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Apologies to the virtual audience for having delivered this paper late.  I began writing this on a flight from Brisbane to Mackay on Monday afternoon and am just completing it Wednesday p.m.: that’s my excuse for having my homework in late and any grammatical gaffes and malapropisms that occur hereafter.  I want to share some thoughts about the 2010 and ‘new basics’ agendas – but to take a different slant than I have in previous discussions.  [we’ve having a separate and pretty vigorous debate over the ‘framework project’ at www.qed.qld.gov.au/framework/archives.html,

which is taking up all my spare email time – if you’d like to discuss, critique and clarify any issues of the framework project, rich tasks, ‘new basics’, please visit that website and join the discussion].  You’ll also see that I’ve changed the title; partly because as I see and hear more about EQ schools, teachers and students, my own understanding of what needs to be done, of what the issues are is changing.  It’s also because I’m shunting between my different responsibilities and tasks: I’m working on the ‘new basics’ framework project, on ‘productive pedagogies’ in service models, and working with people in Education House to develop a new Equity Framework for EQ. 

Here I want to talk about how these various orientations are about addressing what remains the single most important question facing state education systems nationally and internationally and a consistent theme in the 2010 consultations and philosophy: how we can ensure that all kids, particularly those from groups that historically and currently are the most at risk in new economies and cultures, can achieve social and intellectual outcomes that will enable them to lead meaningful and productive lives.  My message is that equity still matters and that we’ve got new tools for discussing it, understanding it and addressing it.  But at the same time I want to argue that ‘inequality’ has taken on new forms and new configurations. Different kids and communities are at risk. We as educators need to come to grips with this and develop different strategies.

Equity is still an issue in the new Queensland

One of the key aspects the 2010 research and consultations was the socioeconomic and demographic analysis generated by Franco Greco, Don Edgar and Ian Cosier.  It’s fascinating that these people are the first economists and social demographers to have worked in Education House. This says something quite profound: that we can’t begin to decide what to do educationally or how to plan or where to put resources and programs unless we know something about the students we’re teaching and the communities we work in.  The lesson is simple: this is a different Queensland than that of the 1980s or 1970s when we built many of our present programs, structures and systems.  The ‘new times’ talked about by sociologists and futurists aren’t somewhere out there – they’re upon us now – and the picture is quite an interesting, challenging, and in some ways, scary one.

What we find out is that the very face of ‘disadvantage’ is changing in Queensland, with almost a quarter of families living at or below the ‘poverty line’; with net interstate immigration declining; with per capita income lagging behind other states; with a declining manufacturing sector, and a growing service/information sector with job growth strongest in what some sociologists have termed ‘McJobs’: outsourced, downsized, risky, deunionised, contracted and subcontracted, service-sector employment.  Some communities have high rates of welfare and pension reliance, some as high as 50-90% If we drill the data down further – as Brian Roberts, urban planner at QUT has done – the actual configurations of poverty in Queensland are quite striking.  Some are traditional areas where the populations have never ceased being ‘left behind’ the mainstream economy – the Cape and in some rural areas, some areas with recent migrants. But others are in ‘edge cities’: those areas at the edges of cities and developed areas where families have moved for inexpensive housing.

My point here is that equity and social justice are still prime educational issues, and it’s imperative that we understand exactly who is being left out and left behind, educationally and economically. Queensland actually has, to borrow the terms from British sociologist Jerome Halsey, a “new social arithmetic” of poverty and disadvantage. This is effecting teachers’ work. In some instances, it is those who have historically been left behind: indigenous kids, girls and boys from lower socioeconomic groups, some recent migrant groups.  In other cases, there are pockets of ‘new poverty’.  But it’s important that we come up with a close and detailed analysis of these new community and cultural configurations. Oversimplified explanations create mischief. 

Take for example the recent debate over falling test scores of boys versus girls.  This has been used in many quarters to make what I would consider a grossly oversimplified and misleading case: that boys are doing more poorly on early literacy than girls and thus that we need to move away from gender equity programs for girls and concentrate our resources on boys.  Easy: an anti-feminist backlash. Now this is a classic case where NOT understanding the new poverty and new forms of exclusion leads to real problems.  Some girls never quit being left behind: girls of lower socioeconomic background, indigenous girls and others; and some boys are doing just fine, mainstream culture boys of the upper middle class, etc.  My point: we need to have a much finer grained analysis of how social class, location, gender, poverty, and culture blend and mix – and how particular blends of these actually are at the basis of ‘at riskness’.  Again – simplistic analysis may yield a simplistic intervention (cut the girls’ programs, put money in to the boys’ programs) that is misdirected and exacerbates the problem.

