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Over the course of the last six months, the Australian College of Educators has 
been reflecting on our past, critically assessing our present and planning for our 
future much like the theme of the first edition of Professional Educator for 2017.

The ACE has a long and proud history which is 
evidenced by the fact that we, as a professional 
association have been in operation for nearly 60 
years. However, as all practitioners working within the 
education profession recognise, the rapidly changing 
environments in which we now operate require us all 
the be able to adapt, change and grow to ensure we 
remain relevant and timely.

The new look and feel of Professional Educator is 
just one of the ways the College is adapting and 
changing to better suit the needs of professional 
educators across all sectors and systems. The 
electronic version of Professional Educator enable 
quick and direct access to information, resources 
and reference material whilst maintaining the high 
calibre articles from some of the leading education 
professional around the country.

This edition has an excellent cross section of topics 
and issues all with the overarching theme of past, 
present and future.

Educating Australia is hot off the presses and edited 
by Glen C. Savage, a long standing and committed 
ACE member and Tom Bentley. The article gives 
readers a taste of the latest research and opinions 
on education reform in Australia over the past 
decade from leading educators. Investigating reforms 
such as the Australian Curriculum, standardised 
national assessments in literacy and numeracy 
(NAPLAN), professional standards and partial 
implementation of the “Gonski” needs-based 
funding reforms, the article is a snap shot of the 
“new, evidence-based directions for change and as 
providing a pragmatic and forward-looking guide 
to questions that will be central to Australia’s 
educational debates, and our performance, in the 
years ahead.” 

Doug McCurry’s article Assessment in Year 12 in 
Australia 2020 and beyond tackles the issue of 
assessment and certification and investigates the 
history, current practice and possible advances 
that need to be made as well as the impacts 
of competitive stress particularly at the upper 
secondary levels.

This leads nicely into Helen Askell-Williams article 
on Life at School and Students’ Mental Health. 
Mental health is no longer the taboo subject it 
was 20 or 30 years ago with some very high profile 
individuals openly discussing their mental health 
issues and how it has and continues to affect them. 
Life at School and Students’ Mental Health focuses 
on research work being carried out by Helen and 
her collegues on metacognitive self-regulatory 
capabilities and their importance in a school setting.

This edition also has great articles from contributors 
such as Rod Cam, CEO of the Australian Council 
for Private Education and Training on Vocational 
Education and Training and the challenges this 
sector has faced and is facing in the future. Beth 
Blackwood, CEO of the Association of Heads of 
Independent Schools Australia in her article raises a 
series of issues surrounding the Lexicon of Education 
Reform.

The fact that the ACE is the professional association 
of educators across all sectors and systems is 
displayed at its best in this edition of Professional 
Educators and I hope you enjoy the articles, 
commentary, questions and issues this edition of our 
magazine delivers.

Editorial by ACE National President, the Hon. Bronwyn Pike, MACE

Australian 
Education – past, 
present and future



1Professional Educator Q1 — 2017

R E G U L A R S

Australian Education  i 
– past, present and future 

CEO Report 2
DebatED 3

T H I S  E D I T I O N

Educating Australia 4
Assessment at Year 12 in  8
Australia for 2020 and Beyond

The Lexicon of Education Reform 13
Life at school: And students’  17
mental health

Vocational Education and Training 20

P R O F E S S I O N A L  C O N V E R S AT I O N S

Interview with Emilia Fields 24
School Debating 26
Forrest Learning 28

Contents



Professional Educator Q1 — 20172

As members have perhaps already observed, ACE has been undergoing some 
significant changes over the past six to eight months. These changes are a direct 
result of on-going connectivity and collaboration with education professionals 
across the country. Like many professional associations, ACE must adapt, grow, 
challenge, innovate and develop in a highly competitive market. The College’s long 
and proud history of nearly 60 years provides a significant foundation from which 
to confront the challenges facing the education profession in Australia.

Accordingly, the College is initiating/investing in 
a major project to investigate the “what, when, 
where, why, how” of practitioners in the education 
profession. The ACE Co-Design Project will examine 
how educators are currently represented at local, 
state and national levels, identify what challenges 
they are facing, (no matter in which sector or 
system they currently practise), and determine how 
an association like the College needs to evolve to 
ensure continued membership value and intrinsic 
professional worth.

The Co-Design project is focused on gathering 
information including views, opinions and 
experiences from all educators, not just current ACE 
members, and collaborating in partnership to build a 
professional association that delivers what educators 
want and need. Co-Design is all about revitalizing 
the College from the ground up and that begins with 
understanding what is directly affecting education 
professionals across the country.

The Co-Design project also involves a series of in-
person and on-line focus groups. These sessions 
will be 30 minutes duration and will provide a 
forum in which to discuss the past, present and 
future direction of the College. A number of schools, 
universities and other educational bodies have 
agreed to participate in the focus groups over the 
course of the coming weeks. If you are interested in 
participating or would like to arrange an in-person 
focus group at your workplace, please contact me 
directly on helen.jentz@austcolled.com.au

This type of project is always challenging and, in 
many ways, confronting. The structure, activities 
and events that professional associations have 
traditionally offered appear to be becoming obsolete. 
Information, connectivity and accessibility are 
in large part being driven by technology and the 
membership associations that once dominated the 
policy and services landscape are changing rapidly. 
As noted by Sarah Sladek in her book ‘The end of 
membership as we know it’, “The dominance that 
associations once celebrated is now crumbling. 
Membership has lost its meaning amid an audience 
that no longer wants or needs to be members, 
partly because of technology and partly because 
of differing values shared by young generations. In 
other words, technology and demographic shifts are 
rendering associations irrelevant.” 

So is this actually the case? Are professional 
associations a thing of the past replaced by tailored 
packages of information and services that are 
specific to each individual? For the sake of the 
thousands of people employed by professional 
associations, including myself, it is hoped that the 
answer to these questions is a resounding “NO!” But 
how do we know if we don’t ask? Current research 
indicates that there remains a need, maybe even an 
essential need, for professional associations to exist 
(and grow and develop). 

As was noted by Stephen Dinham, immediate Past-
President ACE, in his interview with Rebecca Vukovic 
for EducationHQ, “ in the current political climate, 

CEO Report

by Helen Jentz

Building a modern  
membership association
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DebatEd

the role of professional associations has become 
increasingly important. What’s tended to happen is 
there is a lot of change being imposed and produced 
in education and the educators have not been 
consulted or have been part of that process, so it’s 
important professional associations can actually 
critique change and they can be proactive in terms 
of calling for certain things, but also reacting to 
things like government inquiries and submissions”.

I believe that a strong, united and representative 
professional association for all educators is more 
important than ever! Educators, regardless of sector 
or system, are facing increasing pressure, increasing 

criticism, increasing red-tape and increasing 
challenges; they need to exercise their professional 
right and develop and maintain a powerful and 
influential voice in educational reform, policy and 
implementation.

This, along with professional and relevant quality 
services and support, collegiality and connectivity 
are what a truly modern professional association 
must deliver. I know that the ACE Board, members 
and staff will be extremely interested to discover 
if this is the correlating view of the profession as 
we progress with the ACE Co-Design Project.

State of Our Schools
The recently released State of Our Schools survey by 
the Australian Education Union (AEU) indicates that 
public schools are falling short of basic resources.

A summary of the findings includes:

According to the responses received, 83% of schools 
are resorting to fundraising to boost their budgets, 
and 90% of principals who fundraise describe it as 
‘ important’ or ‘very important’.

Fundraising is being used for school essentials, with 
50% of schools using it for computer hardware or 
software, 45% for sports equipment, 43% for library 
resources or textbooks and 26% of schools for basic 
maintenance on school infrastructure.

The report found that teachers were most likely 
to spend their own money on stationery (78%), 
classroom supplies (75%) and library resources 
(43%). Half of these teachers were shown to spend 
more than $500 of their own money each year on 
these basics.

However, some teachers (10%) were shown to spend 
up to $2,000 of their own money each year on basic 
school resources.

The AEU holds that the results highlight the critical 
importance of school funding and on-going issues 
regarding resourcing.

If you would like to engage in DebatED,  
please send your comments and opinions  
to debatED@austcolled.com.au 

From the Twittersphere
Do you see yourself as #morethanjustateacher 

Interesting program on SBS Insight | A teacher 
changed my life

www.sbs.com.au/news/insight/tvepisode/teacher-
changed-my-life

Reducing Teacher Workload, a global issue

#education #teacherworkload

www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/593913/6.2799_DFE_MB_
Reducing_Teacher_Workload_Poster_20161213_print.
pdf

Speech disorders in pre-schoolers

#gonski

www.theage.com.au/victoria/nearly-a-third-of-
preschool-teachers-overlook-common-speech-
disorder-study-finds-20170403-gvcnbh.html

Is there a silo mentality in education

#silos #edtech

www.edtechmagazine.com/k12/article/2016/09/
rise-above-your-silo-mentality-technology-
implementation

School funding and the class divide

#ednewsoz

www.abc.net.au/news/2017-04-02/school-funding-
shortfall-met-by-teachers-and-parents/8407866
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Educating 
Australia
Challenges for the decade ahead

Australian schooling has undergone major changes over the last decade, mainly 
through national policy reforms agreed by federal and state governments. In 
some cases, these changes were debated for decades in Australia but, for various 
reasons, never materialised. 

Significant reforms include:

• The Australian Curriculum.

•  Standardised national assessments in  
literacy and numeracy (NAPLAN).

•  National reporting on schools through the  
My School website.

•  Professional standards for teachers and 
principals.

• A universally accessible year of pre-school.

•  Partial implementation of the “Gonski”  
needs-based funding reforms.

New organisations have also been established for 
driving national reform, including the Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 
(ACARA), which developed the Australian Curriculum, 
National Assessment Program and My School 
website; and the Australian Institute for Teaching 
and School Leadership (AITSL), which developed the 
Australian Professional Standards for Teachers and 
Principals. 

These reforms have been made possible by 
unprecedented levels of intergovernmental 
cooperation, bolstered by increased federal 
government commitment to investing in education, 
particularly during the Labor governments of Kevin 
Rudd and Julia Gillard (2007–13). 

