2010:10).
The OECD reports that all high performing school systems base their efforts on the
proposition that it is possible for all students to achieve at high levels and necessary
that they do so. In high performing countries, teachers have a great deal of
professional freedom with respect to how they teach, but less with respect to what
students are expected to know and be able to do. Common standards are important
for clarity, in terms of both the content studied and the level of performance
expected, and so too are systems of external examinations when these are used as
pathways to work or further study:
The stakes are high. Students do not go on to the next stage simply because
they have put in the requisite time; they get to move on only if they have met
the requisite performance standards. Parents know that neither the teacher
nor the administration can change the grade, and therefore the only way to
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improve the outcome for the student is for the student to work harder and do
better work. (OECD 2010c:105)
Most of the ongoing assessment in high-achieving countries is not externally
designed and administered but school-based. It emphasises inquiry, application of
knowledge, extensive writing and development of problem solutions and products,
and is drawn from common curriculum frameworks. This school based assessment
is used both to evaluate student progress and to help improve teaching. When
improvement and support rather than sanctions are the focus of assessment,
governments can set higher standards and work with schools to achieve them, rather
than having to pitch tests at a low level, thus pulling the system backward and
deflecting attention from excellence.
The design of assessment processes is critical. In exploring the lessons from PISA
for United States education, the OECD noted the limitations of multiple choice tests
and basic proficiency testing, observing that assessment processes in high
performing education systems focus on the acquisition of complex, higher-order
thinking skills, and the application of those skills to problems they’ve never seen
before. They rely little on multiple choice, computer scored tests as they cannot
measure these skills, and make limited cognitive and meta-cognitive demands on
students (OECD 2011d:34).
School systems that do require standards-based external examinations as gateways
to further study tend to perform at a significantly higher level. Standards-based
external examinations, which define performance relative to an external standard,
not relative to other students in the classroom or school, have been found to have a
direct impact on students’ education and to motivate students to work harder. Such
examination systems provide strong incentives for students to take tough courses
and study hard. Otherwise there is little recognition or reward for high achievement.
High stakes examination systems have a downside as well. Like standardised tests,
they can lead to a focus on test preparation instead of real learning and they have
contributed to a burgeoning private tutoring industry, but the OECD believes these
dangers can be mitigated in a well-designed system, one that provides later
opportunities to meet the standards, but does not lower or waive the standards
themselves.
The main benefit of end-of-school external exams is the incentive they provide for
high achievement. As long as university entry is relatively easy, students have no
incentive to take hard subjects, or perform at the highest possible level. A striking
feature of the education systems of both Australia and the United States is the
absence of strong incentives for the average student to work hard in school, or do
difficult subjects. In both countries, concern has been expressed at the impact of
policies of uncapped places and low university admission requirements on the
quality of higher education as well as the effect on end-of-school achievement and
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participation in high level science and maths courses. In the UK, the government has
expressed alarm at a decline in the study of academic subjects and stretching
qualifications, especially in schools in deprived areas and proposes to address this
by benchmarking end of school qualifications ‘against the best in the world’ and
encouraging schools to introduce a broader academic curriculum.

Teacher quality
National and international studies have pointed out time and again the central
importance of teacher quality to school performance. The OECD (2011d:228) has
consistently stressed that ‘unwavering support for excellence in teaching and school
leadership is perhaps the key element of the policies and practices that drive highperforming education systems.’ High performing systems attract great people into
teaching and prioritise quality of teachers over class size. While salaries matter,
career prospects, career diversity and giving teachers responsibility as professionals
and leaders of reform are equally important. Schleicher (2011b) argues that the:
. . . the quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of its
teachers. But it works the other way around too. The quality of teachers
cannot exceed the quality of work organisation, the quality of teacher
selection and education, teacher careers and teacher evaluation. And it is
those processes that we can shape with policy tools.
Finland’s education advantage is invariably seen to rest heavily on the quality of its
teachers, although there are other factors as well. Finland draws teachers from
among the top graduates and trains them rigorously, focusing on classroom practice.
The top scorers in Finland’s university entrance examinations go into teaching.
