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Thank you very much for the invitation to be with you today. Connectedness beyond Year 9 is an interesting topic to have been given, one that I am very interested in. I hope I can do it justice in the time available. Perhaps the perspectives that I will consider won’t satisfy all of you in the audience, but we might open a debate and, after all, there is plenty time for that.

I am pleased to have committed the Office of the Board to being a critical partner in this particular initiative. The word critical might be pertinent—partner for sure. I think this is an exciting initiative and would like the Board to be part of it.

I’ll make some comments about the transition from initial education to whatever follows. Initial education, by the way, is a term that the OECD has adopted in one of its recent reports. For me, initial education comes to an end around about Year 9, so it is nice and convenient in terms of the planning around the New Basics. From then on we go into some sort of transition period where students move out of compulsory education. There is a transition and there always has been. There is no sense in trying to deny it or trying to smooth it over. It’s there and I am loosely calling that the 15-plus area. If I get time I will talk a little bit about it.

That transition, of course, brings with it a need to understand about adolescence. I don’t think anybody fully understands the nature of adolescence—lots of people in secondary schools have been trying for a long time, so have a lot of psychologists. We do know something about it, however, and some of those characteristics must be taken into consideration when we talk about any connectedness between something that happens in primary and lower secondary and what happens after that.

I’m not an expert in New Basics—in fact I don’t know as much as you people do. I’ve learnt a lot at this colloquium and I have been reading as much as I can. But I do know a little bit about post-compulsory education or senior secondary education, and I know that it’s basic tenets won’t change—that once you go through compulsory education or initial education, or whatever you like to call it, there comes a time when you move into an area of diversity and choice. Diversity in the curriculum and choice for the student—they just have to be there.

We must simply start thinking more about students as individuals. I know we try to do that in education at every sphere. We are not always successful, nor are we totally successful in the senior secondary area. But we’ve got to work on that, because they become 40 000 to 60 000 individuals who are really interested in different things for themselves. We have to try to get a handle on that, difficult though it might be.

So I’m going to spend the first half of my talk familiarising you with some aspects of senior secondary education. I’m going to draw on a few of the proposals that we’ve made to government on how it might change, or develop, or evolve from what it is now. It thinks that it’s necessary for me to do that. In so doing, I apologise to those people in the audience who are experienced secondary teachers or principals because they will know a lot of what I’m saying.

We hear about the New Basics being characterised in a number of ways, one of which involves sets of rich tasks that occur at three points along the continuum. What we look at in senior secondary education in terms of curriculum is a host of subject-based units of work, characterised by diversity. There are 55 Board subjects that are available to schools and are available for the tertiary entrance calculation process. I just want to note one thing. Many of them, in fact most of them, have no counterpart in the junior school. Now that’s only part of the curriculum. We now have in our syllabus-based curriculum a whole lot of what we call study area specifications. Most of the courses that come out of them have no counterpart in the junior school. As well, I could list hundreds more Board-registered subjects and indeed stand-alone vocational educational units. But by now you should have a feel for the sort of diversity that is available.

So it doesn’t really make sense to talk about any connectedness in terms of subject content. We simply have two very different ways in which we package subject matter. We have to look for other things. In the senior secondary area the policy is that there is open choice. The students and their parents can make the choices that best suit them, so much so that 12 000 different combinations of the 55 Board subjects are in evidence across this state. Such is the diversity and indeed the flexibility that goes with it.

Still, it’s not enough, because the government’s policy is for an 88% completion rate to Year 12 or Year 12 equivalent. We probably need to have an attitude shift among students, parents and the community for senior secondary education—away from a focus on schooling to a focus on learning. Now that sounds a bit trite but there’s a subtle difference there. In other words, not all learning that’s worthwhile to senior secondary should be seen to be occurring within the school fence. There are aspects of that going on right now. So site variation is one of the things I’d propose. Space variation is another one. Time variation is another one. We don’t want to lock senior secondary into those two years of 11 and 12. I think we ought to be considering ages 15 to 19—for some students four or five years for senior secondary education, the key being that at the end they get a Senior Certificate. The research from the ACER and the OECD shows that students without a certificate of completion of education, other than tertiary education, simply move from pillar to post right throughout their lives. Now there’s not necessarily a cause and effect there, but there’s certainly an association. So I support the notion that students, all students, should get a Senior Certificate. Depending on the learning that’s going on, those Senior Certificates would look more different one from another than they do now. For your information, the certificates that we issued last year and the year before went from anywhere from one A4 page to four pages recording the breadth of study, the detail of different modules and units of work. So there’s a tremendous change been going on in the last ten years, particularly in the last five years, and it’s due to continue and maybe even to accelerate.