The scope and depth of these changes leave an 
indelible imprint on the landscape of education, 
forming a new national architecture for policy-
making, coordination and reporting between 
governments in our federal system. 

Over the same decade, rapid economic, social, 
technological and cultural changes have generated 
new pressures and possibilities for education 
systems – and the people who work in them.

For example, Australia continues to become more 
ethnically and culturally diverse, and more closely 
connected to the Asia-Pacific region. It is more active 
in its use of mobile and digital technology, more 
urbanised and more unequal in wealth and income.

The structure of jobs and work is also changing 
significantly in Australia, with employment in 
professional and technical jobs increasing while 
the number of people working in manual jobs has 
declined.

This has serious implications for education in 
terms how we prepare young people for future 
employment. 

These broader shifts, and the political responses 
to them, increasingly place education in a vice. 
Schools and system leaders face mounting pressure 
to achieve better outcomes for more people, while 
expected simultaneously to innovate and solve wider 
problems of society. And this is all to be done in a 
context of growing fiscal austerity.

by Glen C. Savage and Tom Bentley
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Lots of change, but very  
little impact!
Unfortunately, despite significant reforms over the 
past decade, there is very little sign of positive 
impacts or outcomes. For example:

•  The percentage of Australian students 
successfully completing Year 12 is not improving.

•  State and federal school funding policies are 
still reproducing a status quo that entrenches 
sectoral division and elitism.

•  New evidence-informed methods, such as 
clinical and targeted teaching models (which 
focus on careful monitoring and evaluation 
of individual student progress and teaching 
impact), are being taken up very slowly in 
teacher education degrees and schools.

•  The status and efficacy of vocational learning 
have shown little meaningful improvement.

•  NAPLAN and My School have not led to 
improvements in literacy and numeracy, with 
recent data showing either stagnation or decline.

•  The performance of Australian students in 
international assessments of maths, science and 
literacy skills has steadily declined.

Policy is also failing to combat entrenched 
inequalities between young people from different 
socio-economic backgrounds, geographical areas 
and cultural backgrounds. 

As a result, educational opportunities and 
outcomes become further polarised. Young people 
from privileged backgrounds are accruing further 
advantage. Those from disadvantaged backgrounds 
are increasingly locked out of competitive education 
and job markets. 

The raft of national reforms achieved since the 
mid-2000s were designed to address many of the 
persistent issues of economic restructuring and 
dislocation, educational underachievement, social 
and demographic marginalisation to which we are 
pointing.

Yet somehow, despite hard-fought political battles 
and reforms, and the daily efforts of system leaders, 
teachers, parents and students across the nation, 
we continue to replicate a system in which key 
indicators of impact and equity are stagnating or 
going backwards.

The global growth of identity politics, fostering 
conflict over class, race, gender and migration, puts 
these trends in stark context.
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So, what are we doing 
wrong?
In our new edited book, Educating Australia: 
Challenges for the Decade Ahead, we tackle this 
question and seek to create a more innovative and 
productive interaction between ideas, evidence, 
policy and practice in education.

The scholars, practitioners and policy thinkers involved 
in the book examine key issues in education and 
canvas opportunities for improving outcomes on a wide 
scale. This includes areas like teaching, assessment, 
curriculum, funding and system-wide collaboration.

While the book represents a diversity of opinion and 
recommendations, we believe it is possible to see three 
dominant messages emerging, which together give us 
important insights into what we might be doing wrong, 
and how we might do things better in future. 

Inequality is a major problem
When reading the book, it becomes impossible to 
avoid the conclusion that growing inequality and 
inequity pose great threats to educational progress 
over the coming decade.

Perhaps most unsettling is that policies designed to 
tackle inequalities have in some cases contributed to 
further division.

The current school funding impasse is exemplary of 
this problem. This is an area continuously bedeviled 
by the difficulties of achieving collaboration in our 
federal system.

It also remains hamstrung by highly inequitable 
funding settlements, established over many decades. 
These continue to entrench privilege in elite schools, 
while consistently failing to provide “needs-based” 
funding to schools and young people who need the 
most support.

Good public policy matters
Many of the chapters emphasize the vital role played 
by public policy in steering and mediating what 
happens in education. Policy creates ‘conditions 
of possibility’ for both the ideas and practices of 
education.

However, as several chapters make clear, while ‘good 
policy’ is critical to achieving positive change, it can 
rarely achieve direct control over what happens 
in schools. There’s a crucial difference, therefore, 
between the ideas (and aspirations) of policy and its 
enactment in schools.

The problem is, one gets an impression from the 
book that politics often serves to impede, rather 

than enable, good policy. Australian schooling 
remains perilously hamstrung by party politics, 
short-termism, distractions and ineffective ‘magic 
bullet’ solutions.

Finding ways to move beyond these constraints (as 
far as possible) and to achieve longer-term bipartisan 
commitments to reform is desperately needed.

Lots of quality evidence, but 
not always put into practice
The chapters also reflect an expanding body of 
quality research evidence and ideas about ways we 
might improve schooling systems.

Indeed, huge value would be created in Australia if 
the ways of framing and delivering teaching, learning 
and community engagement were adjusted to 
reflect new methods and perspectives arising from 
innovative research.

The problem is, such research is rarely translated 
into widespread practice. Or, alternatively, the pace 
of change remains remarkably slow.

We think this is partly because of a lack of adequate 
collaboration and knowledge sharing mechanisms. 

But it is also because the field of schooling is rapidly 
evolving and increasing in complexity – in ways that 
reflect broader society. 

As we write in the book, education is “a strand, 
entangled and interwoven, with the burning 
questions of our age, as the world struggles to come 
to grips with the pressures and uncertainties that 
confront us early in the twenty-first century.”

As such, we not only need to do a better job of putting 
existing evidence into practice, but we also need to 
constantly adapt research and always be generating 
new evidence in response to changing contexts.  

Looking to the future…
We cannot expect education to solve all society’s 
problems, especially via quick-fix plans. Yet it 
is inescapable that education plays a vital role 
in influencing the direction of social, economic, 
technological and cultural change and that politics 
will seek a legitimate role in improving educational 
outcomes. 

So, if we know that education matters and that it is 
not a ‘magic bullet’, then we must turn to questions 
about ‘the what’ and ‘the how’ of schooling, and 
consider how to construct and share the knowledge 
and capabilities that can translate evidence about 
what produces positive outcomes into widespread 
practice. 
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Education is what makes us tick

Fortunately, we see many opportunities for 
innovation, institution-building and system learning, 
ranging from new channels through which policy-
makers can share and collaborate, through to online 
technologies enabling teachers and young people to 
share and learn across vast distances.

To harness these various new potentials, however, 
reform of our existing systems is required – and 
across the book, contributing authors signal multiple 
areas where productive changes might be made to 
public policy, institutional approaches and everyday 
educational practices.

Policy interventions, of course, rarely achieve their 
objectives in isolation, or in predictable or linear ways, 
when they encounter complex systems and realities.

That is why we need to continue to rethink the 
purposes of education as we go, and align these with 
the workings of curriculum, assessment, regulation 
and funding, along with the daily efforts of teachers, 
students and other community members.

Far greater attention and skill is needed to craft and 
build the institutional capabilities that render goals 
achievable, ensure fairness, and foster innovation 
and systemic learning in the public interest.

Practical lessons arising from recent innovations in 
teacher education, professional learning, curriculum 
alignment and inter-school collaboration can help here.

We also need to move beyond a fascination with 
divisions between governments in Australia’s federal 
system. We must focus instead on harnessing the 
potential of networks and collaborations across 
systems. 

Ultimately, the future success of Australian schooling 
hinges on whether powerful ideas can be realized in 
practice, across tens of thousands of classrooms and 
communities.

We see Educating Australia as proposing new, 
evidence-based directions for change and as 
providing a pragmatic and forward-looking guide 
to questions that will be central to Australia’s 
educational debates, and our performance, in the 
years ahead.

Biography
Tom Bentley is a writer and policy adviser. He is 
Principal Adviser to the Vice Chancellor at RMIT 
University and a Senior Honorary Fellow at the 
Melbourne Graduate School of Education.

Glenn C. Savage is a Senior Lecturer in Education 
Policy and Politics in the Melbourne Graduate School 
of Education at the University of Melbourne.
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Assessment at Year  
12 in Australia for 
2020 and Beyond
Lessons Learnt and Future Directions

As we move towards 2020 it is a good time to think about the current state of 
assessment and certification in our school systems, to take a look back at where 
we came from, and to look forward to where we might go.

The current situation
There are widely expressed concerns about 
competitive stress in the upper secondary schools 
of Australia, and there is good reason for asking 
whether the pressure placed on upper secondary 
students is necessary. Is the pressure on upper 
secondary students in Australia productive, and are 
the assessment systems at upper secondary school 
attaining an appropriate level of productive pressure 
rather than unproductive stress?

On the other hand there is the opposite concern 
about international competitiveness of Australian 
students. The results of international studies of 
educational achievement are widely opined. There 
is concern about the standing of our students 
against those in Singapore, Hong Kong, Shanghai and 
Finland. These concerns seem to imply a desire for 
more competitive pressure on Australian students.

There is also a concern about the levels of basic 
skills currently attained by the graduates of 
secondary schools in Australia. There are concerns 
that secondary students are not achieving the basic 
literacy and numeracy skills needed for the 21st 
century, and most Australian systems now require 
or are considering requiring certain levels of literacy 
and numeracy for satisfactory completion of a senior 
certificate.

And on the other hand there is concern that the 
focus of attention in upper secondary school is 
still too academic, and that insufficient attention is 
given to the personal skills and attitudes (such as 
teamwork, adaptability and innovation) that young 
people will need to cope with the challenges of 
the future. Upper secondary school seems to be 
focussed on gaining high tertiary entrance scores 
rather than developing either basic enabling or 
higher-order thinking skills.

There are evident contradictions in these concerns 
about more and less competition, the need for 
more attention to basic skills and more attention to 
higher-order thinking and personal and social skills. 

