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A New Era fer the Prefessien: The natienal sagenda
fer referm of early childheed educsatien
Christine Ure

After decades of disjointed and unco-ordinated services, the federal and stafe govern-
ments’ national reform agenda gives the opportunity to create integrated provision
for the 0-8s.

Keep These Banners Ready: The challenges ef the
new early childheed agenda
Michaela Kronemann

The welcome commitment to preschool for all raises important questions about priva-
tisation and equity, as well as creating challenges for recruiting and retaining enough
qualified preschool teachers fo deliver the goal.

The Impertance ef Transitien in the New Early
Years Learning Framewerk
Sue Dockett

The fransition from preschool to primary is a pivotal time in a child's life, and get-
ting it right is important to educational success. But transition should be seen as
a process, not event, and building strong relationships is the key to making it work.



The Australian Early Develepment Index: A natienal
measure ef early childheed develepment
Mary Sayers

National trials suggest this new assessment program will prove a crucial tool in
fracking young pupils” progress and identifying vulnerable children. Mary Sayers, part
of the development team, outlines how it was devised and how it works.

Celebrating Literacy: Why & US phenics pregram
failed and what we sheuld de instead
Ken Goodman

Any attempts to improve literacy standards will only succeed if they draw on best
practice from a wide range of approaches — as George Bush’s politically mofivated
phonics-based Reading First program has demonstrated.
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cencept?
Tony Pitman

Early infervention literacy programs now have a proven record of success with prep
and Grade 1 students. But don’t write them off when it comes fo older children and
even adults.

Reflectiens en Five Decades in Educatien
Lorraine Wilson

\We now know more than ever before what works in education. But moves to infro-
duce a national curriculum, festing and league tables will put teachers into a strait-
jacket and create a system of winners and losers.

Ben Levin en the challenges facing public
educatien
Interview by John Graham
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Edliterial:

In frem the Celd

JOHN GRAHAM

EDUCATION IN THE early years (ages 0-8) has become central to a reform
agenda being promoted by all governments around Australia. In December 2007,
the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) agreed to a partnership between the
states and the Commonwealth “to pursue substantial reform in the areas of education,
skills and early childhood development, fo deliver significant improvements in human
capital outcomes for all Australians”.

While the language may be derived from Adam Smith — early years education
is valued only because of its economic oufcomes — the agreement itself is seen as
bringing this phase of learning in from the cold. Michaela Kronemann begins her
article in this edition of Professional Voice with the comment: “At long last there is a
national agenda for early childhood education in Australia.”

In August 2008 COAG followed up the partnership agreement with the publication
of a discussion paper — A National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education
and Care. The discussion paper proposes a new national quality framework consisting
of a set of national standards for all early childhood education and care services and
an Early Years Learning Framework.

The wider significance of this new framework is to do with ifs starting point —
from birth. It proposes fo bring some sort of coherence info the fragmented sectors of
childcare, preschool and the early years of school. According to the discussion paper,
for the first time there will be a national framework which “recognises that children
learn from birth and that learning in school builds on these foundations”.

Victoria has taken up the national COAG agenda with much gusto. It is now seen
as being hand-in-glove with the Rudd Government in pushing the agenda forward
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in all areas of education and training, including the early years. On September 2
the Brumby Government launched the Blueprint for Education and Early Childhood
Development. In the Premier’s Foreword to this document he states that one of his first
and most important decisions as premier was to bring early childhood development
info the Department of Education.

This decision, Premier Brumby writes, marks a new approach to learning and
development based on an understanding that “children’s learning and development
starts from day one and that their early experiences have a direct impact on their future
wellbeing. There is now overwhelming evidence that giving children the best possible
start in life improves their educational, social and economic prospects.”

The new Blueprint contains a raft of initiatives related to the early years. These
range from COAG policies such as a 0-8 years Learning and Development Framework,
Commonwealth funding priorities for multi-service children’s cenfres (community
hubs) and co-location of early childhood centres on school sites, fransition-to-school
plans for all children, improved access to learning opportunities for children in child-
care, improved qualifications for childcare workers and the provision of joint profes-
sional learning opportunities for preschool and primary school teachers.

These national and stafe developments provide the context for the articles in this
edition of Professional Voice.

Our first article is from Christine Ure who describes the background history to the
“disparate and unco-ordinated services” provided to families and children across the
early childhood years. She sees the National Reform Agenda as an opportunity to
address these issues and “put an end to the silos that have developed around differ-
ent services”.

In order to achieve these goals Ure identifies the need to improve the supply and
retention of qualified staff, reconcile the different approaches to learning and develop-
ment (and provide fransitions) from birth to 8 years of age, and increase the level of
investment in children’s services.

Michaela Kronemann views the Commonwealth and Victorian Government agen-
das in terms of longstanding AEU policy in this area. The problem with both agendas
is their lack of explicit support for public provision, particularly with the rise of large
scale for-profit companies now dominating child care. How will Governments ensure
that equity and inclusion are guaranteed in the new arrangements?

Like Christine Ure, Kronemann identifies staffing issues as cenfral to making the
proposed reforms work on the ground. Without attenfion to qualifications, conditions
of employment, working conditions and salaries, the people needed to usher in the
new era will not be there.