So equity and social justice are still focal issues.  Perhaps even more so in a risky, uncertain globalised economy where the gap between rich and poor is widening and where crucial social services and infrastructure appear to be at risk. Schools and education systems and social service agencies need to develop more complex, precise ways of analysing and deciding who is at risk, how and why. And we need to develop new strategies for beginning to close the achievement gap between our highest achieving and lowest achieving students.

Some strategies for a just educational system

Bob Lingard, Martin Mills, Deb Hayes, Jim Ladwig and I have just completed two days of workshops on “productive pedagogies” for EQ teachers, principals and district directors held at University of Queensland.  There we introduced people to the first year’s findings of the 3 year Longitudinal School Restructuring Study, which gives us a powerful snapshot picture of what is going on in Queensland classrooms (there will be a website up by next week on Productive Pedagogies).  We also worked with principals and about our findings about what kinds of school “professional learning cultures” and what kinds of school leadership appear to actually make a difference for changed pedagogy and improved student outcomes.

In my own work at EQ on addressing the problem of improving student outcomes, I’m probably breaking one the first axioms of good educational leadership identified by Bob Lingard and Martin Mills in the SRLS study: that you should concentrate on one area of action at a time, as opposed to getting stretched out across multiple agendas.  But my other concern is that by just adjusting one part of the system, by ‘twiddling the dials’ you won’t get changed outcomes and results.  In other words, dealing with the ‘curriculum’ without reorienting ‘pedagogy’ isn’t good enough. And dealing with curriculum and pedagogy while ‘assessment and evaluation’ runs in another direction won’t help either.

Our main game is and always should be pedagogy – teaching and learning in the face-to-face setting of classrooms.  This is teachers’ work.  This is where what John Dewey called the “educational enterprise” gets done.  This is where student ‘outcomes’ – whether we define them in terms of skills, knowledges, attitudes, social practices, behaviours, ideologies, identities – get shaped.  So all of our policy efforts, any structuring and restructuring, all of our what we do as bureaucrats, administrators, support and clerical staff, need to focus on setting enabling conditions for that to happen. At times, that means intervention, at times it means getting out of the way. 

At the same time, if we want to change student outcomes, it’s a key axiom in curriculum theory that:

· The three message systems – curriculum, pedagogy, assessment – need to be brought into proper alignment for us to get desired educational results and outcomes. 

· Simply, we can fiddle with CURRICULUM – with goals, with materials, with texts, with skill outcomes, with ‘knowledge’ – endlessly, but ultimately curriculum is reshaped, remade, reborn, recoded in what we do with kids in classrooms.  PEDAGOGY re-mediates, frames and rearticulates what will count as knowledge in classrooms. So no matter how we theorise or ‘fix’ the curriculum – either centrally or locally – it won’t make much difference if our pedagogy isn’t up to scratch.

· Similarly, we can fiddle with the curriculum (e.g., bring on stimulating materials about the Republic debate, critical media analysis), we can work on our pedagogy (e.g., more constructivist work in classrooms, bring on more focused and direct instruction about requisite skills), but if our ASSESSMENT AND REPORTING pulls in a whole different direction (e.g., year end exams, standardised achievement tests), we’ll just have a mess on our hands.

Basil Bernstein has long held that assessment and evaluation will ultimately pull curriculum and pedagogy along. Thirty years of research on teacher behaviour tells us that as soon as we bring in ‘high stakes’ assessment – tests, exams and reporting upon which significant decisions about students’ life pathways or about schools’ quality within systems – that teachers will suss out what is being assessed and torque or reorient the curriculum and pedagogy back towards the ‘high stakes’.  When I was teaching in British Columbia secondary schools in the late 1970s, we introduced high stakes university-entry writing tests: I promptly dumped my work program, built 3-4 weeks of exam preparation activities and was rewarded by ‘above the state norm’ results.  I’m not sure what got left out in the shuffle (I think it was Dickens), but the students certainly knew how to write formulaic essays about general topics in two hour bursts under artificial classroom conditions.  