Teacher education programs are distinguished by their depth, scope and academic
challenge, and there is close collaboration between subject faculties and schools of
education. Teacher education is research oriented and teaching is a research-based
profession. Teacher salaries are comparable to other professions. And the
professional status of teachers is a cultural phenomenon.
In contrast, studies on the United States report that teachers are recruited from the
lower performing segment of high school graduates and attend relatively low status
teacher education institutions. Schools of education are usually not well regarded,
teacher salaries are low, and, ‘perhaps most important, when students who are
deciding what careers to pursue look at teaching, they may see an occupation that
looks more like a blue-collar occupation than a knowledge-based profession. All
these things severely restrict the pool from which Americans select their teachers,
relative to other countries’ (OECD 2011d:236). As Temin (2003:13) sees it, ‘the
underpayment of teachers is likely to have important implications for the future of the
American economy.’
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Evidence abounds about the falling quality of entrants to teaching in Australia, if
university entry scores are indicative of quality. The majority of teacher education
students have scores at the lower end. The 2012 Good Universities Guide notes that
the entry standard to teacher education ranges from a high Australian Tertiary
Admissions Ranking (ATAR) of 90 to a low ATAR of 46.5, with some students
gaining entry with even lower scores under special entry schemes. It has been
reported (The Australian, 30 April 2012) that in 2012, teaching attracted the highest
proportion of university offers for school leavers with an ATAR of less than 50 and
was the least popular choice for high achieving students (only 5 per cent offers were
to students with an ATAR of 90 or above).
While there are legitimate arguments about the significance of entry scores, it is hard
to disagree with the conclusion that teachers who were themselves poor students
unable to attain respectable entry scores are unlikely to be good role models for their
students. Recent discussion papers on teacher quality from New South Wales and
Victoria continue to express the concern that has been apparent in Australia for
some time about the quality of both entrants to and graduates from teacher
education courses – admission requirements for teaching are declining, and there is
considerable variation in the quality of teacher training courses.
Despite substantial investment in measures to address these concerns, including
through the National Partnership Agreement on Improving Teacher Quality which
aims to drive and reward reforms to improve the quality of teaching and leadership
by supporting action at critical points in the teacher ‘lifecycle’ – attracting, training,
placing, developing and retaining teachers – the Council of Australian Governments
(COAG) Reform Council reported in May 2012 (COAG Reform Council, 30 May
2012) that although most of the agreed milestones for improving teacher quality have
been met, the targets themselves are not robust or ambitious enough. The Council
commented on the art of setting milestones and targets – when these apply to minor
processes, or are cautious, piecemeal and not connected to the real substance of
the issue, they are meaningless.
In relation to teacher quality, the challenge for governments is not so much in
knowing what has to be done but in making hard decisions, which often means
confronting strong interest groups including universities and unions, funding the high
cost of some reforms, and aligning the range of measures needed. As the OECD
(2011d: 239) points out for the United States:
Unless the United States raises the professional status of its existing teaching
force as Ontario has done, upgrades the pool from which it selects new
teachers, is more selective in admitting candidates for initial teacher training
and education, greatly improves the quality of, and includes much more
clinical education in, that training, changes the amount and structure of
teachers’ compensation, finds practical and effective ways of raising the
status of teachers, greatly improves the process of initial induction and
restructures the occupation to provide increased and appropriate
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responsibilities for the best teachers, and leverages more effective unionmanagement relations at local and state levels, it is unlikely to match the
performance of the best-performing countries.
In OECD countries, a range of different measures have been proposed and tried.
Raising teacher salaries to attract higher quality graduates is an expensive option,
given the size of the teaching workforce, but findings from PISA show that those
countries that pay teachers well compared with other professionals, prioritise higher
teacher salaries over smaller classes and are prepared to have higher teacher
workloads such as Japan and Korea, have better results in international testing. The
pay-off for larger class sizes is that teachers have more time for preparation and
lesson-development and to confer with other teachers about particular students and
tutor students falling behind.
Many countries have introduced half-way measures to raise the attractiveness of
teaching and increase the retention of good teachers that stop short of across-theboard salary increases. Setting demanding standards for teachers, introducing
genuine performance assessment, paying higher salaries in areas of teacher
shortage, rewarding good performers and shedding under-performers are all sound
policy options, although in practice they prove difficult to implement effectively and
efficiently. Performance pay is a further option, an approach the OECD considers is
worth considering in some contexts as it may work as a motivator, but making it work
fairly and sustainably is a formidable challenge (OECD 2012d).
