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New foundations for learning in Australia

determinant of individuals” health and wellbeing

is among the most agreed by scholars and
practitioners.” Quality and equity of education have
strong associations with individuals’ life expectancy,
morbidity and health behaviour, and educational
attainment is important to people’s health as it shapes
thei;‘ further education, employment and success in
life.

Evidence showing the importance of education as a

Therefore, high quality education and health for

all children and young people is at the heart of
employment pathways for societal progress that

reaps profound intergenerational benefits. It is one

of seven domains considered in the MJA supplement
on the Future Healthy Countdown 2030. Australia is
struggling to provide the foundations for learning and
wellbeing for many young Australians that would
enable them to live a good life in adulthood. We can
turn this around by broadening the approaches to and
outcomes of schooling from academic grades to whole
child development, including better wellbeing and
health for all.

Much effort, little progress

In international light, Australia has an advanced
education system. In many ways it offers world-class
learning opportunities to children and youth, but
unfortunately not for everyone. While having mostly
well educated teachers and many innovative schools,
Australian education is rated as unequal when
compared with education systems of other advanced
wealthy nations.”’ This is not a problem caused by
schools or teachers; it is because the education system
has been designed in a way that leaves many children
behind in both learning and health outcomes.*” But it
does not have to be this way.

Education and health in modern societies are not
cheap — anywhere. On average, Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
countries invested about 3.5% of their national wealth
(or gross domestic product [GDP]) in primary and
secondary education and 9.7% in health in 2020.%”
Australia spends more than other OECD countries on
school education — 4.1% of GDP. Where that money
to finance schools comes from varies from country to
country. In European Union countries and the United
States, for example, private share of total education
expenditure is about 8%, while in Australia it is 18%.°
Another way to say this is that Australian governments
spend about the same amount of GDP on school
education as OECD countries on average, and that the
rest comes from parents and other private sources. So,
most Australian parents who can afford to pay have
access to world-class schooling for their children.

Another difference between Australian schools
and those of the OECD countries is that Australian
children spend more time in school receiving
compulsory instruction than their peers in other
OECD countries.® In OECD countries, on average,

students have 4600 hours of primary education and
3000 hours of lower secondary education. Australian
children have about 11000 hours of primary and lower
secondary education in total, as shown in Box 1. This is
considerably more than in OECD countries on average,
and yet these long hours of formal instruction do not
turn into high quality learning outcomes or positive
wellbeing as measured by current student assessments
and health surveys.

Another peculiar feature of Australian education
today is persistent reliance on parental choice in

the education marketplace as the preferred way to
maintain and enhance learning outcomes for all. Free
and only loosely managed school choice has been a
defining part of federal and state public policies in
the past, even when international advice has warned
about adverse consequences of market models in
education.”" As increasing amounts of government
funds have been channelled into private and religious
schools, chronic underfunding of most public schools
has exacerbated inequities and contributed to higher
concentration of disadvantaged students in the public
system and declining equity of outcomes in Australia.
The problem of socio-educational segregation in
Australia is widespread — more than 12% of all
students are enrolled in a school where most children
are socio-educationally disadvantaged, and almost all
students who are in schools with high concentrations
of socio-educational disadvantage are in public
schools."

It is not surprising that student learning and
wellbeing does not flourish in this unequal and
unfair educational environment. More data are being
collected from schools and more money is being
spent on schools than ever before, but educational
performance (in terms of quality and equity) has not
improved."” This suggests that there is a need for
different thinking about policies and strategies that
would change these inconvenient trends for the better.
The Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration
provides a useful framework for doing so.”

Snapshots of current student learning trends

Pressing educational issues for Australian children and
young people are well researched and reported.”* "
The challenge is more about how all that knowledge
and understanding could be turned into better
operational policies and investments that would make
a positive difference. Moreover, trends in student
learning and prevalent achievement gaps between
various equity groups are nothing new (Box 2, Box 3);
policy makers have been aware of these issues for a
decade or more.