An aside: if there is one thing that is debilitating to teacher professionalism, teacher judgment and teacher competence – it is the ‘capturing’ of educational goals, classroom practices and curriculum content by a standardised testing system.  There is nothing wrong with ‘testing’ per se: it is an ideal way of assessing some aspects of what kids can do, and it can provide a means for diagnostic and formative assessment. But it needs to be used judiciously and, where it is the principal ‘high stakes’ way of assessing systems and schools, students and teachers – it has the potential drive educational systems in some extremely negative directions: teacher deskilling, orientations to ‘minima’ rather than ‘maxima’, teaching to decontextualised skills, etc.  The ‘new basics’, ‘productive pedagogies’ and ‘rich tasks’ approaches that EQ is developing and trailing are attempts to come up with an Australian alternative to a US-style mass standardised testing model.   For discussion on literacy assessment: see work I did with Christa vanKraayenoord at:

 www.schools.ash.org.au/litweb/page403.html

Let me go back to how these research and theoretical axioms about curriculum, assessment and pedagogy might frame up some of our 2010 directions and some of our strategies around equity and social justice. We can’t begin to change outcomes, and we can’t begin ‘making a difference’ with the most at risk kids and generating different patterns of results within individual classrooms and across systems unless we get these three message systems working in a coordinated, principled and educationally constructive way.  Otherwise, the student results and good teaching might occur, but almost in spite of ‘misalignments’.  

Hence, our current efforts at EQ are to envision and prototype some alternative systems at all three levels:

· CURRICULUM: The ‘new basics’ is an attempt to provide a new, generative frame or scaffold for curriculum selection and decision-making: one that forces us to look at kids’ and communities’ social, economic futures and make hard decisions about what kinds of tasks they’ll have to undertake in New Times.  We are trying to identify some core tasks that we’ll assure kids can engage with, and thereby try to ‘unclutter’ what most teachers report are increasingly crowded programs, workdays, and lessons.  Most other Australian systems are struggling with issues of overcrowding, of overspecification of outcomes (100s of outcomes per KLA), and of reliance on large-scale testing systems.

· PEDAGOGY:  ‘Productive pedagogies’ (and its Wisconsin cousin, ‘authentic pedagogies’) is an approach to creating a place, space and vocabulary for us to get talking about classroom instruction again.  It isn’t a magic formula (e.g., just teach this way and it will solve all the kids problems), but rather it’s a framework and vocabulary for staffroom, inservice, preservice training, for us to describe the various things we can do in classrooms – the various options in our teaching ‘repertoires’ that we have – and how we can adjust these, play with these (more narrative, less exposition; more dialogue, less lecture; more explicit statements of expectations, less) to get different outcomes. This isn’t a ‘one approach fits all model of pedagogy’.  It has the possibility of providing a common grounds and dialogue between teachers, school administrators, teacher educators, student-teachers and others about these ‘repertoires’ and about which aspects of our teaching repertoires work best for improved intellectual and social outcomes for distinctive groups of kids (e.g., what works for teaching literacy to Samoan kids in Redbank Plains might not work as well with middle class kids in Toowong – different learners and different areas of study will require different pedagogies).

· ASSESSMENT/REPORTING: the ‘Rich Tasks’ agenda is based on the work of John Dewey and Lev Vygotsky (nothing particularly postmodern there, Dewey invented the ‘project approach’ in 1902 and Vygotsky conceptualized the zone of proximal development in 1934).  The rich tasks approach is an attempt to come up with an alternative to large scale census (all students), high stakes testing as the key way of reporting outcomes, dealing with accountability to communities and parents, and of administratively steering the system.  It is an attempt to come up with an approach to assessment that combines what Queensland teachers have world-class expertise in (teacher judgment) – and to develop the first Australian alternative to a test driven accountability system.  

Here are some notes I’ve made in the framework webpage debate on the differences between the ‘rich tasks’ model and current approaches to curriculum.  It’s theoretical, so do read on past the box if you aren’t so inclined. 

There are some significant differences in the approach that EQ is developing - the multiple outcomes model which is currently used in many Australian states versus the rich tasks, the standardised testing models that are currently being expanded in many Australian states versus teacher authentic/authentic assessment approaches. These are profound differences in what we’re proposing from the ‘status quo’ in Australian curriculum and assessment. 

