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S C H O O L  E D U C A T I O N  S Y S T E M A T  A  
C R O S S R O A D S :  W H A T  I S  H O L D I N G  U S  B A C K  A N D  

H O W  D O  W E  M O V E  F O R W A R D ?  

 Education is 
1 and a key  

productivity, economic growth and capacity for innovation. 2  Moreover, high educational 
attainment has also been shown to increase social cohesion,3 improve holistic mental and 
physical wellbeing4 and lower crime rates.5 To this end, it is vital to reflect on the degree to 
which Australia has managed to provide a high-quality school education to its students in an 
equitable fashion. While Australian 15-year-olds performed above the OECD average in the 
2015 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests, its results have been 
falling since 2000; and the impact of socioeconomic status on student achievement was 
revealed to be higher in Australia than in over half of other OECD nations, suggesting that we 
are facing significant challenges in maintaining our edge in education.6 Looking to the future, 
Australian policy makers must focus on improving teacher selection, accreditation and 
retention; developing engaging, relevant and stimulating curricula; and funding and delivering 
education programs more equitably. 

To improve the delivery of school education programs, it is imperative that we examine the 
symptoms of decline plaguing the Australian schooling system. Indeed, in comparison to its 
surveyed counterparts, Australia has exhibited a precipitous fall over the last 15 years in its 
PISA test scores, ranking only equal 14th in science, equal 23rd in mathematics, and 15th in 
reading in 2015. 7  Yet what is more dispiriting is that in the 2015 tests, an educational 
attainment gap between three and four years was revealed to exist between the 
socioeconomically most advantaged and disadvantaged quartiles of Australian students.8 In 
addition, Australian student achievement in the areas of science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM) is not keeping pace with the demands of a technologically rich world, as 
evidenced by the substantial fall in Year 12 enrolments in advanced STEM-related subjects 

                    
1 PwC, , PwC, 2014, p.7, 
https://www.pwc.com.au/pdf/good-but-must-do-better-aug14.pdf, (accessed 15 June 2017).   
2 OECD, Universal Basic Skills: What Countries Stand to Gain, OECD Publishing, Paris, 2015, p.20, 
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/universal-basic-skills_9789264234833-en, (accessed 5 June 2017).  
3 OECD, Education at a Glance 2010: OECD Indicators, OECD Publishing, Paris, 2010, p.154, 
http://www.oecd.org/edu/skills-beyond-school/45926093.pdf, (accessed 8 June 2017).   
4 Ibid, p.84.  
5 Ibid.  
6 S. Thomson, L. De Bortoli, and C. Underwood, , Melbourne, 
ACER Ltd, 2016, http://research.acer.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1021&context=ozpisa, (accessed 6 
June 2017).  
7 Ibid.  
8 Ibid.  
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over the last two decades.9,10 Of equal concern is the finding that while Australian students are 
conversant with basic information and communications technology (ICT) skills, such as word 
processing and file management, they have shown far less confidence in performing more 
sophisticated ICT-based tasks, such as writing computer programs, analysing data using 
software packages, and constructing web pages.11 Thus, it appears that Australia has clung on 
to the vestiges of an antiquated school education system that has failed to adapt to the 
requirements of a rapidly evolving, 21st century global economy.  

The reasons for these deteriorating levels of achievement are manifold. Firstly, Australia has 
faced significant challenges in attracting highly able school leavers to the profession of 
teaching. Unlike other nations with so  systems, such as 
Finland and Singapore, which select teachers from the top 10 to 30 per cent of high school 
graduates,12 Australia has a relatively low proportion of top academic achievers as teachers. 
While between 1983 and 2003, the standard intake for education courses in Australia was from 
the top 26 to 39 per cent of school leavers, by 2012, less than half of Year 12 students receiving 
offers for undergraduate teaching courses had ranked in the top 30 per cent of their academic 
cohort.13 As a well-known 2007 McKinsey report stat he quality of an education system 

14 To this end, future Australian policy makers must 
focus on increasing the attractiveness and status of the teaching profession and thereby seek to 
increase the talent  

Moreover, despite the establishment of a standardised National Curriculum in 2008 by the 
school education programs have shown serious inadequacies in 

both content and delivery. Studies have 
substantial bodies of factual and procedural learning  
and are delivered within the confines of obsolete traditional classroom settings, failing to 
cultivate strong application-oriented skills in students, and leading to high levels of student 
disengagement.15 Questions have also been raised about the lack of cross-disciplinary learning 
in the Australian Curriculum,16 an impediment to the cultivation of creativity and problem 
solving skills in students. Further challenges are evident in developing assessment schemes 