I also think that we need to begin senior secondary education in Year 10 and here you might see an interesting sort of link with the New Basics planning. We believe that, in order to achieve that 88% completion rate, we need to begin with the students at risk in Year 10, while they’re in compulsory education. Many of them leave at the end of Year 10, never to be seen again. Year 10 seems to be the crucial time.

Any new deal should be very, very student focused—not document focused. When we hear “Let’s have continuity” or “Let’s have a smooth thing”, this tends to relate to documents. Documents aren’t really important in the end. It’s students and what they learn. So you have to focus on those individuals that I talked about a moment ago, or as many of them as possible. You can probably argue – certainly we can on our data – that about 50% of the cohort – about 60 000 in any cohort that goes through – are well catered for by the present structures and curriculum. The other 50% are somewhat at risk, some more than others. 20% of that other 50% are at school, because the retention rate is about 70%. But the other 30% are gone. Probably in terms of their mental activity, they’re gone before they actually leave school. They’re disaffected, alienated – terms that we’ve heard throughout this colloquium. They don’t want a bar of it and they want out. And they get out as fast as they can. We’ve done some work – very, very initial work – by interviewing some of these people, to try and get an insight into what it is that disaffects them and why they’re alienated with the schooling experience. It’s difficult to tie down and there’s not going to be any sort of generalised reason. There are almost as many reasons as there are students. So to keep them learning, we have to be smart. And asking students to come back inside the school fence full-time and sit in a classroom with a teacher and a piece of chalk won’t work. We know that. We have to do something different. I’m not sure exactly what it is, but we’re working on it.

I go back to Year 10, because I want to emphasise the important decision-making processes that students as individuals need in Year 10. Some students need to be offered some short courses. Some students definitely need some fresh starts. What they’ve been getting in the past hasn’t worked for them. Or, if it has, it’s not enticing them to continue. We have to use notions of flexible delivery. I mentioned different sites, part-time schooling, in and out, a chance to do your Senior Certificate over more that two years, all of those things. I now make the point that Year 10 will be very, very crucial if this ever comes to pass. I’ll make the connectedness with the New Basics planning a little later, but I’m sure it’s obvious already.

During the last decade, particularly since the Viviani report, we have been gradually identifying and working on generic skills in senior secondary education. So much so that we have a very clear idea of what generic skills are important. We call them the Common Curriculum Elements (CCEs). They’re quite fine-grained, there are 49 of them, and they are cross-curricular. They are terribly important and I would predict that, in the next 10 to 20 years, these sorts of generic skills (not necessarily of the same grain size) will be a very big factor in education at all levels.

We test these generic skills, by the way, in the Queensland Core Skills (QCS) Test, which is developed in-house at the Board. From this we can actually package clusters of CCEs. We have the skill, technique and the database to extract information from the QCS Test on those sorts of generic dimensions, although we don’t actually do it right now. Also, in the area of generic skills, we’ve worked pretty closely in recent years to include the Key Competencies in our syllabuses. In one way or another then, senior secondary education is paying a lot of attention to generic skills.