The notion of KLAs is Aristotelian in theory: the assumption that curriculum could be 'fields of knowledge' with distinctive codes and methods. Hence, he wrote separate approaches to Poetics, Rhetoric, etc. Nothing wrong with this. Yet many of the current syllabi documents assume that fields of knowledge can be defined by listing of numerous outcomes - whether these outcomes are defined paradigmatically as skills, knowledges, behaviours, competences, practices (there is a longstanding debate between curriculum development 'schools' and approaches over how you define outcomes, with what level of specificity, according to what foundational assumptions, etc.). The task of the teacher, then, is deductive - to reassemble tasks, activities, that have educational, social, cognitive value from disassembled skills, etc. In this way, the approach of listing numerous outcomes is 'positivist': that is, it is based on the assumption that the holistic fields of knowledge can be and should be broken down and reduced to skills and subskills, and that these once listed can capture the totality of the field. 

Michael Apple and many "critical curriculum theorists" in the 1980s and 1990s, and William Pinar and many in the "curriculum reconceptualist" school in the 'Journal of Curriculum Theorising' argue that the multiple outcomes approach is "technocratic", based on positivist principles and is the inevitable result of the Tylerian model of curriculum development, a model used by many Australian state curriculum statutory bodies.  Further, they argue that there are various effects of this model when deployed in practice – that it is potentially intellectually reductionist, that it is deskilling of teachers and teacher professional learning communities, etc. So again - I'm not attacking or defending any particular syllabus here, some of the individual curriculum documents are superb documents (especially two that I’ve had advanced preview on: the Studies of Society and Environment syllabus and the LOTE syllabi are outstanding pieces of curriculum planning). But particular paradigms of curriculum development used by state authorities across Australia have theoretical assumptions, and indeed many of these have been critiqued rigorously in curriculum theory, in the school reform and improvement literature, and in the equity/sociology of education literature.

In contrast, the 'New Basics' are constructed from what I would hope is a more  Wittgensteinian orientation. The Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein was critical of positivism, and argued that we could not list, enumerate, dissect the world around us, but needed to view, analyse, discuss the various 'language games', social practices and 'forms of life' around us.  What we're proposing is that the whole tasks and practices be drawn from new and old forms of life (new media, new technologies, new cultures).  (Some of these forms of life weren't here when Socrates was around - there are actually new cognitive competences, new social relations, new technologies now. In several dialogues including Phaedrus, Socrates was adamantly opposed to the introduction of the art of writing in the curriculum. He argued that the new technology of alphabetic literacy would eradicate traditional arts of rhetoric, would damage human oral memory.  So he was himself facing a bad case of millennial change and future shock at dealing with emergent demands of new communications technologies).  The point is, then, that the rich tasks would be drawn from (emergent and residual) forms of life, rather than 'fields of knowledge'. It’s a different approach that we’re proposing trailing. The fields of knowledge (KLAs) would be used to service the tasks rather than vice versa.

The tasks for teacher would be inductive rather than deductive, holistic rather than positivist.  That is, teachers would begin from whole tasks that have visible value in the everyday lifeworlds of work, education, citizenship, etc. and then use their professional knowledge and judgment to distill down knowledges, subskills, practices and competences for teaching – instead of beginning from the skills.  This also is more akin to  the approach called for in the important school reform work of Theodore Sizer (Horace's Compromise, 1984). Sizer  also argues that overspecification of outcomes, and the proliferation of pencil-and-paper standardised tests rather than what he calls "exhibitions of mastery" (p. 215) won't lead to improved schools, student life-chances or conventional achievement. I'm sure there will be points of convergence, compatibility, etc. between existing syllabi and 'new basics'. there would have to be, and teachers in trial schools will find the links, the gaps, and recommend changes and modifications needed.  But their professional judgment will be crucial in working this through. The point: there are fundamental curriculum theory, philosophic and professional differences between these two visions of curriculum. We'll probably find out their points of convergence, but they are different.  

Finally, the idea of the New Basics is 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. I would propose that  we would review and replace rich tasks as the cultures, technologies and knowledge bases change. I think 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’ then is an innovative educational approach that will take us 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 proliferating. The argument has was 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. But I think the writing is on the wall. The cheapest and most politically expedient 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 is there 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 won't deal with equity, it won't solve systemic problems, and it won't make your curriculum and pedagogy intellectual rich. The 'new basics' is trying to prototype an alternative approach to accountability and assessment.  