Large-scale reform and rationalisation of teacher education programs have proved
difficult for governments to implement, despite rafts of reports and recommendations
over many years. In Australia, governments have invested in accreditation schemes
and small-scale initiatives experimenting with alternative ways of training teachers.
The Productivity Commission (2012) expresses concern that the standards set for
the accreditation of Australian teacher education courses through the processes of
federalism may be too generic and the requirements for evidence too vague. The
Commission believes that the proof will be in how they are implemented. The Teach
for Australia program, which brings good graduates into the profession to teach in
areas of shortage, is modelled on Teach for America and Teach First in the UK,
programs which are generally seen as worthy efforts to recruit highly educated
young people into teaching, if only for a few years, but unable to make an impact
system-wide.
The UK Schools White Paper sees teachers at the heart of school improvement,
recognising, as Education Secretary Michael Gove stated, ‘that it is teachers’
knowledge, intellectual depth and love of their subject which stimulates the
imagination of children and allows them to flourish and succeed’ (Gove 2010). The
White Paper proposes a wide range of approaches to improve teacher quality,
including an increased level of graduate entry, expansion of the Teach First program,
financial incentives for graduates in areas of shortage, entry paths for talented career
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changers, reform of initial teacher training to include more time spent in the
classroom and on core teaching skills, especially reading and maths and managing
behaviour, and a national network of Teaching Schools, like teaching hospitals.
Similar ideas are canvassed in the recent Victorian teacher quality discussion paper
and to a lesser extent in the New South Wales paper.

Teacher professionalism
Countries that have succeeded in making teaching an attractive profession have
done so not just through selection, training and salary but by offering real career
prospects and giving teachers responsibility as professionals and leaders of reform.
Increasing the professionalism of teachers is seen as a critical factor in increasing
the attractiveness of teaching, but one often overlooked in education policy. The
OECD takes the view that recruiting high quality teachers is not useful if those who
are recruited are frustrated by what they perceive to be an inadequate system of
initial teacher education, or if they survive their teacher training only to become
disenchanted by the bureaucratic forms of work organisation they find in schools.
High quality recruits to teaching will have the option to choose other professions.
Professional forms of work organisation and professional norms of control are a
critical dimension of quality teaching. Professional teachers, according to Schleicher
(2011b):
will not work in schools organised as Tayloristic workplaces using
administrative forms of accountability and bureaucratic command and control
systems to direct their work.
Finland attributes its high performance in education not only to the quality of its
teacher recruits but also to the professionalism of teaching, involving ‘reciprocal,
intelligent accountability’ and trust:
Intelligent accountability in the Finnish education context preserves and
enhances trust among teachers, students, school leaders and education
authorities in the accountability processes and involves them in the process,
offering them a strong sense of professional responsibility and initiative...
This has had a major positive impact on teaching and, hence, on student
learning.’ (Sahlberg 2007:155)
As teacher professionalism in Finland gradually increased in schools during the
1990s, so did the prevalence of effective teaching methods and pedagogical
classroom and school design. Schools were able to learn from each other and
teachers had ready access to an expanded repertoire of proven teaching methods to
meet the needs of all students (Sahlberg 2007:167).
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The reforms initiated in the United Kingdom by the Schools White Paper give teacher
professionalism as much weight as teacher quality. There is a strong commitment by
UK government in the White Paper to ‘decisive action to free our teachers from
constraint and improve their professional status and authority’ (UK Department for
Education 2010: 8) in schools freed from external control and held to account for
achieving high standards. Teachers are not only given more scope for autonomy and
innovation within the frame of the National Curriculum, they are also given more
authority for managing student behaviour, supported by improved alternative
provision for excluded students.
Studies of high performing countries show that this kind of reform is more difficult to
achieve in heavily unionised, bureaucratised systems and will only be effective if
buttressed by high standards of recruitment and training. Greater teacher
professionalism can be achieved through a strong policy commitment to autonomy,
through support for measures to give teachers more time for lesson preparation,
collaboration with colleagues, tutoring students who fall behind and professional
development, and by the effective appointment and use of support staff.

