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Let me start by reinforcing a statement – a principle -  that has been reiterated since earlier this year and that is to confirm that Queensland State Education – 2010 commits us to tackling the future head on. And the future means more than half a million young Queenslanders in state schools by the end of this decade, with an extra 2000 teachers ensuring that every one of those students is a part of the smart state.

It also means greater community access to and use of school resources.  Schools will become even more firmly embedded in their local community, often providing a service and function that is essential if we are to plan for the future and not for the past.

Queensland State Education - 2010 is the start of a revitalisation of public education in this state…. And the New Basics, with its rich tasks, is a key feature of QSE-2010 and the future of young Queenslanders.

Education is set to become the linchpin for the development of Queensland as the smart state – the bridge to the future.

The smart state is about Queenslanders getting the jobs of the future, about building a workforce that is free of the parochialism of the past and confident to tackle the future.

It is about making sure that we have a cohesive society in which all are given the opportunity to prosper.

We aim to raise secondary school completion rates from 68 per cent to 88 per cent by 2010.

By 2010, this will cost up to $150 million each year, but make no mistake, our pursuit of this target is not merely academic.

But to do this we have to have, and make sure that parents know we have, a sound and competitive state education system. New Basics is an integral part of that system.

We have already won extensive national and international acclaim for the New Basics framework.

This framework will ready our students for flexible and adaptable life pathways. It will also help them participate in the future economy and in cohesive social communities. 

This weekend’s colloquium offers all of us the opportunity to share our learnings to date, particularly amongst those of you from the 38 trial schools. 

What we learn from this trial will help us work through any implementation issues with parents and teachers.

The colloquium is offering both a depth and breadth of knowledge and discussions of New Basics and the Rich Tasks. In a few minutes, Professor Allan Luke will trace the path that has led us to the New Basics, the genesis of which is before us today.

I don’t know of many Queensland teachers who would not recognise Allan and be aware of the background that has led to his being one of  Australia’s foremost educators with an enviable and well-deserved international reputation. But for those who don’t, Allan Luke is Head of UQ's Graduate School of Education. 

He is Chief Educational Adviser to the Minister and Director-General of Education, Queensland and yesterday convened the first meeting of the Council for Educational Renewal. Allan is Chair of the Queensland Ministerial Forum on Childcare and Principal Consultant on Language Benchmarking for the Hong Kong government.  

While Deputy Director of Education of Queensland he developed the New Basics Framework and was responsible along with Professor Freebody, for the Literate Futures report which has recently reached schools.  Allan is also author of many books and has specialised expertise both in bilingual education policy and in indigenisation of curricula.

And on this point, I’d like to remind you of some of Allan Luke’s words from late 1999 when he convened the first on-line New Basics conference. 

At that time, and these concepts still remain quite valid, the idea of the New Basics was exactly that the tasks would be reviewed, renewed and changed as contexts, technologies and knowledges change.
Why not? Curricula do become obsolete. So they should. And we should have the capacity in new knowledge and information economies to shift their contents, skills, etc. rapidly. 

Allan proposed then that we should review and replace rich tasks as the cultures, technologies and knowledge bases change. The very notion that you can set outcomes in print curriculum documents that are sustainable across 10-15 year periods is probably obsolete.
The ‘New Basics’ as envisaged then by Allan is an innovative educational approach that will take several years at least to prototype, trial, critique, analyse and develop.
But there is broad research support that this more holistic approach that relies on teacher judgment has great potential as an alternative to the specification of lots of outcomes and the use of standardised tests – which, in spite of claims otherwise, are still proliferating.
An argument has been put by the Federal government for the extension of standardised testing beyond literacy and numeracy into the other KLAs. It has been stopped as a policy move for now by the state ministers for Education.
But Allan said at the time that the writing was on the wall… The cheapest and most politically palatable response to curriculum and accountability once you've got lots of minute outcome statements in place is large scale sample standardised norm-referenced achievement testing. It costs far less than teacher moderation.
A year 3 census test is much cheaper, than say, the year 2 diagnostic net. But the latter generates curriculum conversations. The evidence abounds nationally that testing is the political direction many would have us move in.
And the evidence is there from the US, New Zealand and elsewhere that this approach neglects the issue of equity, it won't solve systemic problems, and it won't make your curriculum and pedagogy intellectually rich. The 'New Basics' is trying to prototype an alternative approach to accountability and assessment.