As we move towards 2020 there is reason for 
asking whether the contradictions to be seen in 
these concerns about upper secondary schooling 
in Australia can be lessened, and even, perhaps, 
resolved.

If we look back, how did we get to the current 
position in upper secondary school in Australia? And 
as we look forward, how might we better arrange 
assessment and certification at upper secondary 
school and the transition from school to work or 
further education in the future?

by Doug McCurry
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What has happened 
with assessment and 
certification?
In the 1950s and 60s there were intermediate 
and leaving certificates awarded at stages in the 
secondary system, and upper secondary school 
was reserved for matriculation to university. In the 
1970s years 11 and 12 were broadened to be for 
transition to both further education and work. While 
the matriculation examinations had been controlled 
by universities, the 1970s and 1980s saw the 
establishment of independent boards of secondary 
studies that were given responsibility for curriculum 
and assessment at upper secondary school.

In the 1960s assessment at upper secondary school 
was an end of year external examination. There was 
little or no prescription of teaching and learning 
processes in years 11 and 12 by the university 
controlled systems, even though the examinations 
were the sole basis of success and failure.

The limitations of a single external examination 
were generally recognised in the 1960s, and in 
the 1970s there was interest in and research into 
alternatives to external examinations (Radford 
1970). The concerns about the efficacy of end of year 
examinations led to the development of alternative 
tertiary entrance procedures involving on-going 
teacher assessment focused on a broader range 
of skills than could be accommodated in a single 
examination. There were also efforts to broaden 
curriculum with core and optional units in subjects 
that allowed choice for teachers and students.

External examinations were abolished in 
Queensland in 1974, and a system that came to 
be known as ‘externally moderated school based 
assessment’ was developed in that state. 

The Australian Capital Territory left the New South 
Wales examination system and introduced a system 
of ‘school based curriculum and assessment’ in 
1976.

The 1980s saw increasing integration of general 
and vocational education, and the development 
of multiple pathways in upper secondary school 
for transition to work or further education. The 
1980s also saw efforts to increase participation 
and retention rates in upper secondary school. 
To make upper secondary school more flexible, 
subjects were ‘semesterised’ and ‘modularised’. 
While processes were developed for moderating 
the school-based assessments used in tertiary 
entrance, a range of unmoderated and unscored 
school-based assessments were also developed. 
The notion of passing or failing Year 12 was 
replaced with a record of what had been achieved 
by students. This change is currently being reversed 
with the introduction of literacy and numeracy 
requirements for the satisfactory completion of 
senior secondary certificates.

During the 1980s some form of teacher or school-
based assessment was introduced into all 
Australian systems. But there were differences in 
the way and the extent to which the end of year 
external examination was balanced by teacher 
assessment in different systems. 
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The questioning of the efficacy of external 
examinations lead some commentators to forecast 
the end of external examinations in the 1990s (PACTF 
1987). It was argued that school-based assessment 
is more flexible and sensitive to student needs than 
external assessment, and that it would be more 
reliable duwe to being more comprehensive, both in 
terms of what could be assessed and in the duration 
of the assessment. It was argued that a teacher who 
spent a year with a group of students was better able 
to rank them than external assessments, while it was 
also accepted that teachers were not in a position 
to establish the standing of their students in 
comparison with other students across the system. 
It was recognised that an external assessment was 
needed for between school comparisons.

Those who opposed the abolition of external 
examinations argued that the pressure of an external 
examination was realistic and salutary (Donnelly 
2013). External assessments were taken to be more 
reliable than school-based assessments because 
they were standardised by external requirements, 
and the external assessments were not liable to the 
vagaries and subjectivities of teacher assessment.

While there were some bold attempts at school-
based assessment in the 1 980s and early 1990s, 
there were moves to rationalise and standardise 
upper secondary assessment in the 1990s. 

The 1990s also saw increased attention to the basic 
skills of literacy and numeracy. There was little 
system level standardised testing and no population 
testing of literacy and numeracy in Australia until 
the introduction of the NSW Basic Skills test in 1989. 
Such population testing spread to all systems in 
the 1990s, and a single national testing program for 
all students in years 3, 5, 7 and 9 was introduced in 
2008.

The 1990s also saw increasing concern about the 
‘work readiness’ and ‘employability’ of students 
leaving upper secondary school (McCurry 2003). What 
might be called the work-related skills movement 
to be seen internationally was manifest in the 
development of the work-related Key Competencies 
in 1994 in Australia. There was a second 
manifestation of these concerns with the report by 
business and industry to the federal government on 
‘employability skills’ in 2002. In recent years, similar 
concerns are to be seen in the international and 
local discussion of C21st skills.

Unlike the concerns about the generic skills of 
literacy and numeracy, the concerns about work-
related skills have had no tangible manifestation in 
the last 20 years. This inconclusiveness and inaction 
is a result of the difficulty of turning personal and 
work-related skills into a standardised assessment.

The moderation of upper 
secondary assessments
As assessment moved away from external 
examination towards teacher and school-based 
assessment, concerns increased about the reliability 
of such internal assessments. The 1990s saw 
increasing emphasis on standardising teacher 
assessment. There was less choice for teachers 
and students about what they would do and when. 
Courses prescribed increasingly specific assessment 
tasks in an attempt to standardise teacher 
assessments.

These activities were part of what is described 
as moderation of assessment in Australia. These 
moderation processes are intended to make the 
assessments of different teachers less idiosyncratic, 
more consistent and hence more reliable.

While there is a range of moderation processes 
used in upper secondary schools in Australia, it is 
usual to distinguish in broad terms between social 
moderation and statistical moderation. Social 
moderation involves some kind of qualitative review 
of student work. The review can be no more than a 
comparison and discussion of the work produced 
by students and the assessments made of it by 
teachers, or it can be a process of more or less 
formal reviewing and check marking of teachers’ 
assessments to confirm or possibly change them. 
The former can be roughly termed ‘consensus 
moderation’, and the latter is external ‘verification’ of 
teacher assessments. The differences between these 
forms of social moderation are very substantial, and 
they have quite different impacts on teaching and 
learning.

Statistical moderation involves no qualitative 
consideration of student work and the assessments 
of teachers. This procedure is the adjustment of 
teacher assessments to match the performance of 
the same students on an external assessment. Such 
statistical moderation of teacher assessments with 
external assessments is a typical and distinctive 
characteristic of Year 12 assessment and certification 
in Australia. It is related to another, perhaps unique 
characteristic of Australian education, which is the 
Australian Tertiary Entrance Rank (ATAR).

The ATAR is a single national tertiary entrance 
score on a thousand point scale based on many 
different combinations of subjects. The ATAR brings 
together the scores from a range of different 
subjects by adjusting them for presumed difficulty 
in content and skills, or for actual differences in the 
general academic abilities of the students taking a 
particular subject. A statistical process that is called 
standardisation or scaling is used to increase or 
decrease the scores of different subjects to bring the 
scores to a common scale so that they can then be 
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added together. After these adjustments the ATAR is 
offered as a single national measure of success at 
Year 12 for most students in Australia.

The ATAR is criticised because it is constructed from 
a range of fruit and vegetables and as a result lacks 
substantive meaning (Conversation 2016). It is also 
criticised because it advantages the students of 
mathematics and science courses in comparison 
with students studying less homogeneous groupings 
of subjects.

On the other hand the ATAR is supported because it 
attempts to recognise and value all kinds of studies, 
it aims to discourage students choosing studies 
on the basis of comparative advantage in scaling 
processes, and it makes tertiary entrance simple and 
transparent.

Some critics argue that the ATAR is unnecessary 
because prospective students are now being given 
greater access to tertiary studies than in the past, 
but there is still a good deal of support for the ATAR 
among tertiary institutions, and the ATAR is seen as a 
uniform, national standard for tertiary entrance.

Different assessment and 
certification systems
If we look internationally we can see marked 
differences in upper secondary assessment and 
certification, and we can also see substantial 
differences between systems in Australia (McCurry 
2013). 

The degree of central or distributed control is the key 
difference in upper secondary assessment systems. 
The French baccalaureate system has central control 
of curriculum and the same assessments across the 
nation. Curriculum control in the United States is 
located at regional or local levels, and assessment is 
usually under local control. Summative assessment 
can be under the auspices of the school itself in 
much of the United States. While there is little or 
no moderation of assessments between schools 
or districts in the United States, there are nation-
wide standardised assessments that offer a rough 

comparison with the assessments of individual 
schools. In Australia and France tertiary entrance is 
usually a matter of having higher scores than other 
applicants, but tertiary entrance in the United States 
is quite a complicated and even convoluted process.

In Australia we range from the systems of school-
based assessment in Queensland and the ACT 
to systems that combine external and internal 
assessment. While there are differences in the 
kinds of internal and external assessment in 
Australian systems, statistical moderation of internal 
assessment with external assessment is the most 
common model of upper secondary assessment in 
Australia.

Looking forward
Looking forward, how might we envisage an optimal 
system of assessment and certification at upper 
secondary school that might mitigate the concerns 
about the status quo mentioned above? How 
might we lessen the competitive stress on upper 
secondary students, ensure that they have strong 
basic and enabling skills, encourage higher-order 
critical and creative thinking, and encourage well-
rounded maturity in our young adults? It would be 
appropriate to begin such a review by rehearsing 
the most common criticisms of the typical approach 
to upper secondary assessment and certification in 
Australia.

It can be argued that systems in which internal 
assessment is moderated against a system-wide 
external assessment gives most importance to 
the external assessment, and makes the internal 
assessment comparatively unimportant. But 
this interaction between internal and external 
assessment changes with different kinds of 
assessment and moderation processes. Some 
internal assessment is comparatively unconstrained, 
while other kinds of teacher assessment are done 
under standardised conditions, and the teacher 
assessments are subject to external verification.

In practice there is a substantial and significant 
difference between curriculum-based external 
assessments that specify the topics to be assessed 
and the tasks to be done (what we roughly think of 
as ‘external examinations’) in contrast with external 
generic skills tests in which students have to 
understand and reason about unprepared material.

