Report on Visit to Tasmania, Australia November 2006

The aims of the visit to Australia were to learn from the experiences of the departments of education of Victoria and Tasmania in leading curriculum change and to explore how they were addressing practical aspects of implementation. 
Tasmania

The Department of Education of Tasmania embarked on a programme to redefine the curriculum, at a cost of 12.6 Australian dollars for 5000 teachers.  It resulted in a negative backlash from teachers and the community and cost the minister of education her post. David Hanlon, Deputy Secretary for Education, was frank about the factors contributing to this reaction against the curriculum changes and the steps they are now taking to counteract the problems.

“We lobbed it 5km, which was too far.  So we have now brought it back to 2km.”

In 2002 Essential Learnings Framework 1 was published. This included:

· Values and purposes statement

· Essential Learnings: thinking; communicating; personal futures; social responsibility; world futures

· Culminating outcomes for the essentials

· Learning, teaching and assessment principles

In 2003 Essential Learnings Framework 2, which included the outcomes and standards, was published.  A web-based learning, teaching and assessment guide was also designed. 

School example

Clarence High School, is a pilot school for the new curriculum standards. Staff were involved in the initial consultation on the standards but were unable to say whether all schools had been included in this exercise.  Lead teachers work with cross curricular teams to plan around concepts such as World Futures. There is a strong focus on inquiry skills and active participation of students. The school day, deployment of staff and building design are all factors which contribute to the student experience. While part of the building appears to be of a conventional design, more recent adaptations have been planned to meet the needs of the new curriculum. In common with schools in Scotland which are already putting A Curriculum for Excellence into action, there was an element of present practice which provided a foundation upon which to build. Collaborative practice and concept-based learning had already been established to some extent under the leadership of the previous principal (2000-04). When the new school principal took over in 2005, she built upon this framework to pilot the new standards. However, the school did have to address the broader issues which arose across the state in response to the changes. The school handbook for 2005 included a very detailed account of the new curriculum with a great deal of educational jargon. In contrast, the 2006 version has a shorter, clearer, more streamlined summary.

Reaction to changes

Initial feedback to the proposed changes was been positive. In fact, it was believed that the ‘tipping point’ had been reached. However, while departmental leaders believe that they adopted collaborative approaches at the beginning and had made use of research, they admit, in retrospect, that they did not manage to engage fully with teachers and the community, especially secondary principals, unions and parents. When implementation began, teachers found the standards too vague and, when asked to report on e.g. acting democratically, they reacted very strongly.  Providing teachers with the standards without clear guidance about how to use their existing expertise was a step too far. 

“We unwittingly grew the idea that they we did not value what teachers were doing at present.”  


Steven Figg, Coordinator for Curriculum Standards 

Press reaction was swift and merciless.  The ‘jargon buster’ published on the department’s website was ridiculed and used as a weapon against the reforms.  One newspaper ran a campaign against the modern curriculum, accusing the department of left wing social engineering.

Lessons  learned

Education leaders in Tasmania have learned a great deal from their experience and offered the following advice:

· Leadership is a key issue.  Pay a great deal of attention to principals and push the changes strongly with them.

· Model the good things from the beginning, not at the end, to help schools to see what the curriculum can look like.

· Publicise good news stories from schools

· Provide the right level of guidance. Teachers feel insecure when put into the position of not knowing what to do. They still need ‘what to do materials’

· Provide training in concept based learning for connections and interdisciplinary work

· Grow interdisciplinary working out of existing subjects and use teacher expertise

· Focus the image on the classroom experience. Create a strong emphasis on pedagogy

· Do not use jargon

· Recognise the natural conservatism of the teaching profession and that there will always be people who “do not come to the party.”  
Present position

A new minister of education was appointed with a more cautious view of the curriculum.  The department has led a consultation with teachers and parents to “refine the curriculum”. Focus groups have been held with random groups of teachers in addition to the initial pilot group of schools.  A stronger effort is being made to match assessment to classroom practice.  The department has also been working more closely with school principals, parents, unions and the community. 

The results of this consultation were published at the beginning of December 2006.  Keeping the best of the Essential Learnings approach was widely supported, for example, developing students’ thinking skills.

There was very strong support for the development of teaching guides for each curriculum area to guide teachers and provide consistency across schools. 

The refined framework will be made up of the following areas: 

· English/Literacy 

· Mathematics/Numeracy 

· Science 

· Information and Communications 

· Technology (ICT) 

· Society and History 

· Arts 

· Health and Wellbeing 

· Vocational and Applied Learning 

This simpler approach replaces the 18 curriculum components under Essential Learnings. The Ministerial Taskforce on Reporting to Parents will present its recommendations to the Minister for Education in the next few weeks. 

In primary school children will be assessed against state standards in:

· English/Literacy; 

· Mathematics/Numeracy; 

· Science; and 

· Society and History. 

Health and Wellbeing and the Arts will be assessed by the teacher by a comment based on judgement of progress being made. Teachers will monitor ICT progress across the years, with state assessment by a skills check at year 6.

In secondary school students will be assessed against state standards in:

· English/Literacy; 

· Mathematics/Numeracy; 

· Science; 

· Society and History; 

· Health and Wellbeing; and 

· Arts. 

Learning in the Vocational and Applied Learning area will be assessed by the teacher by a comment based on judgement of progress or by an assessment alternative that matches the specific learning programme. Teachers will monitor ICT progress across the years, with state assessment by a skills check at year 10. The refined curriculum framework does not affect students in Years 11 and 12.
Other differences from the original proposal include:

· Personal Development has been changed to Health and Wellbeing. 

· Vocational and Applied Learning has been added to cover the many technology, enterprise, business and community learning opportunities secondary students currently experience.  

· Languages other than English (LOTE) will be more clearly represented within the curriculum framework.  While language teaching is encouraged, it is not compulsory.

Work on implementation will begin immediately with the aim of full implementation by the end of 2008.There will also be a brief period of consultation about which areas of the curriculum framework should be compulsory in which years of schooling. Three options will be canvassed in the period between the beginning of the 2007 school year and Easter. 

Conclusion

The staff in the education department were clearly shaken by their experience and, while not giving up on the philosophy of the new curriculum, they are adopting a much more direct and inclusive approach to working with their stakeholders. The lack of steps e.g. critical self-evaluation and independent research, which might have helped them to judge the impact at an earlier stage, was evident. There are lessons to be learned from their experience. The advice offered does not contain any points which have not been considered by the national team in Scotland, but the Tasmanian experience brings them into sharper focus for all those involved in the implementation of A Curriculum for Excellence.

May Sweeney

National Co-ordinator, A Curriculum for Excellence

Learning and Teaching Scotland

December 2006
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