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Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of
this land and by paying my respects to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander elders

past and present.

May | express my thanks to the Australian Council of Deans of Education, in
particular the Council’s president Professor Tania Aspland, for the invitation to speak

today.

The ACDE performs an integral role in nurturing a strong teaching profession in
Australia and ensuring that our graduates are of the highest quality. This job is not
an easy one and arguably teacher education and quality has been one of - if not -

the most heavily scrutinised areas of university education.

Teacher quality is often linked to student performance in national and international
assessments such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
and the National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN), with
the profession criticised by Government and commentators for failing to produce
strong results. For example, in 2012, Australia’s ranking across all three PISA

measures dropped from the previous assessment in 2009, and substantially since



the first assessment in 2000". Nationally, the latest NAPLAN test results, released in
August this year, show a flat lining in performance, with no significant gains across
most subject areas. The results show Australian students are making little progress
in literacy and numeracy with national average performance scores in grades 3, 5, 7,

and 9 not having shifted since the standardised tests began almost ten years ago®.

Notwithstanding the complexity and caveats associated with NAPLAN and PISA
results, the most simplistic interpretations of these data sets are made and we find
ourselves flooded with media headlines that condemn universities for producing
substandard teaching graduates who leave university and enter classrooms

unprepared:

e “New PISA results show education decline — it's time to stop the slide” — The
Conversation, 3 December 2013

e “Measured against the world, Australian school results are mostly bad” — AFR,
29 May 2016

e “Poor teachers, poor results” — The Australian, 1 February 2010

e “NSW Government targets poor teachers in education reform” — ABC News
Online, 18™ April 2012

e “Poor Teacher quality and the rise of educational failure” - The Drum, 25
June 2012

e ‘“Teachers failing our students and our nation” — The Age, 13 May 2016

Our universities are condemned for the standard of our teacher training, for the entry
requirements upon which we permit students into teaching, and for the number of
teaching graduates we produce. We are chastised that our teaching degrees are
theory laden and fail to prepare graduates for the classroom. We are repeatedly told
that ATAR and entry requirements for teacher education are too low and that our
students would do better if the ATARSs of teachers were higher. We are also criticised
on supply - that we are allowing large numbers of students to enter higher education
with low ATARSs, leading to an oversupply of teaching graduates.

! Jennifer Buckingham, 2013, ‘Don’t Panic about PISA’, ABC News 24, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-12-04/buckingham-
Eisa—panic/5133364

Bronwyn Hinz, 2016 ‘NAPLAN results don't tell the full story behind Australia’s lack of education progress’, The Conversation,
https://theconversation.com/naplan-results-dont-tell-the-full-story-behind-australias-lack-of-education-progress-63444



Concerns over teacher quality and supply are anything but new and generally lead to
the same outcome — Government intervention through ‘new’ policies targeted at
combating our ‘failing’ education system. Unfortunately for teacher education, we are
subject to criticism and control at State and Territory levels as well as by the

Commonwealth.

In the past few years alone there have been a number of renewed policy attempts by
Governments to save and restore the credibility of Australia’s teaching profession.

On 6 March 2013, the NSW Education Minister, Adrian Picolli MP released the NSW
Government’s Great Teaching, Inspired Learning - A Blueprint for Action,
which included 47 actions for improving teacher quality and student learning

outcomes in NSW schools.

The following week on 11 March 2013, the then Minister for Education, Early
Childhood and Youth Peter Garrett and the Minister for Tertiary Education, Skills,
Science and Research, Chris Bowen, announced plans for higher standards for
teacher training courses as part of the ongoing National Plan for School

Improvement.

More recently, the Federal Coalition Government followed with its own action on
teacher education, establishing the Teacher Education Ministerial Advisory Group
(TEMAG) to provide further advice on how teacher education programs could be
improved. The Group’s report Action Now: Classroom Ready Teachers Report,
includes 38 recommendations proposing reform across five central themes including
guality assurance of teacher education courses, entry criteria, assessment of
graduates to ensure classroom readiness, changes to practical experience for
teacher education students and a focus on national research and workforce planning
capabilities. Australia’s Education Council has agreed to adopt a number of the

Report’'s recommendations, including:

e National implementation of a test (the National literacy and Numeracy Test) to
ensure students completing their initial teacher education courses are in the
top 30 per cent of our country in personal numeracy and literacy

e Enhanced and more transparent selection criteria for prospective students of

teacher education programs



e Re-accrediting existing teacher education courses according to criteria that

will ensure graduating students are classroom ready.

Shortly after the release of the TEMAG report, the Federal Government announced
that it would provide $16.9 million over 4 years to the Australian Institute for
Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) to help AITSL implement the
recommendations of the TEMAG report, including the implementation of a national
numeracy and literacy test. So, what can we make of these reports and are their

approaches and recommendations productive?