Autonomy and accountability
Closely related to teacher professionalism and trust is school autonomy. Education
systems where schools have greater discretion in managing their resources and in
making decisions about student assessment, courses offered, detailed course
content and textbooks used tend to perform at higher levels. In high performing
systems, autonomy is coupled with accountability, both administrative accountability,
in terms of broad content, performance standards and achievement data, and
professional accountability, where teachers are responsible to their fellow teachers
and principals, and to parents. Professional autonomy is an important complement to
local innovation and teacher-generated solutions to meet individual student needs.
PISA results confirm that when autonomy and accountability are combined, they are
associated with better student outcomes. Schools need the freedom to choose the
best methods for educating their students, while being held responsible for the
results they achieve. The OECD concludes that at a country level, the greater the
number of schools with responsibility to define and elaborate their curricula and
assessment, the better the performance of the entire school system.
Detailed studies of high performing countries show a range of successful
approaches to combining autonomy and accountability. In Finland, ‘smart
accountability’ enables schools to keep the focus on learning and allows freedom in
curriculum planning. Education authorities and politicians determine the high level
goals and trust ‘that teachers, together with principals, parents, and their
communities, know how to provide the best education’ (Sahlberg 2011:130-131). In
Ontario, the role of the centre is to set clear expectations and targets and to provide
leadership which builds ‘a sense of shared understanding and common purpose
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among stakeholder groups ’ (OECD 2011d:76) but there is clear recognition that it is
at the school level, where teachers work in communities to address practical
problems, that the real action happens. The Schools White Paper takes the UK
further down the road of school autonomy, setting directions for schools to operate
as autonomous institutions collaborating with each other on terms set by teachers,
with every school able to ‘shape its own character, frame its own ethos and develop
its own specialisms, free of either central or local bureaucratic constraint’ (UK
Department for Education 2010:11-12).

Student support
A focus on quality outcomes for all students, whatever their background, attributes
and capacities, calls for a school workforce that is a mix of teaching professionals
and other professionals and workers equipped to meet special educational needs
and provide needed social support. Finland again has policies and programs that
have proved to be effective. Early diagnosis is the key. One third of students are in
special education programs of some kind, mostly part-time, and schools are helped
to maintain and build strong support systems for teaching and learning, with nutrition,
health services, psychological counselling and student guidance as part of the
repertoire.
The Productivity Commission (2012) suggests that one reason many Australian
schools are struggling to meet even basic targets for literacy and numeracy is that
Australian classrooms are more demanding – the student population is more diverse
due to an influx of immigrants, there is a greater diversity of family structures, more
parents are in the workforce, more students are encouraged to finish Year 12 and
the number of special needs students is growing. One way of responding to such
developments is through a more flexible and efficient use of the non-teaching school
workforce. The UK Schools White Paper similarly recognises the difficulties teachers
face in dealing with discipline problems and makes a number of proposals to deal
with difficult student behaviour, including greater authority for teachers and principals
and strong pastoral care systems. The OECD confirms that a positive school climate,
with good discipline, an orderly, cooperative environment and good student-teacher
relations, is a common feature of the most effective schools.
Research in the US and the UK on student resilience highlights the need for policies
that combine high standards with strong social support (Lee et al 1999; Payne 2006).
When student background characteristics are controlled, researchers have
established that social support for students and academic press each independently
makes a meaningful difference to student outcomes, ‘but when both are present at
high levels, the results can be striking.’ Students perform better in schools with a
supportive school climate and a positive school spirit and where students and
teachers place a high value on achievement. Increasing both social support and
academic press therefore has a major pay-off in terms of achievement. The Joseph
Rowntree Foundation’s (2007) study of the schooling experience of children from
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disadvantaged backgrounds found that projects that were successful in raising
achievement relied on highly skilled and dedicated workers beyond teachers and
involved building close relationships not only with the child but also with their
families, addressing the family circumstances as well as the child’s learning needs,
and making education a shared enterprise between family, educator and child.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Policies aiming to raise education quality need to focus on particular dimensions
of effective schooling:







High standards, ambitious learning and a challenging curriculum based on the
content knowledge and skills needed in modern society
Rigorous assessment associated with high standards and the acquisition of
complex, higher order thinking skills
Teacher quality, in all its dimensions - selection, training, development,
remuneration, assessment
Teacher professionalism
School autonomy coupled with appropriate accountability
Social support, support for special education needs and support for the
development of a positive school climate.