                    
9 F. Barrington and M. Evans, Year 12 Mathematics Participation in Australia  The Last Ten Years, Australian 
Mathematical Sciences Institute, 2017, p.1, http://amsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/barrington-2016.pdf,  
(accessed 10 June 2017).   
10 N. Phillips, -year- The Sydney Morning 
Herald, 6 October 2014, http://www.smh.com.au/technology/sci-tech/20year-decline-in-year-12-science-and-
maths-participation-study-finds-20141006-10qvq2.html, (accessed 15 June 2017).  
11 S. Thomson Australian Students in a Digital World,  Policy Insights, no.3, 2015, p. 16, 
http://research.acer.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1002&context=policyinsights, (accessed 13 June 2017).   
12 -
McKinsey and Co., 2007, p.16, 
http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/reports/Education/Worlds_School_Systems_Final.pdf, (accessed 18 
June 2017).    
13  The 
Conversation, 16 March 2015, http://theconversation.com/six-ways-australias-education-system-is-failing-our-
kids-32958, (accessed 15 June 2017). 
14 M. Barber and M. Mourshed, op. cit., p.61.  
15 Policy Insights, no.5, 2016, pp. 6 and 15, 
http://research.acer.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1004&context=policyinsights , (accessed 13 June 2017).   
16 Ibid, p.6.  
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that create a sense of accountability for strong academic achievement while not devaluing the 

governments, the development of a centralised national assessment for literacy and numeracy 
(NAPLAN) has been shown to be ineffective in improving student outcomes in these subject 
areas.17 These findings reveal that the introduction of student evaluation programs can only be 
effective when coupled with increases in the quality 
teaching.  

Over the years, Australia has also struggled to devise funding policies that account for its 
cultural and socioeconomic heterogeneity. The 2010 Gonski review identified serious flaws in 
the methods that were being used at that time to allocate funds to Australian schools and 
contended that the funding allocations did not adequately take into account student 
socioeconomic status, English language proficiency, disability status, and Indigeneity. 18 
Despite to consider all schools uniformly in the distribution of 
government funds, the Gillard and Rudd-led governments were selective in adopting these 
proposed changes and continued to maintain divisive policies that discriminated between 
government and non-government schools in the allocation of funds.19 
perhaps explains why despite substantial increases in funding, the performance of the 
Australian school system has remained static, for as academic Ken Gannicott makes manifest, 

-the-board increased 
20 Ultimately, as renowned education 

a system in which schools compete for 

social stratification and engendering significant inequity.21   

Holistic, system-wide reform must be the focus of policy makers in addressing the causes of 
the decline of our schooling system. The first of these challenges lies in addressing staffing 
difficulties. To tackle this issue, Australian state and federal governments must primarily focus 
on providing teachers with more competitive salaries and giving them adequate opportunities 
for merit-based career progression. Adjusted for purchasing power parity, 
salaries to the earnings of all tertiary-educated full-time workers in Australia only slightly 
exceeds the OECD average for this metric,22 suggesting that more funds are needed to make 
teaching an attractive career choice for academically able school leavers. Moreover, to counter 

                    
17 Get I
p.10, https://www.cis.org.au/app/uploads/2016/06/gonski-policy-winter-2016.pdf , (accessed 15 June 2017).   
18 D. Gonski et al., Review of Funding for Schooling: Final Report, Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations, Canberra, 2011, p.69, https://docs.education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/review-of-
funding-for-schooling-final-report-dec-2011.pdf, (accessed 11 June 2017).    
19 Inside Story, 
6 September 2016, http://insidestory.org.au/what-gonski-really-meant-and-how-thats-been-forgotten-almost-
everywhere, (accessed 16 June 2017).    
20 K. Gannicott, op. cit., p.16.  
21

and G.C. Savage (ed.), Educating Australia: Challenges for the Decade Ahead, Melbourne, Melbourne 
University Publishing Ltd, 2017, p.21.  
22 OECD, Education at a Glance 2014: OECD Indicators, OECD Publishing, Paris, 2014, p.454, 
https://www.oecd.org/edu/Education-at-a-Glance-2014.pdf, (accessed 8 June 2017).   
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the dearth of teachers taking up roles in disadvantaged communities, teaching staff must be 
incentivised, through direct cash rewards, transfer and housing benefits, or other methods, to 
take up positions in hard-to-staff regions of the country.23 Governments must also continue to 
provide financial support to programs such as the well-known Teach for Australia initiative,24

which fast-tracks exceptional non-teaching professionals into teaching roles in regions plagued 
by chronic teacher shortage. In addition, a promising pathway to bolster the distribution of 
teachers in remote and low socioeconomic areas would be to adopt the systems of the 
Queensland and Tasmanian education departments, which make it mandatory for teachers to 
serve for a period in a rural school, around Australia.25 Such a model poses its own challenges 
in retaining and recruiting teaching staff, but if it is implemented in a manner that is flexible 
and respectful of the needs of teachers, it has the potential to aid in

  

Yet most of all, policy makers must focus on increasing the calibre of teachers in Australian 
schools, the principal determinant of the success of our schooling system. Unlike nations such 
as Finland, where there is significant prestige associated with the profession of teaching 
because students entering teaching courses must be among the top 10 per cent of their cohort,26 
Australia has been blighted by a significant fall in the academic ability of its teachers. To this 
end, a focus of future scholastic reform must lie in mandating an increase in tertiary entry 
scores for teaching courses. The recent proposal of the Victorian government to raise the 
threshold ATAR for education degrees to 70 in the next three years,27 in other words, selecting 
teachers out of the top 30 per cent of school leavers, heralds hope in achieving this challenging 
goal. Although some critics have suggested that raising ATAR requirements may lead to a 
shortfall of teachers,28 there is a strong possibility that capable candidates, who have previously 
opted for other academic pathways, will respond positively to this increase in professional 
standards and choose the profession of teaching. Ultimately, while governments have 
historically focused on bolstering teacher numbers in Australia, it will be equally paramount to 
ensure that high standards are cultivated and retained among Australian teachers. 