Trying to get the appropriate educational blends of these things is hard, and the technical tasks ahead of us are difficult and, at times, daunting – but I’m certain that any vision of where we want Queensland schools to be, of how we want to lead the rest of Australia, requires dealing with all three ‘message systems’.  

But this isn’t enough.  But there’s a further piece to the puzzle. The best we can do ‘centrally’ as a bureaucracy is to set up enabling conditions – both incentives and accountabilities - for productive pedagogies that address the differential achievement of targeted equity groups to occur.  Theodore Sizer (1984) also tells us we need to move towards educationally productive approaches to pedagogy and make sure that we provide the resources, guidance where needed and requested, and ‘get out of the road’ of productive school-based reform.  The actual work on pedagogy – and the actual change in the cultures of Education Queensland – has to occur at the grassroots level, in the classrooms and led by principals.  All the school reform and improvement literature says that it’s schools that change, move and shift – and it’s in the schools, in staffrooms and classrooms that the results are made.

An aside: one of the principal characteristics of EQ as a culture is that we’re excellent at recognising what’s wrong and blaming each other. Classic symptoms of a dysfunctional family.  Twenty years ago, Australian sociologist R.W. Connell called teachers’ work a “culture of complaint” and we’re masters and mistresses of it: we university types blame high schools, high schools blame primary schools, primary schools blame parents and parents blame … TV and South Park. It all makes for a pretty cosy relationship. Visiting people in EQ, you find that everybody thinks there should be change, but everybody says “there never will be change because of x…..”.  One person even suggested to me that if we want cultural change – a healthier, smarter culture where we back our (pedagogical winners), where we reward innovation, risk taking and excellence, where we support our younger teachers, where we provide people the chance to experiment and make mistakes – I should go back to the 22nd floor of Education House and make a policy for cultural change.  You don’t have to be a cultural anthropologist to know that you can’t centrally ‘mandate’ cultural change. It has to occur across a culture.  And the more we’ve talked about it and debated it, it seems obvious that senior management needs to get out of the road, provide incentives and accountabilities, and let principals and teachers generate the change.  Not an easy task for any organisation of 30,000 people and 1500 schools. 

So the other requirement for us to move will be for us to move towards:

· PRODUCTIVE LEADERSHIP: the term comes from the SRLS group - Bob Lingard, Deb Hayes and Martin Mills. The notion is that the principal and the school have to set key enabling conditions in place for the development of ‘professional learning communities’.  The characteristics of professional learning communities can be found in many of the schools we’ve visited – they’ve been spawned in the IDEAS project generated by Frank Crowther and others: the include, a clear school ethos and philosophy, a focus on pedagogy, curriculum discussions in staffrooms, positive ‘emotional economies’ within schools.  Productive leadership knows what effective pedagogy looks like, backs and provides incentive for innovation. 

‘Making a difference’ with the most at risk students

I began this discussion by describing the complex new forms of ‘at riskness’, saying that we needed to understand our communities and how they had been effected by the “new social arithmetic”.  But what do we do about it.  The SRLS study, some of the key US school reform literature (Fred Newman’s Wisconsin work, Ted Sizer’s work at Harvard) and much of the recent work using Vygotskian approaches to minority education (e.g., Luis Moll in Arizona, Shirley Heath at Stanford, Stuart McNaughton and colleagues in Auckland, Michael Cole and Olga Vasquez in San Diego) and mainstream teaching/learning theory (e.g., Barbara Rogoff’s ‘Apprenticeship in Thinking’, the work of Brown and Campione, Jean Lave, Peter Renshaw in Brisbane) give us a clear picture on the relationships of three areas of intervention: Social Support; Basic Skills; and Intellectual Engagement. 