These policies have put the spotlight on the quality and curriculum of teacher
education courses. Australian universities recognise that teacher quality needs to
improve, however our accountability is not unlimited and conversations and policies
aimed at addressing teacher education need to reflect the complexity of the
profession. Too often the general public are incensed by sensationalist headlines
that unfairly malign teacher quality while the complexity and challenges of the
teaching profession are not taken into account.

For example, let us begin with the narrow focus that is placed on ATARs. Critics who
advocate higher ATARs for teaching and who quickly and easily associate lower
entry requirements as an indicator of declining teacher quality are simplistic in their
views. Commentators who focus on ATAR ignore the fact that input measures
correlate more with socio-economic background and are very poor predictors of
graduate success and teacher quality. A narrow focus on minimum ATARs would
disproportionality effect students from a range of disadvantaged backgrounds,
including those from low-SES families and in particular students of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander descent. Higher entry scores would create barriers to entry into
teaching, significantly curtailing opportunities for students who would otherwise make
great teachers. Rather than focusing on how students gain entry into a course,
assessment of graduate teacher quality should focus on the abilities of students as
they complete their university education.

Furthermore, ATARs are becoming less relevant in an environment where
universities are increasingly accepting larger numbers of students outside of the
school leaver stream. Government policies need to recognise that there are multiple

pathways into teacher education.



Criticisms around ATARs are not only critical of a student’s ability to succeed but
also undermine the functions of universities. As autonomous, self-accrediting
institutions, universities have considerable skill and experience in selecting students

on the basis of their capacity to pursue their chosen discipline.

What is of concern to the sector is the possibility that the TEMAG recommendations
will potentially result in the opposite of what is being sought, especially given
emerging trends which show teacher shortages in maths and science, and an overall

decline in teacher applications and offerings®.

The Role of Government

If teacher education in Australia is to improve to the levels desired by Government,
we require a collaborative effort by both universities and Governments. As noted by
Professor Greg Craven in a previous National Press Club address, there is a
tendency to lay sole blame on universities for university education and teacher
quality*. As Greg also points out, the obvious difficulty with this is that many of these
attacks are led by State Governments, who are ultimately responsible for the
teaching profession, who run the schools, who set the standards for teachers, who
employ teachers, determine their rates of pay, prove work practices and arrange

promotions.

Let us begin with the critical issue of teacher remuneration — in the absence of higher
salaries, the high ATAR students that Governments wish to attract will not gravitate
towards teaching when there are opportunities to pursue study in disciplines that

lead to higher paying careers.

Then there is the matter of support beyond graduation — while initial teacher
education is effective, it is not sufficient on its own. Resources are needed to support
newly qualified teachers, not only during their induction year, but throughout their

careers.

Government’s also need to play their part in ensuring permanent job opportunities

are available to graduates. While Governments are quick to suggest an oversupply

® http://andrewnorton.net.au/2016/09/26/should-teacher-education-places-be-capped/
* https://www.acu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/469057/PICKING_WINNERS_AND_AVOIDING_MUG_PUNTERS.pdf



of graduates to available teaching places, we cannot ignore the highly casualised
nature of the teaching profession and the lack of permanent job opportunities they

make available.

Role of Deans

While our sector has been heavily criticised on teacher education and training, there
are areas where we can improve and become more engaged and where our
education faculties need to demonstrate greater responsiveness and in this, Deans
of Education have a clear responsibility to take the lead, particularly in two key
areas. Firstly, as teacher educators, education faculties have a responsibility towards
preparing their graduates for a STEM-focused, technologically-driven future — both
for themselves, but also so that as teachers they are able to prepare their students
for the same future. And secondly in redressing the current imbalance between
teacher education and educational research within faculties, through both an
improvement in the quality of educational research and in translating research into
outputs that matter for different audiences — the academy, the profession and the

decision-makers.

Teacher Education and STEM

More Australian students now complete the higher school certificate than ever
before, yet there are declines in STEM study in an era where these subjects will play

an ever-increasing role in our lives and in countries’ economies.

Prior to the new HSC in 2001, more than 98 per cent of high school graduates
studied some sort of mathematics. However by 2014, 9.7 per cent of HSC students
did no maths. During the same time period, the proportion of ATAR-eligible students
undertaking no science study has stagnated, but at high levels — around 45 per cent.
So, nearly one in two university students go science-free in the HSC.



As a flow on effect, Australia has a declining rate of STEM-related tertiary course
enrolment and completions, which have decreased from 22 per cent to 16 per cent in

the past decade.

