
KEY LEARNING AREAS AND NEW BASICS

Aim

The aim of this paper is to clarify the relationship between the eight Key Learning Areas (KLAs) and the four New Basics categories. The aim is not to argue that one or other of these two different approaches to organising curriculum is superior.  This paper merely states what is —by referring to history, definitions, implications for student learning outcomes, and curriculum planning, assessment and reporting. 

Context and assumed knowledge

The context for this paper is the compulsory years of schooling in Queensland state schools circa 2001. The content of this paper assumes knowledge of the different delivery modes for education within the state and non-state sectors, and of the relative responsibilities of Education Queensland and the statutory authorities in the delivery of education, the development of curriculum, and the assessment of student achievement. 

Setting the scene
The Director-General of Education made the following statement in Education Views 
(24 November 2000) about the 38 New Basics trial schools: “ … the KLAs are no longer the basis for assessment and reporting but their content is embedded in the learning experiences, and assessment and reporting are based on the Rich Tasks.” He found it necessary to say this because there is some confusion about the relationship between the KLAs and the New Basics Framework (of which the Rich Task is an essential component), and further confusion about the responsibilities of the 38 trial schools in terms of the style of outcomes-based reporting that is mandated for the state system. 

Background

For some time there has been a degree of uncertainty about what parents should be able to expect from the curriculum delivered to students by Education Queensland. There are plans to answer this question in the form of a curriculum framework policy about what has been referred to as the “core curriculum” or the “common curriculum”. At the same time there have been moves at a national level to provide a common curriculum to all Australian students in the compulsory years through the development of national statements about learning areas and profiles of the performance levels of learners in those areas. The topic for discussion and debate has vacillated — from content to skills, discrete disciplines to interdisciplinary studies, transdisciplinary learning to generic skills, and so on.     

The expression of core curriculum in terms of KLAs or the New Basics categories and associated Rich Tasks is part of this discussion. 

Curriculum organisers — where did they come from?

Curriculum organisers provide perspectives on the purposes of learning in school. They come under a variety of names — from the “three Rs” to frameworks of one form or another such as the subject structure for the old
 Junior Certificate and Education Queensland’s current P–10 approach. New Basics and KLAs are relatively recent examples of curriculum organisers. Each represents one of a number of ways of depicting the curriculum (or emphases therein) in order to focus teaching and learning—the former with a specific futures orientation, the latter around composite fields of knowledge. 

The Hobart Declaration on Schooling of April 1989 identified the nationally agreed goals for schooling and indicated that national collaborative curriculum development would be undertaken in eight KLAs: English, Mathematics, Science, Health & Physical Education, Languages other than English, The Arts, Studies of Society & Environment, and Technology. The belief
 was that these eight KLAs could effectively encapsulate the range of desirable learnings offered in schools Australia-wide. 

This belief was affirmed in 1999 when all state and territory ministers signed the Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-First Century in which it is stated that “...students should have attained high standards of knowledge, skills and understanding through a comprehensive and balanced curriculum in the compulsory years of schooling encompassing the agreed eight key learning areas”.

During the past ten years a number of reviews have had an impact on the delivery of curriculum in Queensland state schools. Most notably, Shaping the Future (the 1994 Wiltshire Report) endorsed the eight national KLAs as the broad framework for core curriculum in Years 1–8 in Queensland state schools. The subsequent establishment of the Queensland School Curriculum Council  (QSCC) by the Education (School Curriculum P-10) Act 1996 meant that QSCC became responsible for the development of 1–10 syllabuses and initial in-service materials and source books for Years 1 to 10. The QSCC adopted the eight KLAs as the basis for organising the common curriculum in Queensland schools for students in Years 1 to 10.