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8. LESSONS FOR EDUCATION POLICY
Learning from others, drawing on evidence about what works in particular contexts
and developing a coherent policy framework with a focus squarely on quality is the
route towards higher education outcomes. The challenge for policymakers is not to
find what works. The evidence is already abundant. The real challenge is to set
aside ideology and take action based on evidence but adapted to local
circumstances, understand and explain complexity, make hard decisions, agree on
trade-offs and make rational spending choices. If something is not working, it is
wasteful to do more of the same. A starting point for government is to shift the policy
focus to raising quality, aim high and use a broad definition of quality, then set clear
directions, allocate resources where the evidence shows they are most likely to
improve education performance and provide the right incentives for educational
achievement.

Clarify outcomes and value quality
A first message from the experience of high performing countries is that
disadvantage and quality are not in competition. The overarching objective of
schools is to promote high quality learning outcomes for all students. Policies to
ameliorate educational disadvantage should therefore support rather than detract
from this objective. All students end up being disadvantaged in a school system that
is inflexible, that fails to cater for individual needs, that has a minimalist definition of
quality and that does not value high achievement.
In a knowledge-based society, the success of a school system should be judged in
the light of outcomes across a range of content areas, with an emphasis on skills
such as conceptual understanding, problem solving, critical thinking, creativity and
communication as well as on emotional and multiple intelligences and interpersonal
skills. All children from all backgrounds need the same thing from their schooling to
enable them to thrive post-school: a strong curriculum delivered by good teachers
who are held to high standards and who, in turn, have high expectations of students.
Rather than targeting basic skills proficiency, education policy should focus on the
capacity of schools to provide a broad, rich and challenging curriculum to all
students, with teaching, learning and testing focused on the full range of skills that
students need for life, work and further study.

Clarify the equity objectives of schools
In Australia, like the United States and United Kingdom, successive school reforms
and huge investment have not been particularly successful in narrowing the
achievement gap between students from different socio-economic backgrounds. A
plausible conclusion, borne out by a great deal of evidence from different contexts, is
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that these reforms have focused on the wrong things – structural reform, assessment
and monitoring – but not on the core of what happens in the classroom, teacher
quality or the curriculum.
Understanding the complex nature of educational disadvantage and acknowledging
the limits on the capacity of schools to address the sources of disadvantage when
they have no control over family and social circumstances is a necessary first step
towards building the capacity of schools to make a greater difference. A realistic
definition of equity would be helpful. As the Productivity Commission (2012)
suggests, in defining equity, it is important to distinguish between the aim of all
students having equal opportunity to realise their education potential irrespective of
their individual, economic or social circumstances, and that of equality of student
outcomes in terms of levels of achievement. As the intrinsic abilities of students vary
considerably and as individual motivation and application also influence
achievement, there will always be variation in achievement levels. According to the
Productivity Commission, future efforts to improve outcomes for students from
disadvantaged backgrounds need to break away from the ‘long-term pattern of
ineffective policies and programs’ and call for a ‘more concerted effort by policy
makers to systematically gather and publish evidence on “what works” and use it in
formulating initiatives’ (Productivity Commission 2012:22).
That evidence would show that, rather than schools being held responsible for the
impossible goal of equal education outcomes, they should have the authority to use
professional judgement to assess individual student needs, to provide the necessary
academic and social support, and to work with the school community and other
professionals to achieve the best outcomes.

Prioritise teacher quality
The evidence is clear that world class education systems ‘invest educational
resources where they can make most of a difference, they attract the most talented
teachers into the most challenging classroom, and they establish effective spending
choices that prioritise the quality of teachers’ (Schleicher 2011b). As Finland has
shown, a high quality teaching force is not necessarily due to tradition, but can be
achieved through deliberate, coherent policy choices, carefully implemented over
time. In Finland, teacher quality reforms began in the 1970s and took several
decades to show up in high student achievement.