These statistics are alarming, particularly in the face of the new era of technology
and innovation. Across the world, nations are competing for the high-growth firms
and highly capable workers of the future; and securing the pipelines in their
education systems today. They know that children entering the education system in
2016 will be joining a very different workforce in 2030.They see the rising premium

on skills in STEM. In these nations, STEM education counts.”

In 2015, the Office of the Chief Scientist reiterated the importance of STEM
education for a prosperous and competitive Australia, stating: ‘A strong economy in
the twenty-first century prospers through science, technology, engineering and

mathematics.®

Criticism has been levelled at the national curriculum, with students unable to
recognise the value of STEM subjects in securing a career in the future economy. In
an attempt to address this issue at primary and secondary school levels, the Federal
Government has committed to a series of initiatives aimed at increasing the
participation of all students and the wider community in science, technology,

engineering and mathematics (STEM) and improve their digital literacy.

These included its Restoring the focus on STEM in schools initiative in 2014, and the
National Innovation and Science Agenda’s Inspiring all Australians in digital literacy

and STEM measure, announced in December 2015.’

Universities, and education faculties, however also have an equal role to play both in
addressing the decline in STEM-literacy and in properly preparing pre-service
teachers to teach STEM subjects. For example, only a minority of Australia’s primary
teachers have an educational background in a STEM discipline. In 2011, only 16 per
cent of Year 4 students were taught science by a teacher who majored or
specialised in science; only 20 per cent had a teacher who specialised in

® Office of the Chief Scientist, 2015, Transforming STEM teaching in Australian primary schools,
http://lwww.chiefscientist.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/Transforming-STEM-teaching_FINAL.pdf.

® Office of the Chief Scientist, 2015, Transforming STEM teaching in Australian primary schools,
http://lwww.chiefscientist.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/Transforming-STEM-teaching_FINAL.pdf.

7 Australian Government, 2016, Restoring the focus on STEM in schools initiative, https://www.studentsfirst.qov.au/restoring-
focus-stem-schools-initiative




mathematics.® However, the appointment of specialist teachers has been
consistently shown to improve student outcomes.® At a university-level, collaboration
between education and STEM faculties should become the norm, ensuring that pre-

service teachers have access to both discipline and pedagogical expertise.

The government has also recognised the need to engage teachers in curriculum
transformation. The Australian Curriculum: Digital Technologies module provides
teachers with a revised curriculum that prepare students for the challenges of the
digital economy.® Particular emphasis has also been given to re-training teachers.
In 2017, the Government will roll out a nationally available, free online course — with
dedicated support and some start up equipment for primary and early secondary
teachers to help develop fundamental teaching skills and knowledge relating to the

new digital technologies curriculum.**

However, while these go some way towards addressing the challenges of preparing
our students for a technologically-driven future, again education faculties also have a
crucial role to play in increasing the digital literacy of its pre-service teachers through
interdisciplinary collaboration.

Let me give you an example of how collaboration across disciplines might work
towards enhancing professional practice. A 2014 survey of primary teachers,
undertaken by the Australian Science Teachers Association, found that digital
technology was a particular source of anxiety for many teachers, with many
respondents unaware of the need to teach it, or indeed to teach it well. Much
professional development for teachers in relation to technology often privileges skill
development (how to use technology) rather than integration of technology (how to
teach with technology). Collaboration between teacher educators and educational
technology researchers would open up possibilities for a better understanding of the
best and most effective ways for integrating technology into teaching and learning.

For it is the way in which technology that is used is crucial — the way in which it is

8 Office of the Chief Scientist, 2015, Transforming STEM teaching in Australian primary schools,
http://www.chiefscientist.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/Transforming-STEM-teaching_FINAL.pdf

® Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2014, Primary Mathematics Specialists Initiative,
http://www.scootle.edu.au/ec/viewing/S7056/pdf/tls73 primary maths specialists.pdf

10 Australian Government, 2016, Restoring the focus on STEM in schools initiative, https://www.studentsfirst.qov.au/restoring-
focus-stem-schools-initiative

! Australian Government, 2016, Inspiring all Australians in digital literacy and STEM, Department of Education and Training,
https://www.education.gov.au/inspiring-all-australians-digital-literacy-and-stem




infused into the design of teaching space has as much value as its use to

communicate content.

The adoption of technological innovations and improvements in teaching and
learning at university-level — for example, the flipped classroom or the incorporation
of blended learning — has been in progress for some years now, more needs to be
done to ensure that technology is integrated effectively at primary and secondary
levels. Properly preparing both pre-service teachers and those already in the

profession will go a long way towards ensuring this.
Reinvigorating Educational Research

The current emphasis on teacher education has resulted in a clear lack of attention

to educational research within faculties and its contribution to the profession.