As obliged to under the Education (School Curriculum P-10) Act 1996, the chief executive of Education Queensland “must fully consider the implementation of the approved syllabus and develop a plan to effectively and efficiently implement the approved syllabus into State educational institutions providing education for the subject in the year to which the approved syllabus relates”. In its 1997 documentation, the QSCC states that “it has been generally agreed that, if students across Queensland—and across Australia—receive instruction during their compulsory schooling in each of the key learning areas in this common curriculum, then they will receive a thorough education”.

Cutting across this, however, was a special set of circumstances in Queensland: Education Queensland commissioned the School Reform Longitudinal Study (SRLS) in 1998. This 3-year study of classroom pedagogy and student outcomes was designed to investigate the degree to which reform of central office support and school organisational capacity is capable of generating pedagogical change and improved student outcomes. An initial finding of the study was that intellectual engagement and relevance are at an unacceptably low level in classrooms. This was compared with social support, which is at a comparatively high level, and recognition of difference, which is at a medium level. Based on this research, four key challenges were put before Education Queensland. Two are pertinent to this paper, viz.: 

· increasing intellectual engagement and relevance across Years 1 to 10; 

· improving curricular organisation and focus in the middle schooling years.

Within a similar timeframe, during the consultation process for Queensland State Education 2010 (QSE 2010), many teachers, parents, students and school administrators raised questions about the appropriateness of current curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. They were concerned that the world was changing very rapidly while the expectations of what should happen in schools was not keeping pace with this. QSE 2010 sets out a new strategic philosophy for Education Queensland that stresses the need to offer to students, parents and communities, state educational programs that are not only diverse and flexible but also relevant and intellectually challenging. 

The New Basics team initially worked with practitioners and academics during the latter half of 1999 and produced a technical paper early in 2000. The New Basics Framework presented therein attempts to deal with the imperatives of QSE 2010 by:

· assisting schools to harmonise changes in curriculum, pedagogy and assessment;

· focusing on the knowledges, skills and discourses required for “new times”
;

· viewing equity as ensuring equal access to, and continuous improvement of, achievement in important common learnings;

· improving student outcomes through a rigorous empirical analysis and revitalisation of classroom pedagogy;

· making a vigorous commitment to teachers’ intellectual work and professionalism.

The New Basics Project has responded to these challenges with a curriculum framework that provides a generative scaffold for curriculum selection and decision-making. It demands of curriculum deliverers that they study the social and economic futures of young people and communities in Queensland, and that they make hard decisions about what kinds of tasks students will have to undertake in new times. 
With the development of the KLA syllabuses there was a deliberate move by QSCC, endorsed by Education Queensland, to embrace the notion of outcomes-based education in curriculum design. Emphasised in the early stages of syllabus implementation were the “three zones of educational restructuring” (Spady & Marshall, 1991) with discussion around traditional, transitional and transformational outcomes.  

Traditional outcomes are those referring to the content and skills of a learning area as demonstrated in everyday classroom situations; transitional outcomes refer to the higher-order competencies and performances in tasks at a (comparatively) macro-level; and transformational outcomes refer to the ability of students to function in real-life roles. Whereas the outcome statements for each KLA are taken to be statements about what students know and can do in that particular KLA, the attributes of a lifelong learner also outlined in the QSCC syllabuses are viewed as transformational. This term also describes the Rich Tasks as outcomes within the New Basics Framework.

KLAs and New Basics — what are they?
Each of the QSCC syllabuses describes one or more strands that provide the content and contexts for that particular learning area. Each of the four New Basics categories has an explicit orientation towards researching, understanding, and coming to grips with the new economic, cultural and social conditions. 

The table below presents the strands within each KLA and the clusters of practice within each New Basics category (information current as at 1/1/2001). No links are implied across the central dark line because there is no sense of a one-to-one correspondence. Nor is it implied that the grain size of the entries in the left-hand column is the same as that of the entries in the right-hand column. 

	KEY LEARNING AREA STRANDS
	NEW BASICS CLUSTERS

	English

under development
	· Cultural

· Operational

· Critical 
	Life pathways and social futures

Who am I and where am I going?