External generic skills tests can be criticised because 
they do not assess what students have learned in 
a subject. On the other hand, curriculum-based 
external assessments can be criticised in that 
students can be well prepared for the assessment, 
and they may seem to reach a level of performance 
that is not typical or representative of their 
untutored ability.
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The most common criticisms of curriculum-based 
external assessments are that they are highly 
predictable and subject to rote learning. They are 
not good assessments of basic skills because they 
are so heavily tutored, and they do not test generic 
and higher-order skills. Such external assessments 
are state-wide competitions that dominate upper 
secondary schooling.

Because most external curriculum-based 
examinations are highly predictable and heavily 
tutored they can become an assessment of 
a student’s diligence and ‘exam prep’, or an 
assessment of the teachers’ input rather than the 
skills and abilities of the student.

Pressure on students in Australia is at its most 
intense in curriculum-based external assessments. 
The competition is state wide, and the success of the 
students in systems with curriculum-based external 
moderation depends on comparative success in the 
external assessment.

In systems with generic skills tests for external 
moderation of internal assessments, there is a 
limit to which students can be usefully tutored for 
the skills test. In systems which use external skills 
tests to moderate internal assessments it is the 
rankings given by the teachers that are important to 
individual students. The competition in such systems 
is local rather than system-wide, and teachers can 
manage the internal assessment without the level of 
performance anxiety involved in externally verified or 
externally scored assessments.

A way forward?
The various and contradictory causes of concern 
about assessment at Year 12 mentioned above 
might seem to be endemic and inescapable. But 
there is reason for thinking that external verification 
and external curriculum-based assessments place 
much more stress and pressure on students than 
unconstrained internal assessments. Such internal 
assessments can be externally moderated by a 
generic skills test without the intensity of state-wide 
competitive external examinations.

In systems of internal assessment teachers are 
not concerned with preparing for an external 
competition. The competition can be managed within 
the school, and teachers are able to teach both basic 
skills and higher-order thinking without the pressure 
of preparing for a system-wide competition. 

A system in which unconstrained teacher assessment 
is moderated by an external skills test substantially 
relieves pressure on students and teachers, gives 
more time to focus on the most important aspects of 
a subject, and offers space to address both basic and 
higher-order skills without having to worry about the 

particulars of an external assessment.

Lessening the importance of state-wide competition 
could change the nature of upper secondary 
schooling in Australia. In such a situation students 
and teachers would be able to focus on skill 
development, the curriculum could be substantially 
broadened, and greater emphasis can be given to 
the development of personal skills and attitudes in 
upper secondary school. 

An unconstrained internal assessment moderated by 
an external skills test could be used to produce an 
ATAR (with all the practicality and convenience the 
ATAR offers) without the deleterious consequences of 
a curriculum-based, system-wide competition.
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At the end of December 2015 I moved to Canberra from Perth, where for just over 
18 years I had been Principal of PLC Perth, an independent day and boarding 
school for girls. PLC Perth has over 1,100 students and its educational provision 
begins in the Early Learning Centre, and continues through pre-Prep, Junior 
School, Middle School and Senior School. It is a great privilege to witness and 
contribute to the development of a child from their first step into formal learning 
through to their final year of schooling.

The Lexicon 
of Education 
Reform
by Beth Blackwood, Chief Executive Officer, Association of Heads of Independent Schools of Australia
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It’s a long drive from Perth to Canberra – around 
3,700 km – but I was soon to discover that it is 
nowhere near as great as the distance between the 
federal government and any of the 9,414 schools in 
Australia.

When you are surrounded by 1,100 students and 
some 250 staff for 42 weeks in a year, the purposes 
that drive your decision making as principal, and 
the outcomes of your decisions, are highly visible 
and very present. Yes, both state and federal 
governments write the rule books for schooling but, 
by and large, the quality of education that is offered 
to students, and the formation of their minds and 
characters that is part and parcel of that education, 
depends very much on the quality of the minds and 
characters of those who deliver it. 

There is an ethical dimension to teaching that 
cannot be regulated into being by codes of conduct 
or professional standards.

This is not to say that codes of conduct or 
professional standards are not important, or that 
the pedagogical skills of teachers are incidental. 
On the contrary, good teaching and professional 
practice are the prerequisites for creating successful 
learning opportunities in schools. Yet probably most 
of the many hundreds of split-second professional 
decisions that a teacher must make in a day will be 
determined as much by character as professional 
expertise.

The Australian Government owns no school, employs 
no teachers and enrols no students. Even so, in 
2014–15 it spent some $15 billion on schools; state 
and territory governments – which own and manage 
the majority of Australia’s schools – spent just over 
$38 billion (Productivity Commission 2017). In spite 
of its 15 billion dollars’ worth of interest in schools, 
the federal government’s edu-speak often seems 
incomprehensible to school-based educators. School 
leaders and teachers consider the learning journey 
and see the needs of individuals; politicians consider 
the needs of the nation and see human capital.

This comparison is not meant as a criticism, as 
each viewpoint is entirely valid, but rather as an 
explanation of some of the tensions between the 
perspectives of national education policy makers 
and school educators that I have observed since 
arriving in Canberra.

At the beginning of January 2016 I commenced as 
CEO of the Association of Heads of Independent 
Schools of Australia (AHISA), which has its national 
office in Canberra, and quickly found that the lexicon 
of schooling that I had developed over decades 
required the addition of many new words and a raft 
of alternate meanings for old ones. Context, I found, 
is everything. 

My first experience of the semantic confusion that 
can arise when communicating with the federal 
government began very early in my job as AHISA CEO, 
over the relatively innocent noun, ‘ innovation’, and 
its relatives ‘to innovate’ and ‘ innovative’.

You may remember that in the lead up to the 2016 
federal election, Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull 
was promoting an ‘ ideas boom’ to position Australia 
as the ‘ innovation nation’. This was of interest 
to AHISA, which had been advocating for the 
establishment of a national schools innovation fund 
under a competitive grants model. But we found the 
rhetoric to have limited application when it comes to 
the schools sector. 

There is agreement that schooling needs to reflect 
innovation, but there is no recognition that schools 
have innovative or entrepreneurial capacity in 
their own right, and so ‘ innovation’ for schools is 
conceived in terms of pre-packaged, government 
funded programs. A recent example is the Maker 
Project grants program, announced in March 2017 
by the federal Department of Industry, Innovation 
and Science. Maker spaces are a great idea, but 
they are not the only great idea to promote student 
engagement in STEM subjects. 

This kind of policy-making is puzzling for 
practitioners. Why maker spaces? Why not fund 3D 
printers? And who is deciding that maker spaces are 
more worthy of government support than 3D printers, 
and on what grounds? This is policy reduced almost 
to tokenism, and surely schools have suffered too 
much of that already. Remember how secondary 
schools were offered laptops, when what they 
desperately needed to embrace the digital future 
were bandwidth and wi-fi?

Because federal government policy too often lags 
behind the innovation already occurring in schools 
or fails to capture the forward thinking of educators, 
it fails to leverage the capacity of schools to be 
engines of research and inquiry, to envision and 
create new pathways and to lead innovation. Instead, 
deficit-model thinking about schools is stultifying 
government policy-making and contributing to an 
apparent policy default which involves the setting 
of standards and measuring the performance of 
teachers, students and schools against them.

Reimers and Chung (2016) describe standards-based 
reform and accountability measures as ‘the use of a 
theory for technical improvement of education’. They 
suggest such an approach ‘may undermine efforts 
to increase the relevance of education’ and may 
be inadequate ‘to sustain improvements in getting 
schools to embrace new purposes’ (Reimers and 
Chung 2016 p.235), and note the policy tension that 
arises as a result. 
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Another challenge with the practice of twenty-
first-century education arises from the perceived 
tension between investing in supporting effective 
practices aligned with the traditional literacies 
versus supporting practices aligned with twenty-first-
century competencies in schools that perform very 
poorly in the traditional literacies. The argument 
goes that since schools cannot even get children 
to learn the basics, it is better to go back to those 
basics, and to hold teachers accountable to them, 
than it is to set higher aspirations. (Reimers and 
Chung 2016 p.240)

We see this tension in Australia, in the dialogue and 
comment that emerges when international tests 
show declining results and national standardised 
tests reveal results as flatlining.

Not only could a government policy focus on ‘the 
basics’ undermine the evolution of schools in a 
rapidly changing world, Reimers and Chung (2016 
p.240) raise the possibility that it may also have 
a negative impact on the public’s confidence in 
schools to deliver a twenty-first-century education. 
This comes at a time when it appears that 
Australians are already concerned about the future.

In a recent speech to the Committee for Economic 
Development of Australia, Chairman of National 
Australia Bank (NAB) and former head of the federal 
Treasury, Dr Ken Henry AC, described the results of a 
recent NAB survey of business leaders and members 
of the community about their attitudes to Australia, 
including their vision for the nation’s future:

While 90 per cent of the Australians we surveyed 
consider Australia to be a great place to live today, 
only half think it will still be a great place a decade 
from now … Remarkably, only 1 in 5 Australians 
believe that we as a country have a clear, shared 
vision for our future.

… Meanwhile, our politicians have dug themselves 
into deep trenches from which they fire insults 
designed merely to cause political embarrassment.  
Populism supplies the munitions.  And the whole 
spectacle is broadcast live via multimedia, 24/7.  
The country that Australians want cannot even be 
imagined from these trenches.

Today’s dysfunction stands in marked contrast to 
earlier periods of policy success – where politics was 
adversarial, every bit as partisan – but when … the 
political contest appeared to energise policy, not kill 
it. (Henry 2017)

We have to wonder, in which direction are political 
debate and government policy-making in education 
leading us? There must be more to our future vision 
for education than a move up the PISA rankings. 
I fear, however, that while political parties and 
governments maintain deficit model thinking about 
schools we can expect yet more policy measures 

that reflect a ‘theory for technical improvement 
of education’. The terms ‘evidence-based’ and 
‘what works best’ pepper recent ministerial 
announcements (see, for example, Birmingham 2016) 
and are duly noted in my lexicon, in spite of the lack 
of clear definition. 