Deans of Education have a responsibility to redress this imbalance and reinvigorate
a focus on educational research, which would help with reshaping current
perceptions of education faculties as sites of conservatism to sites of excellence.
This will require action on two fronts. Like the interdisciplinary collaboration |
advocated earlier, between discipline and pedagogical experts, educational
researchers will need to collaborate across disciplinary boundaries. A further
challenge that will need to be addressed will be around the issue of effective
research translation and impact with some consideration to be given to the place of

research in the teacher education and the profession more broadly.

The parlous state of educational research in Australia points to the fact neither of

these are currently being addressed sufficiently.

At first glance, the 2015 ERA outcomes suggested that there has been general
improvement for Education with President of Australian Association for Research in

Education (AARE) Professor Martin Mills noting:

There is in the main a good news story here for educational research in that at
the 13 two-digit code no universities went down and approximately 50 per cent
improved. There was some minor movement down of universities at the four digit

code in 1302 (Curriculum and Pedagogy) and 1303 (Special Studies). However,



in 1301 (Education Systems) eight universities improved, in 1302 nine improved
and in 1303 12 improved.

Additionally:

e Education (13) accounted for approximately five per cent of the research outputs
submitted to ERA 2015.

e The most common research output type was journal articles (54 per cent), though
the proportions of book chapters and conference paper were also high (22 per
cent and 20 per cent respectively).

e Specialist Studies in Education (1303) was the largest Education sub—discipline

in terms of volume of outputs, research income and staff FTE.

There is, however, plenty of room for improvement. At the 2 digit level, 8 of 38 units
and 20 of 93 units at the 4 digit level, were assessed as at above world standard;
this suggests that there is still a significant tail rated at levels 1 and 2 at both the 2
digit and 4 digit level. That is, a significant tail rating Educational Research in

Australia as being below or well below world standard.

There are a number of challenges facing educational research, both from the
perspective of the academy and the profession. For instance, the publications often
read by the profession are ones that are lowly ranked in exercises such as ERA.
This raises questions about the ‘ERA literacy’ across the academy — faculties should
be developing ways of being more strategic in how research outputs are managed
(for example, what should be included in the HERDC collection) - and how to
translate research into outputs that matter for different audiences — academic, policy-
maker and the profession.

Recently the Australian Association of Research in Education (AARE) undertook
consultations with Senior Policy Officers in every state and territory of Australia to
inform discussions around understanding impact. Key topics identified from these

discussions included the following:

e Research findings and their translation for policy development and reform;
e Data literacy, data strategies, data analysis and how research data is used for

better decision-making;



e The promotion of research collaborations and partnerships with those in
policy, industry, health, children and families and justice departments,
universities and schools and including intergovernmental relations;

e Translation of research into policy and uptake in practice and

e Recording and dissemination of research findings, including commissioned
research, access to repositories of evaluations, research reports and

outcomes of systematic trials.

Additionally, the most recent draft report from the Productivity Commission on
education data, noted that that “greater effort needs to go into producing high-quality
and relevant research and in making the findings from that work available to
decision-makers. ... the type of research that delivers high-quality evidence on what

works best is rare...”.

This type of comment points to the real challenge of building connection between
research and policy/practice outcomes. It also places teachers and other education
professionals as receivers of research. | would argue that the way to meet some of
these challenges would be to think about developing a more ‘evidence-led’
profession, teachers and other education professionals who are engaged in research
— as knowledge creators and intellectual workers.

This type of re-formulation of the profession is not new. The Finnish model is often
held up as the ‘gold standard’ for education; a key part of that model is teachers
have a well-developed understanding of themselves as research-led practitioners.
Under a revised suite of Professional Standards in Scotland which came into effect
in 2013, teachers are now required to engage with research and literature to
challenge and inform professional practice, and educational leaders ‘have to
demonstrate that they can apply their enhanced knowledge and critical
understanding of research and developments in educational policy to support school

development.*?

The development of a more research/evidence-led profession will not only contribute
to more reflective professional practice, but will also go some way towards helping

counteract the negative messages of poorly trained teachers, irrelevant teaching

2 BERA and RSA Inquiry Interim Report, (2014), p 14.



methods and so on that are so often directed at those in the profession and teacher

educators.

Conclusion

The burden of declining teacher quality in Australia should not be shouldered by one
sector. We need a multi-faceted approach to a complex issue that is both
sympathetic to the nature of the teaching profession, and what will be demanded of it
in the future. Itis in our nation’s best interest to have a shared discourse between
Government, Universities and key representatives from the profession to better

understand its challenges, and develop innovative solutions.