Data from the National Assessment Program — Literacy
and Numeracy (NAPLAN) that have been collected
across the nation since the year 2008 provide another
window to understanding educational progress,

or lack of it, in Australian states and territories.
NAPLAN tests students” knowledge in reading and
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1 Total number of compulsory instruction hours in OECD countries in primary and lower secondary education in
2019*
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OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. * Source: OECD Programme for International Student Assessment database. Number after
country indicates duration of primary and lower secondary education in years. 4

students” performance in basic school

2 Australian students’ national average achievements in subjects has not improved during the past
mathematics in Year 3 and Year 9,2008-2022* two decades. Educational performance
700 in Australia as a whole and within its
different jurisdictions has systematically
o 9997 e—o— —- — been measured since the 2000s. The OECD
3 Programme for International Student
<Z( ” 500+ Assessment surveys show that, in comparison
éi( = sood o o - to international benchmarks, Australian
z £ -~ T students” academic achievements have
e declined since 2000.” These data also show
S E 3007 that large achievement gaps between different
T 200 socio-economic and other equity groups have
2 - \Kgg;g persisted since 2000 (Box 3).
z
100 There are notable differences in average
student outcomes between different
O —7T—F7—717 1 T 1T T 1T T 1 schools in Australia, beyond what could
& ”900) S R T S R g be explained by student};’ backgrounds.
Year The Productivity Commission analysis

; } i of NAPLAN data collected between 2013
NAPLAN = National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy. * Source: Australian .
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority database. 4 and 2021 for mathematics revealed that
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students enrolled in schools with high
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mathematics in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. Overall, there has concentrations of socio-educational disadvantage
been no progress in literacy and numeracy since 2008, (that are mostly government schools) were about half
although the reason for introducing NAPLAN was to a year of learning behind other Aboriginal and Torres
improve educational performance across the nation. Strait Islander students in Year 3." This learning gap
For example, Australian students’ achievements in grew to 1.3 years by Year 9.

mathematics as measured by NAPLAN in Year 3 and

Year 9 have not improved since 2008 (Box 2). Learning gaps between children from different equity

groups that are substantial at the beginning of formal
It has been frustrating that despite numerous reforms,  education are often magnified rather than narrowed
reviews and growing financial spending, Australian during school years. This means that the time it would




take for a typical student from a disadvantaged equity
group to catch up with other students increases while
students are in school. For example, learning gaps in
mathematics continue to grow when the same cohort
of students is followed from Year 3 to Year 9 (Box 4).

New foundations for learning

Not so long ago, for most children, school was the only
place to learn sufficient basic knowledge and skills
needed to have a job and live a good life. School then
held the monopoly of learning. Now that monopoly

is gone — children can learn anywhere, any time.
Schools still play a significant role in teaching complex
skills and competencies that are needed in work and
the increasingly uncertain world. Critically, school

should be the environment in which all children need
to learn new skills for life and contemporary work, not
just the basic knowledge and skills. School is also a
place where they can develop attitudes and mindsets
that equip them to participate confidently in a complex
world. These new foundations — such as ability to
think flexibly, manage impulsivity, use imagination

in new situations, seek opportunities in complex
situations, identify and use necessary resources,
regulate one’s own thinking, understand and improve
one’s own wellbeing, and take responsible risks —
enable self-regulated behaviour plus critical and
creative thinking.'*?’

As children and young people continue to learn

through a variety of experiences in and out of school,

it is becoming more important to address their
personal interests and
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3 Australian 15-year-old students’ average reading literacy scores in the OECD
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), 2000-2018*

individual learning
needs properly in
school. Children’s
self-directed, informal
learning at home and
in communities is
taking an increasingly
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4 Australian students’ average mathematics scores in NAPLAN in the same cohort from 2015 to 2021*
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elsewhere, new foundations for learning should be
built on whole child and whole school approaches that
establish closer connections between learning and
wellbeing in schools.”