The New Basics are futures-oriented categories for organising curriculum - they are a way of managing the enormous increase in information resulting from globalisation and the rapid rate of change in the economic, social and cultural dimensions of our existence.

Moreover, they are clusters of essential practices that students need in order to flourish in “new times”: globalisation; the shift towards local service-based economies; new and constantly changing technologies; complex transformations in cultural and social relationships; fluid demographics; and a sense of uncertainty about the future. 

At the same time are the increasingly complicated demands on teaching and assessment that have accompanied the diversification of classrooms.

The four New Basics categories have an explicit orientation towards researching, understanding, and coming to grips with the new economic, cultural and social conditions.

These four clusters of practice are deemed to be essential for lifelong learning by the individual, for social cohesion, and for economic wellbeing, clearly outlined in Queensland State Education 2010 (QSE 2010).

As curriculum organisers, the New Basics will help schools, teachers and curriculum planners to move beyond a defence of status quo knowledges to a critical engagement with the ongoing change that characterises new times.

As you will know, the four categories are:

Life pathways and social futures

Multiliteracies and communications media

Active citizenship; and

Environments and technologies

The New Basics draw upon practices and skills across disciplines. This transdisciplinary approach actually attempts to retain the integrity of each disciplinary methodology, epistemology and canon.

It is, therefore, different from the traditional interdisciplinary approach that seeks links between disciplines—often via thematic learning with the possible consequence of diluted subject-specific expertise.

For operating in the New Basics Framework, teachers should perceive themselves as scholars and teachers in general education and also as specialists in one particular area.

A curriculum organised around the New Basics will provide a mainstream core for all students, especially in languages and mathematics. 

It will provide exposure for all students to the visual and performing arts, even if expertise is not achieved. 

And it will treat performance (aesthetic, public and civic) as central to demonstration.

When talking about the new basics, it is necessary to hold on to the notion of “basics”—those essential areas of learning that underpin the way we engage with the world. But what else is basic for twenty-first century education given that the future is likely to look radically different from the present?

The major curriculum challenge is to ensure that schools participate in the world as it changes rather than constantly play “catch up”. In many instances this means that schools and local communities need to take the lead.

The “old basics”, including literacy and numeracy, must be at the heart of New Basics which, in turn, include using new information technology effectively, and functioning as an active citizen.

A properly educated person, in the traditional sense of the term, is a person who understands the social contexts of history, culture, government, economics and so on; a person who has heard of Shakespeare and (Judith) Wright, Tennyson and (Banjo) Paterson, as well as Brad & Jennifer; Limp Bizkit, (Ian) Thorpe, (Cathy) Freeman and (Kevin) Walters.

The so-called “traditional” understandings are more of the old basics, and they are necessary but not sufficient as the substance of modern education.

In a world dealing with information overload, rapidly changing local and global economies, communities’ uncertainty about their futures, and new life pathways for students leaving school, the following questions need to be answered:

· How do we most effectively organise learning activities in ways that do not clutter the curriculum?

· How do we provide space for deep intellectual engagement?

· How do we connect to the key issues affecting students’ lives?

One of the largest school reform studies in the USA, which involved the Coalition of Essential Schools, concluded that the more packed and crowded a curriculum becomes, the shallower, thinner and more superficial the educational experience becomes. In other words, an attempt to over-specify the curriculum actually backfires, with particularly disastrous effects on the most at-risk learners. Students should study fewer things in greater depth in order to achieve greater levels of understanding and more appropriate learning outcomes.

Another important issue is the blurring of boundaries around earlier curriculum categories.

For example, there are strategies for literacy across the curriculum, numeracy across the curriculum, information technology across the curriculum, vocational education across the curriculum, and science across the curriculum (the latter especially so around ethics).