· Social Support: if you had studied with me or many of my colleagues 10 years ago, we would have argued strongly that providing socially supportive, progressive and culturally appropriate classroom environments for kids from diverse backgrounds was the key to improved outcomes for equity groups.  The good news is that we’re succeeding at this.  The SRLS study and other studies would indicate that Queensland classrooms are socially supportive – that teachers are providing positive reinforcement, getting kids to take responsibility for their actions, dealing with behaviour management constructively, and generally providing positive environments.  So to any cynic who argues – ‘we’ve been through so many reforms and they didn’t work, this stuff comes and goes’ – I’d simply say that we have empirical evidence that you’re wrong.  All that we did in the way of human relationships education, the behaviour management interventions, culturally appropriate and gender equitable pedagogy – much of this worked.  But the current literature suggests that socially supportive environments may be necessary but not in and of itself able to ‘bootstrap’ up the achievement of our most at risk students.  It may be necessary but not sufficient.
· Basic Skills and Direct Instruction: the argument of many standardised testing and ‘old basics’ advocates is that if we move towards direct instruction in both traditional and non-traditional basic skills, that this will begin to turn the tide for the most at risk students.  This is certainly the underlying rationale of the Federal move towards benchmark testing.  The evidence from the US and other places that have gone into annual census testing and basic skills is that it will have an immediate effect in bringing kids’ skills (as measured by standardised tests) up – but it also risks ‘dumbing down’ the curriculum and driving teaching towards the achievement of ‘minima’ rather then ‘maxima’ (which often is harder to test in a pencil-and-paper standardised achievement test). However, there is also evidence of what James Gee recently called “fourth grade slump”.  What Gee and many others argue in the US, is that early intervention, basic skills – even high quality focused programs like Reading Recovery – will achieve only short term gains with the most at risk students if the curriculum and pedagogy is shallow, if it doesn’t give motivating access to powerful discourses and knowledges.  The point is that direct instruction in basic skills environments may be necessary but not in and of itself able to ‘bootstrap’ up the achievement of our most at risk students.  It may be necessary but not sufficient.
· Intellectual Engagement: the argument coming from the SRLS study, Peter Freebody, Stephanie Gunn and Chris Ludwig’s major 1977 Griffith University study of home/school literacy [for online discussion of literacy issues, see: www.readingonline.org/research/lukefreebody.html ], and the Newman Wisconsin work is that the worst enemy of equitable and socially just outcomes is the phenomenon that we could call “dumbing down”.  I am not here making an argument for more content – for more stuff – but rather for intellectual depth. We’ve coded classrooms for: higher order thinking (e.g., analysis on most thinking taxonomies), sustained conversation (e.g., extended dialogue between teachers and students and students and students beyond the Question-Answer-Evaluation mode in most classroom teaching), critique (e.g., the degree to which kids are encouraged to criticize and disagree with texts), depth of knowledge and depth of understanding.  To exemplify ‘shallow’ or ‘dumbed down’ lessons, let me describe one: a 45 minute primary lesson on Flipper, shared reading of stories of Flipper, pictures and videos of Flipper, worksheets and art work on Flipper. Everyone was on-task and the teacher was very supportive and effective. But the lesson stayed with shallow knowledge and shallow understanding: it went nowhere.  There was no discussion of dolphin physiology, no mention of the seagrass beds or the ecosystem, the drift-net fishing that is decimating dolphin populations, John Lilly’s experiments with dolphin communication and language, or changes in salinity that are effecting dolphins. Fred Newman’s point and our point:  where there is social support and help with skills, intellectual engagement may be necessary and sufficient to ‘bootstrap’ up the achievement of our most at risk students.  
The metaphor used by Vygotskian psychologists is that learning occurs through “assisted performance” with a mentor.  The mentor throws out the rope further than you currently can grasp, you stretch and with some help grasp it, or if you can’t grasp it, your mentor is there to catch you or assist or model.  The ‘dumbing down’ occurs when we throw the rope right in front of someone because, through deficit thinking, we believe they can only grab what’s in front of them. 

2010: It’s about pedagogy, that’s all it could and should be about

These comments lay the challenges on the table. The main game is pedagogy. It’s about having curriculum conversations, about authentic assessment, about expanding and sharing our professional pedagogical repertoires for improved student outcomes. It’s still about our schools bringing out the best in all students, but with a strong and renewed responsibility for both those who have remained ‘at risk’ and those kids whose lives are being effected by the new poverty, changing demographics and economics. 

Working on all of these things simultaneously is difficult.  As a system, we need to commit to pedagogy – to understand that our job is to read these new communities, these new forms of poverty and disadvantage, and assess our students, their communities, their lifeworlds in light of 2010, to assess what kinds of curriculum goals, knowledges, skills, practices will be suited for them in these brave new and old worlds – and then to jiggle, adjust, remediate, shape and build our classroom pedagogies to get quality, educationally, intellectually and socially valuable outcomes.  That’s our business, that’s our job, that’s teachers work. We need to put it on the table, talk about it in stafffrooms – not make excuses for our schools ourselves, our systems, our bureaucracies. And we need to get worked up when people tell us that our business is anything but pedagogy. EQ, at every level, needs to be focused on this. 