5 New foundations for learning in Australia

What are the most pressing issues where change could

make a real difference by 2030 and why?

o Academic outcomes are stagnant or declining while
per-student spending is going up.

o Student engagementin school weakens during schooling and
fewer students think they benefit from schooling.

o Equity of education outcomes is weak and has worsened over time.

e More and more data are being collected — using data for
transforming schools has become a problem.

Education attainment is a strong predictor of steady
employment and better physical and mental health.”
The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare has
identified the need for reporting to link health and
welfare data to better understand the effects of social
determinants of health and wellbeing through life:
“Across all key determinants, evaluation of programs
and interventions to identifSy successes in reducing
inequalities is important.”” The evidence is clear that
education and health are positively connected —
healthier students are better learners — and vice
versa.?0?®

What are some of the key indicator measures available and
what are we lacking?

o Keyindicators

» regular census-based data on literacy and numeracy
proficiencies by year level (Years 3, 5,7 and 9); and

» school completion rates for Year 12 (or equivalent).
e Whatis lacking?

» data on broader skills and competencies learned across
Australian curricula in school, including creative problem
solving, complex communication, self-regulation and
lifelong learning; and

If we are to turn things around by 2030, indicators
need to focus attention on the range of current
inequities in education outcomes in Australian
education.” These indicators also need to report
publicly on policy approaches to reducing these
inequities and progress made in terms of learning

a broader range future skills and competencies at
federal, state and territory levels throughout schooling
from early learning to higher education and beyond.
The National Report on Schooling in Australia as an
annual review should provide the benchmarks for
policy targets and new outcomes that address and
reduce inequities. Key indicators relating to equity of
education that are available are:

» better data on student agency and engagement, wellbeing,
and sense of belonging in school.

What are the key baseline data on these indicator measures

that are available?

o More than 20% of Australian 15-year-olds were low
performing students in reading and mathematics in the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s
Programme for International Student Assessment survey
conducted in 2018.

e More than 12% of Australian students are enrolled in a school
with high concentrations of socio-educational disadvantage
and that trend is worsening over time according to the
MySchool database.

e Forreading, the measured achievement gap between socio-
educationally disadvantaged and advantaged students
grows almost threefold from Year 3 to Year 9 according to the e proportion of students enrolled in schools with high

Australian Curriculum, Assessments and Reporting Authority concentrations of socio-educational disadvantage;
(ACARA) database.

e proportion of students at or below proficiency levels
in reading and mathematics;

e achievement gaps in reading and mathematics
between disadvantaged students in different equity
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employment pathways they require. Their definition
emphasised the importance of having opportunities
to participate “in a breadth of experiences where their
learning is valued and supported by their family

and in the wider communi’cy”.21 Student agency, in
appropriate ways, in building these new foundations
is critically important.

Continuing to do more of the same to transform
education makes no sense. We have all the necessary
knowledge and practical wisdom to change the course
towards a better and fairer education for all Australian
children. But we need to do different things, and do
them differently enough, to get there. For instance,
improving education experiences for Indigenous
children requires recognising the importance of First
Nations” knowledge and knowing, and this would
benefit all children in Australia.

National education policies have recognised that
schools need to educate students for a world yet to
be realised, meeting the needs of all students, and
equipping them with transversal skills and general
capabilities for future work and lifelong learning.

groups in Years 3,5, 7 and 9; and

reading and mathematics achievement by the level
of socio-economic and educational disadvantage.

In addition, beginning to track progress on the
following indicators could help turn things around:

clear and shared definition of what equity of
education outcomes means across different
education systems and sectors;

data on broader outcomes of schooling (eg,
transversal skills, psychosocial health and
wellbeing, happiness, life satisfaction);

student agency and engagement in school; and

safety and belonging in school (for both children
and adults).

The evidence (summarised in Box 5) is clear and the
road ahead should be too — educational and health
inequities need to be addressed now before it is too
late.
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International evidence suggests that there should

be multiple pathways from school to the world of
work if we want to meet the needs and interests of all
young people.”” Furthermore, as we have suggested
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has played a convening role in scoping and commissioning the articles
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