The other thing that’s a feature of senior secondary education is the notion of standards, a word I’ve also heard at this colloquium. We have to tag a certificate to the learning. The certificate has to have integrity. In fact it has to be a world-recognised document because our students use it to enter universities in the UK and the US, in fact to get jobs all over the world. The Senior Certificate has that sort of integrity and that sort of credibility. And these features have to be maintained. So we need to have the notion of standards, and we certificate on five standards—from Very High Achievement, which is the top standard, down to Very Limited Achievement. To achieve that we have a high-stakes moderation process (and I’ve heard that term here at the colloquium), which we’re known for, not just in this country but around the world. Moderation, for us, is the identification of standards and the matching of student work to those standards, so that students can be certificated at a particular standard. While New Basics won’t be dealing with certification, there is obviously a need for reporting to parents, and while this is a slightly different sort of dimension, none the less it’s in the same area as certification and so is terribly important.

Now, since I’ve been asked to talk about the connectedness of New Basics to what goes beyond, I’ll ask some questions. Then I’ll look at each question in the light of what the situation is now and where it is going and how it will evolve, in order to meet Government policy.

Will the New Basics agenda encourage or cause students to learn a wide range of generic skills? Not necessarily the CCEs, not necessarily the QCS criteria, not necessarily the Key Competencies, but things of that ilk. Will that occur? From what I’ve heard here, and from what I’ve read, I think the answer to that is “Yes”. At least, the potential is there. What happens in the future, of course, is still in the lap of the gods. We haven’t done it yet. But the potential is there and it’s a rich potential.

Is the New Basics agenda compatible with the notion of standards? I’ve just said to you, standards are terribly important. We have a written rule about standards. It’s an article of faith but it comes out of experience. It says that you don’t have standards unless they’re in teachers’ heads. A teacher has to know, to be able to say “I think I know what a VHA standard is”. Or in your case I should imagine, “I think I know what a standard is at Year 9 in this particular area or this particular task”. There’s a necessary way to do it and there are no short-cuts. You have to have, in our case, statements—official statements. We sometimes call them standards descriptors. That’s not enough by itself. You must have actual student work or evidence. We call our system an evidenced-based system. You must have student work that purports to meet those standards. And that’s not enough. You’re only there when your expert judges, the teachers, look at that work in panels and come to a consensus that “Yes, that work does meet that standard”. All three are necessary or you don’t have a system. We can find parts of the world where people try with the first one, just simply writing the standards and saying “Well, that’ll be enough”, and it’s not. There are some systems that do the other thing, look at some evidence, just look at it and say: “Yes”, and that’s not enough. You need all three: standards, evidence and consensus.

So is the concept of standards—not necessarily expressed like those for the senior years—compatible with the New Basics sort of agenda? I think the answer is “Yes”. In fact I wouldn’t mind having a go at being involved as critical partner at writing standards at Years 3, 6 and 9. I’m sure that it could be done, and done in such a way, that the evidence that would come through the rich tasks could be used in pursuit of those standards. And I’m sure if the moderation system I’ve heard mentioned comes into place, teachers could tell you if in fact the work that they see around those rich tasks does meet the standard. So the potential certainly is there. The connectedness is really a possibility on that particular agenda.

Will it equip students with essential knowledge? Now the problem we’ve all got in education is that there is too much knowledge out there and we can’t possibly transmit it to our charges. So some people say: “Well, you can’t do it so let’s not do any. Let’s just fall on a process-type approach.” In senior secondary education, we insist on some knowledge, essential knowledge, call it what you like. It can’t be all encompassing, of course it can’t, but it has to be there and it has to be there in depth. And indeed without some knowledge, you can’t develop generic skills. So is the potential there in the New Basics to equip students with some essential knowledge? From what I’ve heard here about the rich tasks, and from what I’ve read, it would seem that potential is there as well. Certainly when I hear about having some rigour and some didactic teaching I think: “Yes”. There won’t simply be a progressivist approach to this where we simply skirt over anything that looks like being rigorous.

Will the New Basics agenda be compatible with assessment models that themselves are at least compatible with the assessment model in senior secondary? Our assessment model is a criteria-and-standards model. I’ve alluded to that already. We set criteria, and students know what those criteria of assessment are. They see the standards descriptors, and they can actually see student work that meets those particular standards. Is assessment in the New Basics compatible with that? I can’t see why not. I’ve heard the word criteria mentioned here. In fact the adjective that I like was even there in front of it: explicit criteria. Not just simply implicit ones.