Teacher quality has been a centrepiece of policy statements and reform efforts in
many OECD countries including Australia for some time, demonstrating that there
are no short cuts and quick fixes for a quality teaching workforce. The evidence
shows that policies need to cover many fronts to: optimise the pool of potential
teachers; improve recruiting systems and staff selection; raise the quality and
change the nature of initial teacher education programs; improve induction
processes; support continuing education; address the issue of salaries; assess
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performance; and provide opportunities for the best performers. The
professionalisation of teachers’ working environment is a precondition of success.
The evidence also shows that reforms in all these areas are likely to founder if
teachers themselves are not engaged in the design and implementation of policies to
improve teacher quality.

The importance of policy coherence
In high performing systems, policies and practices are aligned and coherent over
time, and are implemented without excessive administrative control. Generating
initiatives is relatively easy and creates an illusion of action but often actions are
short-term and disconnected. An unfocused approach is not only likely to reduce the
cumulative effect of interventions but may also mean different interventions work
against each other. A key to effective policymaking in education, according to the
OECD, is to understand the interdependence of issues and adopt policies that are
mutually reinforcing.
In addition to coherence, the sequencing of reforms can be important. Some policies
require prior reforms if they are to be effective. School autonomy and teacher
professionalism for example require reforms to the quality and preparation of
teachers before they can work. While the evidence shows that teachers need to be
entrusted with the kind of autonomy that other professionals enjoy, increasing
teacher professionalism can be counterproductive if the quality and education of the
teachers are inadequate and they are not up to the task.
The collaboration between the United States government and the OECD reported in
Lessons from PISA for the United States, advocates a coherent approach to school
reform. The report concludes:
The United States risks lagging behind the most advanced education systems
unless it can find a way to ensure that: the tests it uses are evaluating what
students should be taught; the instructional materials that are available match
the content that teachers are supposed to be teaching; schools of education
are preparing teachers to teach what the state expects students to learn;
there is a pool of potential teachers who are up to the task; the standards for
admission to the institutions that prepare teachers are high enough to attract
the kinds of people who will be needed; the programmes of those institutions
are designed to attract young people who could choose to be doctors and
architects and engineers; the incentives that influence young people include
those to take tough courses and work hard in school; the credentials that
young people learn in school match the needs and expectations of employers
and colleges; and so on. This is a partial list, but the point should be clear: the
parts and pieces have to fit together, and there will be a lot of them in a
successful plan. (OECD 2011d:253)
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Using evidence and building on strengths
In urging the development of education policy on the basis of reliable evidence on
effective teaching, Levin (2010: 740) suggests that ‘one way of thinking about the
challenge is to see the task of schooling as being to bring more students than ever
before to higher levels of achievement than ever before on a broader range of skills
and knowledge than ever before.’ This objective gives both quality and equity a
central place, sets a high bar for performance and keeps the focus on students and
learning. The experience of schools that achieve better than others and countries
with consistently high performance provides a wealth of information and ideas for
policymakers to draw on and adapt to their own circumstances.
As Levin (2010: 740) also points out, the ‘goals of education are so lofty that we
must inevitably fall short in achieving them.’ Social and economic change will
continue to drive the need for new school policies, so that even the best performers
have to revisit their policies if their success is to continue. From the pinnacle of
education performance, Finland has begun this process, questioning how it will
withstand the pressures of resource constraint and social change. Finland identifies
the strengths it will build on into the future: a clear and shared sense of educational
purpose for the future; high quality teachers and principals; positive attitudes in the
Finnish community to education; and good systems for recognising and dealing with
learning difficulties. But Finland also recognises a need to address particular issues
that are highlighted by the available data: the need for greater efficiency and
productivity, given the rising costs of schooling; the complex needs of the five per
cent of the age cohort who fall through the cracks and fail to complete secondary
school; gradually increasing differences in the performance of the best and worst
schools; and the poor performance of boys, especially in reading.
A sound analysis of current strengths and weaknesses, a good understanding of the
research evidence and a clear and shared sense of future purpose set the scene for
the ‘genuine political debate’ that is needed if additional public investment in
schooling is to have the potential to improve education outcomes.
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