· Living in and preparing for diverse family relationships

· Collaborating with peers and others

· Maintaining health and care of self

· Learning about and preparing for new worlds of work

· Developing initiative and enterprise

Multiliteracies and communications media

How do I make sense of and communicate with the world?

· Blending traditional and new communications media

· Making creative judgments and engaging in performance

· Communicating using languages and intercultural understandings

· Mastering literacy and numeracy

Active citizenship

What are my rights and responsibilities in communities, cultures and economies?
· Interacting within local and global communities

· Operating within shifting cultural identities

· Understanding local and global economic forces

· Understanding the historical foundation of social movements and civic institutions

Environments and technologies

How do I describe, analyse and shape the world around me?

· Developing a scientific understanding of the world 

· Working with design and engineering technologies

· Building and sustaining environments

	Mathematics

under development
	· Number

· Patterning and algebra

· Spatial concepts and visualisation

· Measurement

· Chance and data
	

	Science
	· Science and society

· Earth and beyond

· Energy and change

· Life and living

· Natural and processed materials
	

	Health & Physical Education
	· Promoting the health of individuals and communities

· Developing concepts and skills for physical activity

· Enhancing personal development
	

	Languages other than English
	· Comprehending and composing language
	

	The Arts
	· Dance

· Drama

· Media

· Music

· Visual arts
	

	Studies of Society & Environment
	· Time, continuity and change 

· Place and space

· Culture and identity

· Systems, resources and power
	

	Technology

not  yet approved 


	· Technology practice

· Information

· Materials

· Systems
	


The QSCC syllabus for each KLA contains a statement about the contribution of that KLA to lifelong learning and the cross-curriculum priorities of literacy, numeracy, lifeskills and futures perspective. In this way the syllabuses take account of what is at the heart of the nationally agreed goals of schooling. Whereas syllabuses built around KLAs start with the particular learning area and how it contributes to the nationally agreed goals, a curriculum framework built around the New Basics starts with clusters of practice deemed to be essential for the individual’s lifelong learning, social cohesion and economic wellbeing described in QSE 2010 (these clusters of practice are displayed through a set of Rich Tasks).

The KLAs are based on the principle of assembling knowledge from an individual KLA (through putting together the outcomes from within the KLA) in conjunction with knowledge from other KLAs in order to learn how to function in the world by asking about the contribution of the KLA to lifelong learning. The New Basics Framework starts from the other end. It asks about the repertoires of practice that students need to acquire in order to survive and flourish in the world, and builds curriculum around those practices.

Mapping exercises of KLA outcomes against clusters of practice within the New Basics categories have been conducted. These exercises demonstrated that Education Queensland’s New Basics Framework and QSCC’s KLA syllabuses are alternative pathways to meeting the legislative requirements of Queensland state schools.

Student learning outcomes

The QSCC publication Interlink contains the following statements about outcomes: 

The outcomes section of each KLA syllabus contains the general outcomes for the KLA, a level statement, and core/discretionary learning outcomes at each level for each strand. The general learning outcomes highlight the uniqueness of the KLA and explain its contribution to the P–10 curriculum. The level statement summarises the intended learning outcomes for each level and provides the conceptual framework for the developmental sequence of the core and discretionary learning outcomes.

The outcomes in the new syllabuses state in clear terms what students are expected to know and to be able to do with that they know (that is, learning outcomes) at well-defined stages during the compulsory years of schooling. It is agreed that these outcomes best define what students should know and be able to do with what they know and as such provide an effective starting point for school-based planning and assessment in the compulsory years of schooling. Outcomes describe observable changes in students’ learning. They outline understandings and behaviours that can be demonstrated by students.