A foretaste of the policy problems that may await 
us from unthinking application of ‘evidence-based’ 
policy theory can be found in the recommendations 
of the Productivity Commission set out in its draft 
report, published in September 2016, following the 
inquiry into the national education evidence base. 
(The Commission’s final report was delivered to the 
Government in December 2016 but will not be made 
public until the Government gives it response.)

In its draft report, the Commission recommended 
establishment of a national institution ‘to be 
responsible and accountable for implementation 
of the what works best framework’ (Productivity 
Commission 2016 p.195). The potential for ‘what 
works’ – however this is to be determined – to 
become mandated classroom practice under the 
model proposed by the Productivity Commission is 
alarming. It took only one piece of legislation, which 
made A to E reporting a condition of federal funding, 
to force a wholesale change in reporting across the 
nation’s schools.

In its response to the Commission’s draft report, 
AHISA noted the element of blaming that informed 
the Commission’s policy rationale, that is, the 
assumption that teachers are using the wrong 
pedagogies and student outcomes would improve 
if they were instead encouraged to use ‘what 
works’. AHISA defended the importance of schools’ 
autonomy in adopting ‘what works’:

While research into the effects on student 
achievement of various pedagogies is valuable to 
educators, that value is contextual, not absolute. 
Research by its nature must engage with past or 
current practice, and must therefore be understood 
as evidence of ‘what works’ with one cohort of 
students at one point in time. However, school 
education is undergoing dynamic reshaping as a 
result of rapid technological development; it is a 
‘disrupted’ sector, and must also adapt to rapid 
social change. Critically, schools more than ever 
need freedom to innovate and explore new – and 
therefore untested – pedagogies.

AHISA recognises and agrees that there is great value 
in disseminating evidence of ‘what works’, but we 
argue that this can only be fully leveraged if schools 
have autonomy over the practices they choose to 
adopt or adapt. If political will locks schools into 
practices that may have a short shelf life or which 
are less effective for some students, ‘evidence of 
what works’ – no matter how well researched – is 
unlikely to achieve the student gains assumed by the 
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Productivity Commission. (AHISA 2016 pp.3-4)

At a time when blaming and technical solutions 
dominate national education policy debate and 
development, AHISA is deeply concerned by the 
federal government’s proposal for a national 
principal certification scheme and the shape this 
may take.

In the independent schools sector, the emphasis in 
principal preparation has always been on formal, 
external qualification such as a master’s degree 
or doctorate plus extensive experience in senior 
leadership roles. This has worked well for the 
sector and supports the development and testing 
of educational philosophies that are so important 
in driving good leadership. As an alternative to a 
certification scheme, AHISA has therefore proposed 
investigation of a voluntary national principal 
preparation scheme, where it would be principal 
preparation courses and programs or elements 
within programs that would require certification 
against the guide to the evaluation of principal 
preparation programs already developed by 
the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 
Leadership (AITSL 2016).

It is ironic that the rationale for broadening the 
influence of the federal government on Australian 
schools and those who work in them should be that 
our schools are failing to improve student outcomes: 
first, because there is mounting evidence that 
standardised testing is contributing to the flatlining 
of student achievement in France and the United 
States, that is, that government interventions may 
themselves be a cause; and, secondly, because while 
schools, teachers and principals are the targets of 
blame in policy discourse,  ‘they are simultaneously 
accorded difference-making agency’ (Hlavacik 2016).

Must we add ‘blame’ and ‘blaming’ to the lexicon of 
schooling in Australia? Surely there is a better way. 

One that comes to mind is to support a fresh 
dialogue on the purposes of schooling. Given the 
technological disruption that is having such a 
profound impact on the delivery and credentialing 
of tertiary education, such a debate is timely 
for the schooling sector. Already there is an 
interesting exchange occurring throughout teacher 
professional learning networks on Twitter, tagged 
#aneducationworthhaving. 

Just how we carry the flame of a bright new vision 
for the future of Australian schooling into the deep 
political trenches described by Ken Henry, under fire 
from the munitions of populism, I am not sure. But 
I do know that educators are altruistic idealists, and 
will always do their utmost for their students, even 
under battle conditions. It’s in their character.
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Life at school: 
And students’ 
mental health
The 2016 NAPLAN results have been rolled out. Parents/careers and children might 
be ecstatic, happy, unhappy, anxious, angry, dismayed, sad, depressed. NAPLAN is 
an example of just one of many things that happen in schools that are not only 
related to learning, but also to emotions and mental health.

We know from World Health Organisation1 and 
Australian2 reports that around 20% of the world's 
children and adolescents are estimated to have 
mental difficulties, with about half beginning before 
the age of 14.

Over the past decade or so, Australian governments, 
organisations such as beyondblue and the Australian 
Psychological Society, school leaders, teachers and 
parents/carers have increasingly recognised the 
need for mental health promotion. Some excellent 
programs have been trialled, evaluated and (to 
some degree) sustained, such as MindMatters3 for 
secondary students, and KidsMatter for Primary and 
Early Childhood Education and Care settings4.

Typically, experts from the fields of psychology and 
education have designed such school-based mental 
health promotion and early intervention initiatives. 
These have included programs to build positive 
school communities; develop students’ social 
and emotional capabilities; build resilience and 
grit; promote values; prevent bullying; liaise more 
strongly with students’ parents/carers; and improve 
referral pathways from schools to specialised 
professional resources.

As the various initiatives have been designed, 
developed and delivered to schools, it seems 
that although the professional perspectives of 
psychologists and educators are relatively well 
represented, the voices of students themselves 

about their life at school and their mental health 
are relatively under reported. Students are key 
informants about their life at school, such as their 
experiences of bullying, developing friendships, 
expressing emotions, and approaches to learning. 
Parents/carers, teachers, psychologists, counsellors, 
school leaders and policy makers will be better 
informed about how to support students' learning 
and positive mental health if they listen to students' 
perspectives about what happens, and how they feel, 
at school.

Therefore, we asked 1715 South Australian students in 
Years 7, 8 and 9 about, 

1) their life at school, and 

2) their mental health. 

For example, we asked students to tell us about 
their learning, such as how much they agreed with 
statements such as, 

“I can get better at this subject if I put in the effort.” 
and

“I think about my thinking, to check if I understand 
the ideas in this subject.”

For peer relationships, we asked the students 
questions such as, 

“How often have you been bullied at school this 
year?” and

by Helen Askell-Williams
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“How many good friends do you have at school?”

Meanwhile, for mental health difficulties, we asked 
students whether these types of statements were 
true about themselves: 

“I am often unhappy, downhearted or tearful.” and

“I get very angry and often lose my temper.”

To begin, and as expected in a general school 
population, we found that 80% of students were 
in the normal mental health range, 12% were of 
borderline concern for mental health difficulties, 
and 8% were of serious concern. These relative 
percentages are consistent with other studies about 
young people’s mental health1, 2.

Next we put the students’ responses about their 
life at school and mental health together, using a 
statistical technique called correspondence analysis. 
We uncovered an interesting picture of relationships, 
which is shown in Figure 1.

For example, it can be seen from Figure 1, as 
expected, that students who reported being bullied, 
also reported, on average, having less positive 
mental health. Similarly, students who reported 
few or no school friends also reported less positive 
mental health (as well as being bullied more often).

We found other interesting relationships. For 
example, from Figure 1 we can see that students who 
reported that they had fewer good quality strategies 
for learning also reported more mental health 
difficulties. 

Why might this be the case? One possibility is that 
good quality learning, and positive mental health, 
require students to be able to think about their 
thinking – to be METAcognitive.

Thinking about one’s thinking is a first step in 
learning. For example, a student sitting a NAPLAN 
test might ask herself, “What is this question about? 
What do I know, and what don’t I know, about this 
question? What strategies do I have for answering 
this question? Which is the best strategy for me to 
use? Should I draw a concept map, make a list, try 
out an equation, draw a picture?”… and so on.

Thinking about one’s thinking is also at the core of 
educational programs designed to develop students’ 
social and emotional capabilities. For example, 
a student who is feeling sad or angry might ask 
himself, “How am I feeling? Why am I feeling that 
way? Is there another way of thinking about what 
happened, and how I feel about it? What strategies 
do I have for overcoming this problem? Which is 
the best strategy for me to use? Should I speak to a 
parent/teacher/friend?”… and so on.

Perhaps it is not so surprising for our research to 
find that students who report using fewer strategies 
for learning also report less positive mental health.  

The link is metacognitive self-regulation.

What are the implications of our research? To 
promote learning and positive mental health 
we need to build students’ metacognitive self-
regulatory capabilities. Note that this goes beyond 
what is often thought to be self-regulation, such as 
time management, keeping a homework diary, etc. 
Such activities are only part of good quality self-
regulation. 

Rather, teaching for metacognitive self-regulation 
requires providing students with lots of 
opportunities, and time, to think about their own 

 Figure 1.
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thinking: teaching them about the kinds of thinking 
that will mature their emotional regulation; teaching 
strategies for thinking about how other people 
might think and feel, in order to enhance students’ 
social skills; and teaching a range of high-quality, 
generative thinking strategies for learning such as 
drawing diagrams and concept maps, and asking and 
answering questions. 

School-based initiatives that attend to single issues 
(such as personal resilience, or making friends), 
whilst useful, could be more effective if embedded 
in broader programs that enhance students’ 
metacognitive self-regulatory capabilities across the 
full range of school life, including social, emotional 
and academic endeavours.

Furthermore, from another study (where we talked to 
teachers), it is becoming clear that a broad approach 
of developing students’ metacognitive self-regulatory 
capacities needs to be explicit and embedded 
into the school’s mission statement, curricula, and 
professional education plans. 

If a multi-faceted, whole of school approach is 
adopted, then developing students’ metacognitive 
self-regulation is more likely to be sustainable 
over the long-term than single issue, short-term, 
commercially pressed, guru-driven, interventions.

More about our research that asks students about 
their thinking can be found at this link5 and also 
here6.
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A common theme of leadership is the only constant is change itself. Well, nothing 
could be closer to the truth for vocational education and training (VET). The VET 
sector has a long-standing, internationally recognised proud tradition of providing 
skills for jobs. 