There are some concrete places we can start. For one, it has to happen at the school level.  Even in little ways. On Sunday I was struck by something that Bob Lingard said.  He stated that part of the problem was that our pedagogy, our teaching had become too private a matter, something that we do between the four walls of our classroom, discretely, only rarely allowing or inviting our colleagues and peers in to have a look. 

I think part of the answer is to get pedagogy more open, public and shared within our schools.  We need to have curriculum conversations, like those that go on around the year 2 net and over senior subject moderation. We need to be swapping and exchanging pedagogical strategies for getting different outcomes. The resources and talents and knowledge for reform doesn’t lie outside your school in the universities, experts, or central offices. It lies in classrooms, where there are a lot of very skilled teachers engaged in productive pedagogies.  Yet we tend to get irritated when these people disrupt our lunch breaks.  When I taught secondary school, the ‘superteacher’ down the hall always wanted to share something with me, to talk about something that had worked, about a particularly good strategy or about some remarkable student work.  I didn’t want her to disturb my lunch. 

We need to back these teachers, get them talking in staff meetings about how they adjust their pedagogies to get better results – showing and mentoring the rest of us about how it can be done.  To do so we need to have a common vocabulary and framework for looking at and talking about pedagogy: productive pedagogies, authentic pedagogies, focused instruction, whatever. We need to get mentoring each other, swapping strategies, and having curriculum conversations about what we did differently.  Let me illustrate this with two stories about where I’ve seen this working:

· In 1996-1997, I worked with the grades 1-2 teachers in Eagleby Primary. They were implementing the Year 2 Net. When we first started meeting and talking, it turned out they hadn’t really gotten together to plan their literacy program. Further, as young teachers, they had been trained in 4-5 different models at different universities. We went over the ‘essentials’ of a good language arts/literacy program, and began swapping lessons – finding out that some were better at comprehension lessons, others at writing, others at phonemic awareness.  We taught a few lessons to and for each other.  This turned into a sustained ‘curriculum conversation’ which went on for several years (after some teachers had left).  Teachers compared their work, their approaches, and notes on what seemed to work with kids.  The school’s literacy achievement improved considerably. Authentic assessment, some mentoring, and a sustained discussion about pedagogy – people got out of their boxes and exchanged ideas and expertise.

· Last month, I visited Thuringowa High where I had a look at their programs for their indigenous students.  When I first arrived in Townsville in the 1980s, the phenomena of indigenous kids failing senior subjects and, specifically, science would have been unremarkable.  Many at the time would have taken it as a problem, but one that was the result of their poor attendance, work habits, intelligence, language problems, etc.: blame the victim scenarios.  What was impressive about Thuringowa was that they were having staffroom discussions about how they could adjust their pedagogies (e.g., More narrative? More group work? More explicit expectations of performance? Literacy across the curriculum?  Use of new technologies?) to get improved student outcomes.  This to me is what outcomes based education should be about – curriculum/pedagogical conversations with an eye to improved outcomes. 

I’m tired of people saying that ‘the system is cynical’, that ‘we can’t do anything about it’, that all this 2010 stuff is just more corporate rhetoric, that this is all just another set of reforms that will go away. Someone the other day mentioned some remarkable baby-boomer statistic that between 2005-2008 there would be a 58% turnover of teachers in the system.  I’m not sure of the numbers. I know as a baby-boomer myself, that many of us do have a kind of postwar generational change fatigue (like chronic fatique syndrome), that we’re tired, and that the reform and work intensification that has been a hallmark of Australian public life, workplaces, and civic life for the last two decades was nothing that I either expected or was trained for. I was trained for Fordism not Postfordism. No bureaucracy, no political party, and no union can make this all go away.  But 2010 has put all the cards on the table with a straightforwardness and depth that we’ve never seen before.  The social facts and social arithmetic have changed since 1968 and 1988 – and the pedagogical challenges and issues and strategies bear debate. As loyal baby-boomers, many of us still have some ideals, energy, some beliefs and some commitments that we consider unfinished business. Equity is at the top of the list.  

I’ll await your comments. 
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