If so much is needed across the curriculum, how effective is the current curriculum organisation in meeting the demands of new skills and knowledges?”

Teachers will grapple with the degree to which they can ensure that student learning is really connected to the world outside the classroom and how they can improve motivation and modify behaviour problems that sometimes arise from students’ sense of the irrelevance of some classroom work.

This is not to say that these notions of irrelevance are necessarily and always valid. Some students treat curriculum offerings with indifference or disdain, and spurn it as unworthy of their attention, unless they can immediately see the relevance of what they are doing.

They seem to believe that relevance should be rudimentary, obvious and immediate, not realising that what seems earth-shatteringly important at 16 is, from the vantage of only a year, a minor matter that has obscured something of real importance.

Our challenge is not to gratify the immediate needs of the students but to question the purpose of our curriculum choices. The key to this is visibility of purpose—ensuring discipline rigour and contexts for learning that are connected to the wide world.
Two fundamental principles of the New Basics Framework will impact on school organisation in different ways in different schools. First, in schools using a New Basics curriculum framework, students can only complete their work by venturing into the world outside the school environment.

Second, teachers need to work collaboratively, across disciplines, to achieve the desired outcomes for students. Many schools already encourage teachers to do this while others have developed strong links with their communities through curriculum reform. 

The work of the New Basics Unit is to provide support as schools differentially organise themselves to meet the needs of their local communities.

One example might be a secondary school that identifies teams of five or six teachers to work together with a group of students over a 2-year period—having already done initial planning with primary feeder schools or a sample thereof. 

These teams would take responsibility for collaboratively organising curriculum around the New Basics to lead the students to the Rich Tasks as culminating activities by the end of Year 9.

Another example might be that a team of three teachers in Years 4, 5 and 6 plan a 3-year curriculum program around the New Basics while choosing to maintain their traditional classroom organisation. 

In this instance, there would be continuity of learning over the 3-year period with minimal disruption to the school organisation.

A third example sees the appointment of teacher as mentor for x groups of students (multi-aged) with expert teachers used as basic skills (spelling, graphing and so on) instructors and reference points for specific knowledge and targeted repertories of practice.

One final example has students, working in groups, contract for tasks, and identify resources required (including human resources). Teachers have time to act as skill developers and expert resources.

All of this having been said, it must be remembered that there are certain things that children cannot access without the critical relationship between teacher and student. These are the high-stakes discourses—those knowledges, fields and paradigms that have power and salience in researching, analysing and interpreting the world.

The New Basics agenda is underpinned by the notion that transdisciplinary teams of teachers working with students on tasks that are visibly connected to students’ life pathways will provide the space for students’ deep intellectual engagement.

Later this morning, after Allan has provided an overview of the path that has led us to today, my Assistant Director-General (Education Services), Bob McHugh will map out the future directions for New Basics and the Rich Tasks.

Bob has extensive experience within both schools and the Education Queensland district and central office structure. His education career has seen him work across many sectors of education, including positions of secondary teacher (English and Modern History), Head of Department, Deputy Principal and Principal of various Queensland secondary schools.

Within his current role, Bob is responsible for the diverse areas of New Basics, Student Services, Teaching and Learning, AccessEd and Education Queensland International.

Later sessions will involve my colleague John Pitman, Director of the Board of Senior Secondary School Studies, and Tony Cook, Ken Gray, Paul Herschell, Ezette Grauf, and Peter Lloyd from the New Basics Branch, to be followed up by Gabrielle’s closed session of the 38 trial schools on Sunday Afternoon.

In summary then, the New Basics provide a cutting-edge and intellectually challenging framework that values high-quality performance in:

· researching and consulting;

· analysing, synthesising, relating and selecting;

· negotiating and personalizing;

· planning, designing and creating;

· judging and deciding;

· operating and making and acting;

· evaluating and revising;

· presenting, performing, explaining and communicating.

It is with much pleasure, therefore, that I welcome you to this important milestone for education in Australia and declare the New Basics Colloquium officially open.