Will a New Basics agenda be compatible with evidenced-based moderation procedures? Again can I emphasise there is no knowing what students learn unless you have some evidence of it. There are two ways of getting evidence—one through tests and the other through primary evidence. We’ve heard a little bit of fun made at this colloquium of the testing movement in the US. I was at the American Educational Research Association Conference in New Orleans this year when James Popham who, I suppose, is an expert in the psychometrics area and a very keen testing man, made some unfavourable comments about American testing programs. Another presenter from a US state that I will not name here floored me, and the rest of the audience, when she said that their state governor had actually written to teachers to ask them please not to teach the items on the test. I just couldn’t come to terms with that. There were questions afterwards and she reiterated it. She said it’s the same test, they’ve used the same test for five years, not a parallel form but the same one. The items are not related necessarily to the curriculum. There are no syllabuses in that state just as there are no syllabuses in any US states. That’s part of an interesting phenomenon—the curriculum tends to be what the teachers think it should be in the school, and now what the testing agencies (independent for-profit companies) put on the tests.

So is a New Basics agenda compatible with evidenced-based moderation procedures? We have, in the senior secondary area, an evidenced-based model. We want to see what students do. That is, we want primary evidence, not the secondary evidence of a score on a test. When someone’s intervened, looked at some student work and said that it reduces to this score, that’s a secondary piece of evidence. That’s of less use than the actual primary evidence itself. Through our moderation system we want to look at what the students actually do—the outcomes, in other words, as sharp as you can make them. I see evidence in the New Basics agenda for that to occur as well, through the culmination of rich tasks at the end of each of those three cycles. Of course, I’m not standing here saying that I fully understand the moderation system that’s being proposed. But the potential is there and it’s very encouraging.

Lastly, Will the New Basics be compatible with valid and reliable reporting? I don’t know because I don’t know how the reporting system will work, but it’s a question that I ask. The Board has to address it quite rigorously because it has a certification function to carry out. This isn’t the case with the New Basics. You won’t have to issue a sheet of paper that can stand up in a court of law, so you might have a lot of interesting possibilities that the Board doesn’t have. I can’t see why there is any incompatibility so I’ll score that one “Maybe”. I don’t know.

And so, when I look back at the list of questions I have posed, I find that I can, fairly candidly (I hope honestly) stand in front of you and say that the sort of things that I read into this agenda are very, very positive for learning among young people in the primary and lower secondary area. This agenda may go a long way to address what I consider, and I know I’ve got a lot of friends in this, the “middle schooling wasteland”, as I’ve heard it described, in the state at the present time. Now that’s probably too strong a criticism. But there’s not been much development in middle schooling in this state, I think, especially in terms of identifying standards, in looking at the quality of the work, in actually seeing what is happening in terms of learning in those years.

In conclusion, let me list some of the terms that I’ve heard at this colloquium. I’ve heard of alienated students—I don’t like the term, but we have heard it and we do have alienated students, so at least it’s an accurate description. I hope this agenda will do something about it. I’ve heard of explicit criteria. I’ve heard of higher-order thinking. The CCEs are good examples of some of that. I’ve heard of generic skills. I’ve heard of student work and I’ve interpreted this as evidence in decision-making. I’ve heard of transdisciplinary or multi-disciplinary; that is, the notion that we will fall back on those traditional, yet well tried and true, units of knowledge that we know about—disciplines, subjects, forms of knowledge and so on, as part of building the rich tasks. I’ve heard of standards, and I’ve heard of rigour. I’ve heard of direct or didactic teaching. I’ve heard the word moderation. All of those things lead me back to where I started, to say to you that if all of that comes about then the transition that I started talking about—from initial education to this 15-plus area (where the pathways are highly diverse, almost unique to a student)—ought to be a smoother transition than we have at the moment.

If I had to pick out one thing in summing up, it would be that I see an emphasis on transportable skills coming through here, and I think that’s great. Someone once said: “Education is what remains after we’ve forgotten most of the facts that we learnt at school”. And that’s a clear reference, I believe, to the importance of generic skills and repertoires of practice, and to their development in our young people as they progress through learning.
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