Coupled with targets to increase the quality of teaching in Australian schools, policy makers 
must also devote resources towards the implementation of state-of-the-art academic curricula. 
As education academic Lyn Yates puts it, the key to effective curriculum design is to find a 

                    
23 Ibid, p.285.  
24 Australian Government: Department of Education and Training, Teach for Australia, 
https://www.education.gov.au/teach-australia-0 , (accessed 20 June 2017).  
25 S. Rice, P.W. Richardson, and H.M -to-staff Australian schools: How can we ensure that all 

for the Decade Ahead, Melbourne, Melbourne University Publishing Ltd, 2017, pp. 280-281. 
26 M. Barber and M. Mourshed, op. cit., p.16. 
27 S. Anderson, Entry scores for teaching courses in Victoria increased to ATAR of 70 by Andrews 
Government ABC News, 23 November 2016, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-11-23/entry-scores-for-
teaching-courses-in-victoria-increased/8049360, (accessed 14 June 2017). 
28 H. Cook, The Age, 23 November 2016,
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/lifting-the-grade-tough-new-standards-for-victorian-teachers-20161122-
gsuzvh.html, (accessed 14 June 2017). 
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29 Current curricula in Australia have often 
been criticised by commentators for their excessive breadth, insufficient depth, and their 
myopic focus on imparting routine factual and procedural knowledge to students.30 Looking to 
the future, a greater degree of attention must be given to the development of cross-disciplinary 
and application-oriented skills, vital assets in contributing productively to the modern 
workforce. Curriculum developers must also recognise the increasing importance of STEM-
related competencies in the 21st century and give greater emphasis to these disciplines in school 
syllabi. In particular, information and communications technology (ICT) skills must be 
interwoven into all areas of the curriculum, and students must be given opportunities for more 
sophisticated ICT learning throughout their primary and secondary schooling. It is vital, 
however, that policy makers - learning with a dilution of the 
pedagogical value of curricula and instead, focus on providing students with rigorous, depth-
driven instruction in core domains. Furthermore, Australian curriculum developers must seek 
to instil in students an appreciation of sociocultural diversity, something that can be achieved 
by more cohesively integrating foreign language and cultural immersion units into the 
curriculum. A successful example of such an approach has been 31 program, 
which has given students a greater understanding of 
cultural, strategic, political and economic level. In the end, Australia must return its focus to 
the core goal of improving learning outcomes for students32 through a revitalised emphasis on 
rigour and relevance.  

just been passed in the Senate,33 
Australia looks set for a new era in school education policy. The establishment of more uniform 
funding practices and the announcement of a second Gonski review targeted at identifying the 
best ways to use funds to further student learning are certainly a promising starting point in our 
quest to build a truly world-class school education system. However, it is clear that conflicts 
will remain due to difficulties in satisfying the interests of diverse stakeholders in the funding 
and provision of education. The recent criticism of potential funding cuts associated with 
Gonski 2.0 by the Catholic education sector, 34  and the Labor party and the Australian 

                    
29

Educating Australia: Challenges for the Decade Ahead, Melbourne, Melbourne University Publishing Ltd, 
2017, p.89.  
30 G.N. Masters, op. cit., p.8.  
31 Educating 
Australia: Challenges for the Decade Ahead, Melbourne, Melbourne University Publishing Ltd, 2017, pp. 68-
83.  
32

https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/130_report_learning_from_the_best_detail.pdf, (accessed 21 
June 2017).    
33 ABC News, 23 
June 2017, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-23/senate-votes-to-pass-gonski-2.0-in-a-big-win-for-
coalition/8644156, (accessed 24 June 2017). 
34 The Sydney 
Morning Herald, 21 June 2017, http://www.smh.com.au/comment/lots-of-dollars-but-little-sense-in-gonski-20-
squabble-over-catholic-funding-20170620-gwuuut.html , (accessed 22 June 2017).   
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 vows to take the fight to the Gonski legislation in the next federal election35 
are particularly suggestive of the inevitable further challenges that we will face in devising and 
retaining effective education policy. Yet while ideological conflicts are unavoidable, policy 
makers must not lose sight of the primary role of education as the most powerful investment 
that we can make into our future. Through the selection and retention of high-calibre teachers, 
the design of relevant, depth-oriented curricula, and the equitable allocation of resources, 
Australia will be able to build on the work of previous governments and move towards the goal 
of creating a high-quality school system where no child is left behind. 

 

                    
35 Labor will keep pushing the politics of school 

ABC News, 24 June 2017, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-23/gonski-may-have-passed-but-
politics-will-continue/8646544, (accessed 24 June 2017).    
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