While government’s have come and gone and various 
reforms and ideologies have been introduced and 
waned, the sector itself has proven to be resilient in 
producing industry recognised skills. That is perhaps 
its raison detre’!

However, with this proud tradition has come constant 
‘opportunities’ and challenges. 

As one example, what other education sector would 
have stood for the stunning withdrawal of support 
for what was once labelled an industry led system? 
Government funding of the skills agenda has 
declined as governments have wound back their VET 
budgets. More concerning is the longer-term trend of 
declining real investment. Productivity Commission 
analysis indicates government real recurrent 
expenditure per annual hour has declined 31.5 per 
cent over 10 years - from $16.64 in 2005 to $11.40 in 
2014 – at an annual rate of decline of 4.1 per cent.

In terms of challenges, one can’t contemplate the 
recent history of VET without identifying that the 
sector has been beset of rightful criticism of the 
behaviours of some providers in VET FEE-HELP. 

While the criticism of those providers that exploited 
students and taxpayers is justly deserved, the strong 
reputation of the diverse network of public and 
private providers that has developed over more than 
20 years was ‘thrown under the bus’ and has been 
unfairly tarnished.

More important perhaps is the risk that the capacity 
of this diverse network to respond to the workforce 
needs of an economy in transition will be reduced 
if knee jerk reactions continue and result in 
unnecessary red tape, greater regulation (without 
value) of all providers and the winding back of 20 
years of reform, most notably improving student 
choice in government-funded training.

There have been some alarming calls to guarantee 
an increased proportion of funding for government 
owned providers and to retreat from a proud 
history of reform where students and industry have 
increasingly been given the opportunity to choose 
their skills program and provider. 

I remain a strong advocate for both a strong public 
provider and the principle of student choice, but one 
wonders if the focus on which provider will result in 
fixing the symptom and not the problem.

While providers have borne the brunt of criticism, the 
fact remains that it was government that bankrolled 
the program and continued to approve funding at 
stunning levels, despite enrolments growing at an 
alarming and unsustainable rate.

In terms of the future, the federal government must 
lead the development of new national governance 
and funding arrangements to replace the current 
skills agreements that expire in June 2017. With the 
sector more fragmented than ever before, the need 
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for genuine vision and leadership is unparalleled.

Alas there appears no appetite now for a national 
system.

One should never look back, though as a function 
of age I now find it difficult not to. In the days of 
the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA), 
industry drove a hard agenda to improve the 
national consistency of the sector and to ensure that 
the end users, employers, drove the reform agenda. 
While industry must also share responsibility for 
the lack of recent attention to skills development, 
one can only wonder how ANTA leaders would now 
view governance arrangements characterised by an 
unclear role for industry, declining state and territory 
levels of investment, a lack of attention and action 
on apprenticeships, funding models, purchasing 
regulations and suppliers across each state and 
territory. It is unlike the system envisaged by the 
then Treasurer Paul Keating.

Despite these circumstances, the overwhelming 
‘story’ of the sector is one of high-quality training 
producing strong outcomes for students and 
industry.

It is important that the benefits of this diverse, 
flexible, sector do not slip so far that they can’t 
recover, are not undermined, but maintained and 
enhanced to support the skills challenge and 
changes predicted for Australia’s workforce.  More 
than ever, Australia needs a VET sector that offers 
student and industry real choice, flexibility and 
innovation that meets their needs and supports 
Australia’s economic growth. 

So, what might be some of the key elements of this 
intriguing sector? 

Let’s start with the suppliers - a real strength of VET 
is the diversity of its provider network. In addition 
to public providers, the industry has seen the 
emergence of a number of large corporate providers 
with student numbers comparable to previously 
dominant TAFEs. In additional, there is a vast array of 
medium and small providers, many who offer niche 
training to small student cohorts.

There has been more than 20 years of successful 
contestability in the sector. Since the 1990s (and in 
some states the 1980s), for example, apprenticeship 
and traineeship training has been delivered 
successfully through the User Choice arrangements 
across the country.  Apprentices and their employers 
have a real choice of provider to deliver their trade 
training. 

States and territories have also progressively opened 
up some of their other VET programs to increased 
contestability, with most now having a diverse 
range of public and private providers delivering 
their government-funded programs. Of course, TAFE 
remains a key and valued provider, particularly 

in some of the trade areas where it benefits from 
significant infrastructure capacity.

National Centre for Vocational Education Research 
(NCVER) data indicates that of the 1.79 million 
enrolments in government-funded training in 2014 
some 60 per cent was delivered by 58 TAFE institutes. 
The balance was delivered by a diverse network of 
providers that included more than 1,600 private and 
other registered providers. 

Of course, we now know that government-funded 
training makes up about half of the accredited 
training delivered in Australia, with the balance 
including fee-for-service activity where private 
providers play an even greater role. Total VET Activity 
data shows that in 2015 there were 4.5 million 
enrolments nationally, with around 3.1 million 
delivered by non-public providers. 

This is not diversity we can afford to lose. 

Private Registered Training Organisations are now 
the major providers of accredited skills training for 
industry and students in Australia.

So, what of quality?
A 2015 national survey indicated that 81.7% of 
employers of apprentices and trainees were satisfied 
they were receiving the required skills. Likewise, 
86.7% of graduates and 84.5% of module completers 
in government-funded training were satisfied with 
the overall quality of their training.

Private providers are clearly playing a leading role 
in responding to the career aspirations of students 
and the workforce needs of business and industry - 
and achieving high levels of satisfaction.  The quality 
issues, though important, are clearly not widespread 
but rather the result of poor program design and 
implementation flaws. While concerns with VET FEE-
HELP have been prominent, it equates to about 7 per 
cent of national VET enrolments. 

Unfettered and uncapped access provided by VET 
FEE-HELP did provide the basis for exploitation.   
This ‘hands-off let’s hope it works’ approach saw the 
program grow ten-fold from 26,100 students in 2010 to 
272,000 in 2015. Student loans funded by the program 
grew from $118 million to some $2.9 billion over the 
same period. The average student loan increased from 
$5,917 in 2012 to $14,018 just three years later. Some 
of this might be defensible if there were ‘rolled-gold’ 
outcomes but unfortunately completion rates were 
generally about 10 per cent lower than for comparable 
students not studying with VET FEE-HELP support. 
Again, I wonder why the payments kept flowing for so 
long. For example, students studying externally had a 
completion rate of 7.0 per cent compared to 23.1 per 
cent for comparable students not studying with VET 
FEE-HELP support. 
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Who was actually monitoring and approving this 
expenditure? And yet it is worth noting that the great 
bulk of providers still delivered quality training that 
built on their long and proud record of supporting 
students, industry and their communities. Yes, 
despite all of the flaws of the program, quality 
providers put the needs of their students first. They 
shared the broad concerns with the actions of a 
small minority of providers. 

Put simply, while the program had an ideologically 
strong focus on letting the hand of the market guide 
decisions around delivery, quality and price, the 
market information and price signals that would 
guide rational, informed decisions were absent. 
This ‘hands-off’ approach together with some 
unfathomable administrative arrangements - such 
as providers being essentially paid upfront and 
essentially having a direct line to tax file numbers - 
attracted the profit seekers and poor practice. 

The salutary lesson is that industry, and its peak 
bodies must play a role in ensure quality providers 
are developed and supported. The prime focus needs 
to be on lifting standards, informing students, ethical 
behaviours and student experiences and outcomes.

So where to from here?
CEDA’s major report, Australia’s future workforce? 
details the changes that are likely to impact the 
Australian workforce over the coming decades 
as a result of technological change and related 
factors. That some 40% of the workforce might be 
replaced by technology in the next 10 to 15 years is 
confronting.

The report highlights the shift to high skilled jobs 
and the need for workforce innovation. The focus 
of policy makers must therefore be to ensure 
a VET sector that, more than ever, can innovate 
and respond flexibly to the new challenges and 
opportunities that will confront the Australian 
workforce. This means informed student choice must 
be a key feature, to ensure quality and innovation 
become the new currency. 

Why student choice?
The benefits that can flow from greater contestability 
in training and other human services were 
highlighted in the 2015 Competition Policy Review 
(Harper Review) final report.  The Harper Review 
outlines the potential benefits of competition in 
human services including lower prices, greater 
efficiency in service provision, greater innovation and 
improved customer choice. 

Conversely, the failure to adopt a strong VET reform 
agenda and contestable market is detailed in the 
New South Wales Auditor-General’s report on the 
early implementation of that state’s Smart and 
Skilled student entitlement initiative. This report 
finds that the priority was on budget neutrality and 
TAFE viability at the expense of student choice and 
greater contestability to the detriment of the return 
for the public investment. 

The Harper Review provides some guiding principles 
to support greater competition and choice in human 
services, that include: 

•  User choice should be placed at the heart of 
service delivery

•  Government should retain a stewardship 
function, separating the interests of policy  
(and funding), regulation and service delivery

•  Governments commissioning human services 
should do so carefully, with a clear focus on 
outcomes

•  A diversity of providers should be encouraged, 
while taking care not to crowd out community 
and volunteer services

•  Innovation in service provision should be 
stimulated, while ensuring minimum standards 
of quality and access in human services.
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A strong message from the Harper Review is that 
governments have a key role as stewards in the 
delivery of human services - they cannot distance 
themselves from the quality of services delivered. 
This stewardship role includes policy design, funding, 
regulation and provision. 

This did not happen in the reform bungles identified 
above. There must though also be a focus on 
outcomes. 

This does not mean governments have to contract 
with any and every Registered Training Organisation 
to deliver government-funded training. It means, 
once again drawing on the Harper Review principles, 
selecting providers that have a sound track record in 
delivering quality training and outcomes for students 
and industry. A key lesson is that the Standards 
for Registered Training Organisations provide a 
regulatory ‘base’ and cannot guarantee quality 
outcomes. Governments need to act as discerning 
purchasers - part of the stewardship role highlighted 
in the Harper Review.

A focus on engaging quality providers with a track 
record would mitigate the need for the proliferation 
of regulation witnessed following the issues identified 
with VET FEE-HELP and several state programs. The 
response to issues with the VET FEE-HELP program, 
in particular, has produced program guidelines 
that according to a report by Mark Warburton defy 
interpretation, implementation and administration. 
They simply add additional compliance costs.