Education Queensland’s draft (26/5/2000) policy on core curriculum requires that “the core curriculum including the core learnings [be] based on an outcomes approach
 to education.” Further, the draft policy states that “all students will be provided with learning experiences that provide them with the opportunity to develop what they need to know and be able to do in order to demonstrate key learning area outcomes and core learning outcomes for all strands in all key learning areas”.   
Within the New Basics Framework, learning outcomes are defined as Rich Tasks, which are specific activities that students undertake that have real-world value and use, and through which students are able to display their grasp and use of important ideas and skills for flourishing in changing economic, social and technological conditions. As such, the Rich Task is a reconceptualisation of the notion of outcome as demonstration or display of mastery; that is, students display their understandings, knowledges and skills through performance on transdisciplinary activities that have an obvious connection to the wide world. Rich Tasks are drawn from areas of life and living, rather than from fields of knowledge. Tasks are designed to have visible value in the everyday life worlds of work, education, citizenship and so on.

Teachers are required to take these whole, educationally meaningful and valuable tasks and goals and use their professional judgment to break them down into sequences of instruction around targeted repertoires of practice and various operational fields of knowledge. That is, instead of beginning with the knowledge and skills set down in a syllabus, teachers work backwards from the tasks, making principled selections of the knowledges, skills, practices and competences to be taught. 

This selection of useful and valued knowledges and skills may draw from the KLAs. It may draw on traditional subject areas. It must draw upon practices and skills across disciplines—the transdisciplinary approach actually attempts to retain the integrity of each disciplinary methodology, epistemology and canon. Inevitably, this approach requires that teachers work collaboratively, across disciplines, to achieve the desired outcomes for students.
In its technical paper on the New Basics, Education Queensland maintains that the existence of Rich Tasks as outcomes promotes:

· alternative conceptions of existing subjects and pathways; 

· uncrowding of the curriculum; 

· identification of mandated student knowledge, skills and practice outcomes at critical junctures
 of schooling;

· conditions for local school-specific curriculum development in response to community needs as part of school differentiation.

The second bullet point listed above highlights a significant point of departure in the two approaches. The New Basics Technical Paper argues that, organisationally, those using the New Basics categories as curriculum organisers have more opportunity to unclutter the curriculum when associated with Rich Tasks as outcomes than they would have with the hundreds of “atomised” outcomes associated with the KLAs. It is the case that QSCC took significant steps to avoid the degree of atomisation that has occurred in other places such as the USA. The perceived need to reorganise learning activities in ways that do not clutter the curriculum is based on research findings (Sizer, 1992, 1994) that the more crowded a curriculum becomes, the shallower and more superficial the educational experience becomes, with particularly disastrous effects on the most at-risk learners. Hence the belief that students should study fewer things in greater depth in order to achieve greater levels of understanding and more appropriate learning outcomes. Whether this is so remains to be seen and will be the focus of one of the research questions in the New Basics research program. 

Timelines

The implementation of the KLA syllabuses developed by QSCC is mandatory for state schools, Years 1–10, and optional for non-state schools. 
The following table summarises Education Queensland’s implementation schedule for the QSCC syllabuses.

	KEY LEARNING AREA SYLLABUS
	FINALISATION 

BY QSCC
	IMPLEMENTATION PHASE

FOR EQ SCHOOLS

	Science
	Jan 1999 – Dec 2000
	July 1999 – December 2002 

	Health & Physical Education
	Jan 1999
	July 1999 – December 2002

	Languages other than English
	January 2000
	January 2000 – December 2002

	Studies of Society & Environment (and optional subject syllabuses)
	June 2000
	Under way

	The Arts
	June 2001
	Over three years 

	Technology (and optional subject syllabuses)
	December 2001
	Over three years

	English
	Jan 2003
	Over three years

	Mathematics
	Jan 2003
	Over three years


The New Basics Project is a 4-year trial or action-research study involving 38 volunteer schools (primary, secondary and special) across the state, Years 1–9.  It is not available to non-state schools. The trial commenced in 2000 with a year of dialogue and planning.  Schools will implement the New Basics Framework with students in Years 1, 4 and 7 in 2001. Assessment and reporting of student performance on the Rich Tasks will occur at the end of 2003. Development of significant New Basics materials and trial management are part of the role of a branch created within the Office of Education Services in Education Queensland. 

Curriculum planning


It has been proposed that schools develop a school curriculum plan that takes account of systemic requirements and also meets specific local needs. On one hand there is the statement in Queensland State Education 2010 that, because of the “growing complexity in the background and circumstances of students coming to state schools from within [a range of] communities … schools must work directly with this diversity and complexity to make sure all students have a successful experience of school. The approach taken by different schools must match the characteristics of their communities”. On the other hand there is a need for consistency and public accountability that translates into the design of a school curriculum plan that meets systemic needs and requirements.

Schools other than the 38 trial schools in the New Basics Project are at liberty to organise their curriculum around whatever they see as appropriate for their environment provided that the curriculum plan derives from key learning area outcomes and core learning outcomes for all strands in all KLAs in the QSCC syllabuses. The draft policy on core curriculum states that “schools must decide on the most appropriate way to organise, schedule and deliver the school curriculum plan”.

The key messages of this draft policy are tabulated below:

	TOPIC
	KEY MESSAGE


	School curriculum plan
	Comprises a plan for curriculum, pedagogy and assessment.



	Key learning areas
	All eight are mandatory.



	Key learning areas outcomes
	Are used in planning to ensure that the full intent of the key learning area is realised.



	Strands
	All are mandatory.



	Level statements
	Are used for planning and assessment.



	Core and discretionary learning outcomes
	Are used for planning and assessment. 




In developing a school curriculum plan, New Basics schools must use the New Basics categories as their curriculum organisers. This does not mean that the KLA syllabus documents are to be ignored. A school may be able to plan for and have students complete some of the Rich Tasks using KLA outcome statements as organisers. The KLA syllabuses certainly comprise a rich set of resource materials for teachers in New Basics schools. As well as planning around Rich Tasks, New Basics schools will also plan learning experiences to allow students to demonstrate achievement of additional school-specific outcomes. In this way schools have room both to deliver on the New Basics agenda and to differentiate their curriculum in ways that respond to local needs and interests.

The school curriculum plan for a New Basics school is the sum of three 3-year curriculum plans (or however many 3-year spans apply to the structure of the school; for example, a P–10 school would have all three 3-year spans). The 3-year plans relate to the spans Year 1–3, 4–6, and 7–9. Each 3-year plan is, to the greatest practical extent, the school’s planning for the Rich Tasks as culminating events to be reported on at the end of the 3-year span. The proportion of time allocated to the Rich Tasks within the curriculum plan can, however, vary. Initial estimates place it at 40 per cent to 60 per cent of time available and the trial evaluation will focus on this aspect.

Whether the school uses the eight KLAs or the four New Basics categories as curriculum organisers, a whole-school curriculum plan devised by teachers is necessary.

Assessment and reporting

Assessment using a KLA framework will focus on demonstration of student learning outcomes from syllabuses. The outcomes to be assessed are those deemed by the school to be appropriate for students to demonstrate the understandings inherent in the KLA outcomes and core learning outcomes. School reporting will communicate teachers’ judgments about a student’s demonstration of these learning outcomes. Currently Education Queensland policy states that schools will report to parents/carers at least once a year. The format for reporting is not specified.

Assessment of students’ demonstrations of outcomes of the KLAs is based on a set of principles as described in the QSCC syllabuses. These principles require that, in order for assessment of outcomes to be effective, assessment should:

· focus on students’ demonstrations of learning outcomes;

· be comprehensive;

· develop students’ capacities to monitor their own progress;

· reflect current knowledge of child and adolescent development;

· be an integral part of the learning process;

· be valid and reliable; and

· reflect social justice principles.

At this stage there is no plan to subject teachers’ assessments of students’ KLA outcomes to a moderation process. It is possible, however, that reporting on KLA outcomes could contribute to systemic data collection.