A more appropriate response would be to adopt 
a risk-based approach that calibrates oversight 
and regulation to the calculated risks. This would 
consider risk factors like the student cohort, 
industry area, and provider performance, including 
outcomes. It would enable program administrators 
and regulators to focus resources on identified risk 
priorities. 

One would also expect our VET regulators to possess 
very clear powers to monitor trends in enrolments 
and completions and to intervene where concerns 
are evident. That would extend to suspending 
enrolments at a provider who could not demonstrate 
a strong hold on quality during any growth phase. 
Industry also has a clear role. Industry and Industry 
peaks lead must lead the lifting of standards and 
in assuring students, parents and communities that 
training will be at the highest level.

Stewardship of the sector also does not mean 
governments narrowly identifying, and prescribing 
the detail of all possible choices. The sector needs 
to define what information students really need to 
make an informed choice about both their future 
career and the study needed to get there. 

What is required to guide informed choice is far more 
transparent mechanisms to provide students and 

industry with greater information about providers, 
their pricing, and qualification and other outcomes, 
audit findings and student and industry satisfaction 
survey results. Much of this information is held by 
regulators and state and federal government agencies. 
It’s time to get this information into the market in a 
way that is readily understood by students and other 
stakeholders – dare I say it – in an App.

The workforce challenges and opportunities of the 
future will require a VET sector that is well governed 
and funded. It is a fact that neither of these 
requirements presently exist.  The current shared 
responsibilities between states and territories and 
the federal government essentially means eight 
models for both governance and funding. The 
Mitchell Institute has summarised the “tensions and 
weaknesses” of these current shared responsibilities. 
This includes the growing differences between 
jurisdictions in funding and consequent participation 
levels and differences in student eligibility for 
funding support. 

While the sector gets plenty of criticism, the current 
‘mishmash’ of responsibilities and funding is the 
prime cause of many of the inadequacies. 

There needs to be much greater clarity and 
agreement around the priorities for the VET sector 
into the future, the role and commitment to an open 
VET market to deliver on these priorities and the 
arrangements to fund them.

Without this clarity and agreement, the sector will 
decline with increasingly erratic governance and 
funding decisions driven by state and territory 
budget imperatives and their commitment to VET 
reforms (especially around contestability). This will 
increasingly put at the risk the ability of the sector 
to meet the needs of students, industry and its 
workforce and the longer-term capacity to contribute 
to the economic growth of the nation.
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Whitefriars is an Independent school for boys situated in Melbourne and 
established as a Catholic Secondary School for boys by the Carmelite Order of 
Priests and Brothers in 1961. The College is officially registered by Austrade to 
recruit international students into the College; the International Student Program 
has been running for 20 years. The College has a student population of 1,200 from 
Years 7 to 12. 

Emilia Fields, a long-standing member of the 
Australian College of Educators, holds the position 
of Director of the International Student Program. 
Emilia’s role at Whitefriars College has many facets. 
For over 18 years she has been a mainstay of the 
College’s outreach to international students, working 
with students, staff, parents, overseas and local 
accredited agents, and homestay parents to ensure 
Whitefriars international students get the most out 
of their time in Australia.

Emilia herself came to Australia as a 14-year-old 
Italian school girl with no English but a will and 
determination to learn and to be the best she 
possibly could be. Learning English, graduating 
from University and going on to become a highly 
successful lecturer, teacher, educator and business 
woman, Emilia has certainly achieved and exceeded 
all the goals she set for herself as a 14-year-old 
immigrant.

In 2017 Emilia was awarded the Executive of the 
Year | Education Industry Australia by Business 
Worldwide Magazine. The 2017 Business Worldwide 
CEO Awards identify and honour the Most Respected 
C-level executives across the globe from a variety of 
different sectors. The awards spotlight the success 
of individuals who make corporations tick – namely 
senior executives such as CEOs, Managing Directors, 
Directors and senior-level management.

Recenty, Australian College of Educators Chief 
Executive Officer, Helen Jentz, sat down with Emilia 
to discuss how her career as an educator led her 
to receive such prestigious international business 
awards and acknowledgement.

Q.  An executive and business award are outside 
what many traditionally think of when referring 
to the education sector, how did you come to be 
nominated?

I originally came across both magazines (Corporate 
Vision Magazine and Business Worldwide Magazine) 
in one of the airport lounges when I was travelling. 
I didn’t take all that much notice until I received an 
email notifying me that I had been nominated for an 
award. At first, I didn’t believe it, but then I received a 
phone call from the Magazine which is based in the 
UK and was informed that following a nomination 
and voting process worldwide, I had been awarded 
the Business Woman of the Year for 2016.

Q.  So, what was the criteria used for the Business 
Woman of the Year Award?

There were extensive criteria but the main foci were 
a person who was able to combine ‘good business’ 
– business growth, progress, innovation with the 
‘human touch’, which was very flattering as this is an 
approach I have always taken to my work.

Professional 
Conversations
Winner of “Business Woman of 2016” (from Corporate Vision Magazine-UK) 
Winner of “Executive of the Year 2017”| Education Industry Australia (Business Worldwide CEO Award) 

Interview with Emilia Fields
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Q.  In terms of success and growth in your current 
role what are some of the things you have 
achieved.

As far as growth, I am working with Austrade to 
enable international students to study in Australia. 
Education is one of, if not the top industry exports 
in Australia and I have been working with as many 
as 17 different countries promoting Australian 
education. The Whitefriars international student 
program is one of the longest standing programs, 
having been operating for over 20 years, and I’ve 
been in the Director’s role for 12 of those years. The 
Whitefriars program is unique in that we combine 
the International Student Program with an in-
house English program as well as taking an holistic 
approach to the student experience including social, 
cultural as well as educational.

The ‘human touch’ and personal approach is 
integral to the success of the Whitefriars program. 
I personally work with 75 agents internationally; I 
engage directly with the students and their parents 
as well as personally selecting the homestay family 
that will best suit the individual student’s needs and 
wants. 

Q.  What are the benefits you have derived from 
receiving these awards?

On a personal level, it emphasised that no good work 
or hard work ever goes to waste! It also highlighted 
how global and connected we are not only from 
an education perspective but more broadly from a 
business perspective. It also made me realise the 
global impact my work, over the course of my career, 
has had which I had never actually seriously thought 
about before. It also confirmed good practice in 
terms of how to approach the business of education, 
particularly as a great service export for Australia. 
It has also widened not only my personal outreach 
but also that of Whitefriars and education more 
generally.

Q.  To what do you attribute your success?

I thought a lot about this question and came up with 
some ‘tips’ I would like to have given my younger self 
when I first took on this role:

1. Be transparent and show passion

2. Listen to people with your heart

3. Remain positive but realistic

4. Pick yourself when you fall

5. Believe in your dream

But you must remember that with your dreams 
nothing comes without hard work and passion.

At Whitefriars our catch phrase is belong, believe, 
become and every year we focus on one of these. 
The school’s emphasis is on belonging to a part 

of a community and therefore the international 
students are encouraged and expected to belong to 
the school community from day one. We also have a 
unique homestay program where I personally choose 
the families in which the international students 
will live; this is once again an important part of our 
success and is central to my approach to business 
and ensuring the human touch.

Q. What made you chose education as your 
profession?

I was in Italy doing Grade 1 and I was sitting in the 
classroom and when the day ended I went back to 
my Mum and said ‘you know where the teacher was 
sitting today? I want to be her in the future!’ So, it’s 
always been education and people and I have never 
changed in my desire and focus. It is still there even 
after so many years.

Q. What does the future hold for you?

I ask myself that question a lot. Hopefully a 
continuation of wonderful moments and wonderful 
activities. Hopefully continuing to educate the young 
minds and young hearts and embracing whatever 
opportunities come my way.

 

Read any good 
books lately? 

If you are interested in submitting a book 
review to be included in an upcoming 
edition of Professional Educator, please 
contact the College at profED@austcolled.
com.au and let us know what book you 
would like to review.
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Margaret Hepworth is the former Head of Campus, Preshil, in the Melbourne 
suburb of Kew; Margaret has over 30 years’ education experience. Experiencing 
first-hand the changing dynamics and environment of education over the 
course of her career, Margaret’s experience in the adversarial world of school 
based debating had her questioning whether historical debating methods and 
techniques were really teaching students the skills that were relevant in a far 
more connected and collaborative world.

The Australian Debating Federation states there 
are nearly 30,000 students who participate in their 
debating competitions across the country. There 
is strong support for the notion that debating 
continues to be an avenue to teach various skills 
across all year levels.

However, the very adversarial nature of debating 
and the win/lose outcome are not necessarily the 
optimal use of this education tool, or at least that’s 
what Margaret believes. She advocates looking at the 
concept of debating through a different lens offers 
educators and participants alike a whole new set 
of tools that will better equip them in our rapidly 
changing, connected and collaborative world.

Investigating the traditional debating methods 
and techniques as well as the movement towards 
mindfulness and collaboration in the classroom, 
Margaret developed a new approach to the 
‘conflict’ driven activity of debating and then 
created a program that aims to teach collaboration, 
negotiation and respectful relationships whilst 
still harnessing the challenges of putting forward a 
position and finding a ‘win’ that results in a solution 
to a problem.

Q.  By way of background for our non-Victorian 
readers, can you tell us about Preshil as 
Australia’s oldest progressive school? 

I had been teaching at Caulfield Grammar for several 
years, a big, Independent school in Melbourne. I 
moved from there to Preshil, which presented a 
significant change for me in how the students were 
taught and how teachers approached students; the 
relationship that was built was hugely respectful. I 
found that Preshil presented an incredibly refreshing 
focus and way to deliver student-centered learning 
which enabled me to combine the professional 
skills and experience learnt from my practice within 
the more traditional setting of Caulfield with the 
challenging teaching practice of Preshil. I suppose 
the vision that Preshil has for its students is a 
commitment to encourage children to progress 
at their own pace towards their own goals. And 
from this commitment to the students flows an 
atmosphere that inspires creativity and independent 
thinking in all areas of life. There is a strong belief 
that kindness, compassion and social relationships 
should be at the centre of what education is about. 