Within the New Basics Framework, Rich Tasks are the assessable and reportable outcomes of a 3-year curriculum plan. Teachers will judge student performance against pre-set standards, which will be pitched to the second half of Years 3, 6 and 9 and will remain the same even if students complete the tasks earlier.  Student performance on each Rich Task will be reported holistically (for the completed task), on a graded scale. The grades assigned will come from moderated teacher judgments against what is considered to be valued in the task based on the standards specified in advance. This moderation of teacher judgment ensures that there are common standards and formats for reporting to parents, thus fulfilling the accountability imperative. Reporting of achievement in the subskills of a task or in any other formative way is at the discretion of the school and may also be useful for reporting on transfer students.

Assessment of student performance on each Rich Task will reflect the targeted repertoires of practice for that task. Five of the repertoires of practice (each divorced from an operational field of knowledge and the particular Rich Task in which it is to be developed) compared with a core learning area outcome (selected from syllabuses released to date—Science, Health & Physical Education, Studies of Society & Environment, and Languages other than English) are presented below.

	REPERTOIRE OF PRACTICE
	CORE LEARNING OUTCOME

	Comprehending the concept of environmental responsibility
	Students make links between different features of the environment and the specific needs of living things.



	Analysing, synthesising, relating and selecting
	Students analyse the impact of factors on their own and others’ ability to access and effectively use health information, products and services.



	Understanding and appreciation of the cultural interest and priorities of a person from another culture
	Students describe the similarities and differences between an aspect of their Australian life and that of a culture in the Asia-Pacific region.



	Persuading through speaking in a language other than English
	Students express themselves in German through manipulating known structures to make original texts that are organised according to socio-culturally appropriate conventions.



	Collecting, collating and making sense of measurements
	Students collect information which illustrates that changes on Earth and in the solar system occur on different scales of time and space. 




The KLA core learning outcomes are disaggregations of particular level statements but this is not the case for the repertoires of practice, which depend on the context in which a Rich Task is set and the standards that apply to the performance on that particular task.

Conclusion

This paper shows how Education Queensland’s obligation under the Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-First Century and the Education (School Curriculum P-10) Act 1996 can be met through two equally defensible and viable approaches to curriculum organisation in state schools; that is, through the QSCC syllabuses or the New Basics Framework. 

Within the New Basics Framework (as employed by trial schools), there should be a definite contribution from KLA syllabus materials.  For “mainstream” schools using KLAs as their curriculum organisers (according to mandate), there are aspects of the New Basics Framework that could be usefully imported (e.g. alignment of pedagogy and assessment).

Since 1996, different state systems have been struggling with the question of how to engage with the futures agenda. These attempts have resulted, in many instances, in complex mapping exercises, overlaying often competing organisational principles. At the same time, different systems have tried to come to grips with pedagogical reform through targeted professional development. The New Basics, while maintaining fidelity to the principles of the Adelaide Declaration, is attempting to address very directly the issues of pedagogy and futures. 

The relationship between the KLAs and the New Basics categories is not dichotomous. The KLAs and the New Basics are not mutually exclusive and there are significant areas of common ground. The New Basics Framework makes an effort to reduce the number of curriculum organisers and to have fewer outcomes. Both approaches have a strong emphasis on academic rigour and teacher expertise but the New Basics Framework seeks to introduce a strong accountability regime in the form of moderation of teacher judgements of the standard of student performance–a shift that also appears to be needed for the KLAs.
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�Until 1995, issued by the then Board of (Senior) Secondary School Studies; 20 subjects then available.


�The case had been put for other learning areas such as Cultural Understandings. 

















� A term coined to describe the combined phenomena of globalisation, new and constantly changing technologies, and a sense of uncertainty about the future.


� The phraseology derives from recent American theory, which is not inconsistent with longstanding educational practice in Australia.


� Years 3, 6 and 9
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