Collaborative 
Debating 
– a new approach

by Helen Jentz and Margaret Hepworth
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Q.  How have the teaching methods that you were 
initially trained in changed, progressed and 
evolved throughout the course of your career?

Traditionally the approach to teaching was formulaic, 
the relationship between the teacher and the 
students was very hierarchical – the teacher was 
the authority in the room. Over the years this has 
changed significantly for me. I discovered that to 
make real change, you need to recognize which 
practices you are teaching are at odds with your 
values. An example of this occurred at Preshil. Right 
up to Year 10, they did not grade essays. As a teacher 
there, you were required to teach all the ‘traditional’ 
skills - how to write an essay, exploring text etc. but 
when the work was handed back there was no grade, 
no ranking, no judgement, no score. Initially for me 
that was hugely different from what I was used to, 
yet this ‘new way’ produced something remarkably 
different in the attitudes and self-esteem of the 
students. There are children in our education system, 
that every day of their lives, are being handed a D or 
an E over and over. They begin to label themselves 
in that way, it becomes expected. What I found at 
Preshil was that I would hand back an essay to a 
student who, previously, I would have put a D on 
their essay, now there was nothing but my comments 
which were all about how to improve and pointing 
out where they had done well. Then I would sit with 
that student one on one, we had time to do that, 
and we would talk about essay writing and how to 
improve etc. Where previously I had seen kids give 
up on essay writing, every single time, without fail, 
these kids would go away and keep trying.

Q.  So, you really didn’t change what was being 
taught, it was still all in line with the national 
curriculum what you altered was the way 
feedback was given and students were engaged?

I have no empirical research to confirm what I am 
saying, however, having experienced it first hand, 
I can say that removing the labelling and rating of 
students had a major impact on the way students 
viewed themselves, how they viewed each other and 
the behaviours they displayed in class – all for the 
better. As a teacher of many decades, all I can say 
is this approach had a hugely healthy effect on the 
students, on me as a teacher, and on the classroom 
environment.

It was partly the exposure to these teaching and 
engagement methods and tools that gave me the 
idea for Collaborative Debating.

Q.  What was the catalyst for you to investigate and 
create Collaborative Debating?

I decided to take time out from the busyness of 
teaching, because as we all know, teachers do not 
have a lot of spare time, and investigate different 
philosophical approaches, including that of Gandhi. 
It interested me that students know an awful lot 

about the ‘history of violence’ – for example, Hitler, 
but very little about other non-violent philosophies 
and leaders or educators.

I stepped out of my role as Head of Campus and 
dedicated significant time to examining the root 
causes of hate, fear and marginalization. From 
there I developed a number of activities, tools and 
strategies to effectively teach how to deal with these 
issues. I focused a lot on the teaching of non-
violence and that ‘change begins with me’. Eventually 
I founded a new educational enterprise: The Gandhi 
Experiment.

It was from here that I then investigated what, in 
the current educational frameworks, builds an 
adversarial approach. As an English teacher, debating 
came to mind. 

Q.  So can you explain what is Collaborative 
Debating?

The idea of Collaborative Debating is to change the 
role of the adjudicator from someone who ranks, 
gives a score, grades performance so that the 
participants in a debate where they are focused on 
who is the ‘best’ in terms of scores given, and change 
the debating framework to teach collaboration 
and seek out solutions to problems. Under this 
framework, the WIN is the solution to the problem. 
The role of adjudicator is replaced by a Mentor, 
who hands out a series of ‘guidances’ to help show 
where agreement exists between the two sides. The 
Mentor helps the debate move more deeply into 
exploring the topic, and seeing what other issues are 
raised during the debate that may then need to be 
examined later.

In Collaborative Debating there is an Affirmative 
team and a Cooperative team (there is no negative 
team). Taking the adversarial nature out of the 
debate means a total shift in emphasis: it is 
not about winning at all costs, it is not finding 
vulnerabilities and seeking to deliberately 
undermine your opposition. Rather it encourages 
the team to look at a problem from opposite points 
of view and work towards finding a solution to the 
problem. It is about attentive listening, responsive 
listening and developing the ability to acknowledge a 
different point of view.  It’s about building things up 
not tearing them down.

The role of adjudicator is replaced by a Mentor, 
who hands out a series of Guidances to help show 
where agreeance exists between the two sides. The 
Mentor helps the debate move more deeply into 
exploring the topic, and seeing what other issues are 
raised during the debate that may then need to be 
examined at a later date.

In Collaborative Debating there is an Affirmative 
team and a Cooperative team (there is no negative 
team). To take the adversarial nature out of the 
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debate simply means not teaching to win at all costs, 
to not find vulnerabilities and seek to deliberately 
undermine your opposition. Rather it encourages 
the team to look at a problem from opposite points 
of view and work towards finding a solution to the 
problem. It is about attentive listening, responsive 
listening and developing the ability to acknowledge a 
different point of view.  It’s about building things up 
not tearing them down.

Mindfulness is brought into the debate through 
times of Stilled Silence. This allows for new wisdoms 
and insights to emerge.

It has been fascinating for me to see how quickly 
students catch on to this new approach.

Q.  In education and particularly research in 
education that support pedagogy, there is an 
unequivocal focus on data to support findings. 
How are you addressing this in terms of 
Collaborative Debating?

There is a strong focus, particularly from a 
government and regulatory perspective for data 
and evaluation that can be used as evidence to 
support new teaching frameworks like Collaborative 
Debating. As an ‘ in classroom’ educator this can be 
somewhat frustrating but I have found that in order 
to truly make a real difference, that is to get these 
frameworks and methodologies into the classroom, 
evaluation and research is a necessity. Over time, 
this research will emerge for Collaborative Debating. 

The anecdotal feedback from teachers and students 
who have engaged with this new framework has 
been overwhelmingly positive and provides me with 
the incentive to keep working to assist in delivering 
Collaborative Debating across schools. In my mind all 
schools should be teaching Collaborative Debating.

Let’s throw this question over to the teachers and 
students of Timbertop, Geelong Grammar’s Year 9 
Campus, where I recently ran Collaborative Debates. 
It was remarkable how quickly they all understood 
the new framework and were able to hold highly 
successful Collaborative Debates, even with students 
as Mentors-in-training.

“Collaborative Debating allows all students, including 
the audience, to gain a deeper understanding of 
the issue presented, to share, and often reconsider 
their own opinions. Every student left the debate 
with a greater understanding of the issue and ways 
to help resolve the issue.” Emily Tuechler, Timbertop 
Debating Coordinator

“I think because there is no winner/loser outcome 
and objective to beat the other side so people don’t 
try to highlight negative ideas or remarks made by 
others. This allows space to focus at the idea at hand 
rather than questioning others.” Student participant

“I think Collaborative Debating is an amazing 
technique to discuss two different sides of a topic 
without fighting or being completely stubborn…I 
learnt that you will basically get nowhere if you 
debate in a non-collaborative way and it is so much 
easier to work together to figure out the answer.” 
Student participant

“I think Collaborative Debating is a great technique 
for the future and when it comes to decision making 
especially within the higher authorities all around 
the world. It will help us to look at the other side and 
actually take into regard the other side’s opinions to 
make the best decision possible.” Student participant

Collaborative Debating meets the National 
Curriculum requirements for Critical and Creative 
Thinking, Ethical Understanding, Personal and Social 
Capability whilst addressing literacy skills such as 
interpreting, analyzing, evaluating and expressing 
developing ideas.

For further information on values based 
education, The Gandhi Experiment and 
Collaborative Debating © please contact the 
Australian College of Educators.

The Collaborative Debating Manual is now 
available for purchase through The Gandhi 
Experiment or any local retailer.
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The benefits of getting students out into nature include increased understanding 
of and connection with nature, improved ability to communicate with others and 
improved ability to understand themselves and their emotions (Dickson, Gray & 
Mann 2008).

'Benefits were evident in the psych-social, 
psychological, physical and spiritual domains 
particularly with regards to developing self-efficacy, 
intellectual flexibility, personal skills and relationship 
building' (Dickson, Gray & Mann 2008 p.iv).

A study into the Westgarth Primary Bush Kinder 
(Elliott & Chancellor 2014) in Victoria found that 
students who regularly interact with nature (in this 
instance 15 hours in a local park per week) were 
calmer; less dependent on manufactured toys for 
play; used their imagination more; partook in fewer 
than normal gender specific activities; and were 
less afraid of insects and animals. The benefits for 
families were that they were now more likely to 
holiday and visit forests and parks.

But children in the 21st century are spending less 
time outside; have low levels of knowledge about 
nature; spending more hours per week on the 
computer than outside; and are less likely to venture 
into nature when they do play outside; and have five 
times the rate of childhood obesity than those in the 
1960s (Dickson, Gray and Mann 2008).

The results from the 2012 study by the Australian 
Council for Educational Research also found 
students from years 6 to 10 were unsure of the 
origins of some of our most common food and 

fibre. Including 75% of year 6 students thinking 
cotton is an animal product; 27% of year 6 students 
thinking yoghurt comes from a plant; with most 
students thinking cardboard started out in a factory 
or laboratory, rather than recognising that it starts 
out as a plant and is thus grown; and most children 
believing that timber was mostly harvested from 
native forests (Hillman & Buckley 2012).

Forest and Wood Products Australia Limited 
(Forestry RDC) are taking steps to support teachers 
in their quest to ‘get back to nature’ by making 
local forests and lessons accessible and supporting 
www.forestlearning.edu.au which develops quality 
teaching resources aligned with the Australia 
Curriculum and with the focus on Australian forests 
and sustainable timber products.

Teachers can also request free teacher packs on 
forestlearning.edu.au and these packs contain 
posters, timber book marks, post cards and 3D trees 
– ideal for an engaging and dynamic classroom.

So, if you want to book an excursion to your local 
forest or build a lesson around the trees in the 
school ground or local park, or a forestlearning 
teacher pack, then go to www.forestlearning.edu.au. 
For more information contact tania@forestlearning.
edu.au.
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