Sue Dockett’s focus is more specific. She concentrates on the “pivotal” transition fo
school. She identifies the characteristics of good transition processes which are less
about what children need fo know as they start school and more about relationship
building: “Building positive connections and networks that provide support, particu-
larly for the children starfing school, but also for the others around them.”

She confrasts adult concerns about confinuity in the transition to school process
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fo those of children, who are offen more inferested in the changes they will experience
when they enter *big school’.

Mary Sayers introduces the Australian Early Development Index (AEDI), a major
initiative aimed at increasing community understanding of how children in Australia
are developing in the crucial early years. The index covers physical health and well-
being, social competence, emotional maturity, language and cognitive skills, com-
munication skills and general knowledge. It is applied to children in their first year
of school.

The AEDI will be rolled out across Australia in 2009 as part of the Commonwealth’s
early years reforms. If is anticipated that the outcome will be a solid evidence base
for communities fo improve their programs and services to better meet the needs of
young children.

Our first international contributor to this edition is Ken Goodman, a renowned
American expert in the feaching of reading. He provides a critique of the Bush
Government’s reading program — Reading First — which received S1 billion per year
for six years and, according fo Goodman, failed fo deliver any real improvement.

He identifies the characteristics of what a replacement to the narrowly phon-
ics-based Reading First program should look like. His recommendations for a new
research-based literacy (rather than reading) program have relevance to both federal
and state developments in Australia.

Tony Pitman infroduces a note of caution in concentrating resources and programs
in the early years, particularly if it is af the expense of other “critical periods” of devel-
opment such as adolescence. While intervention may be most cost-effective in the
early years, those who have difficulty in mastering literacy skills at that stage of their
schooling need support and resources fo enable effective remediation later on.

Lorraine Wilson began her life as a primary teacher in the 1950s when Grade 6
boys chopped wood for classroom fires! She takes us on a history lesson from the
1950s fo the present, identifying changes to the curriculum, pedagogy and the role of
teachers. For Wilson the 1970s and 1980s were “the heady days” for primary teach-
ing with enquiry learning, school-based curriculum and respect for the professional
expertise of teachers.

She sees the present situation as detrimental to the best interests of young chil-
dren. An increasingly narrow and centrally-prescribed curriculum, rampant testing, a
wrong turn on literacy education, an under-valuing of play and the removal of pro-
fessional responsibilities from teachers, all of these add up to a lesser education for
students and, in some ways more importantly, a shortening of childhood.

The final section of each Professional Voice is devoted to our interviews with
nofed educationists; this fime it is with a recent visitor to Australia — Ben Levin from
the University of Toronto. He provides a Canadian perspective on many of the issues
which are now driving state and federal agendas in Australia.

* EARLY YEARS EDUCATION






A New Era fer
the Prefessien:

The natienal agenda fer referm
ef early childheed educatien

CHRISTINE URE

THE NATIONAL REFORM Agenda developed by the Council of Australian
Governments (COAG) in 2007 signals a new era for early childhood services in
Australia. The reform agenda has been developed in response fo the growing body of
research evidence linking the quality of children’s early life experiences to indicators of
health, social wellbeing and economic viability in the adult years, and concerns that
early childhood services in Australia are under-resourced and undervalued. Australia’s
investment in early education is one fifth of the average for the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), placing this country af the bottom
of the ladder of developed nations (OECD, 2007).

The COAG reform agenda has prompted a nationwide review of all elements of
early childhood provision including regulations, staff qualifications, curriculum, views
about young children’s development and learning, partnerships with parents, and
community expectation of these services. The framework for the review is sef out in a
discussion paper prepared by the federal Department of Education, Employment and
Workplace Relations: A national quality framework for early childhood education and
care; public comment has been invited.

Until now, the development and regulation of early childhood services in Australia
have not been guided by a systematic set of principles but evolved in response fo

"
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changing views about families, women and children. Consequently, the current organ-
isafion, standards and expectations of services are dated and not consistent with
research about children, families and their needs. The current reform agenda provides
an unprecedented opportunity fo review the values and frameworks that influence and
guide the provision of early childhood services. It will provide an opportunity fo exam-
ine how early childhood services link to the broader goals of Australian society.

Although the early childhood years are internationally recognised as being the
ages 0-8 years, services in Australia for children and families across these years
confinue fo be disparate and unco-ordinafed. Until the 1980s, organised provision
for this age group involved kindergarten services for three and four-year-olds and the
early years of schooling. Very young infants and children, particularly those in the 0-3
age group, were expected to be at home in the full-time care of their mothers. Working
mothers resorfed fo making care arrangements with families and friends. Changes in
social atfifudes fo working mothers and the increasing number of mothers enfering
the workforce created pressure for the development of the childcare industry. Since the
early 1980s, childcare services have been provided through community care and the
private sectors, while kindergarten services have been government operated.

The development of the early childhood sector has been strongly influenced by
economic factors — the cost of services — and uncertainty about the value attributed
fo care services for children. Questions about the concept of care and education for
young children, quality of service and beliefs about the amount of time children should
spend in care and at home have all been widely debated in both the research literature
and public media. These issues have resulted in a lack of clarity about the need for
staff qualifications and the focus of the early childhood curriculum, and they have
prevented the integration of early childhood services with the school sector.

At present preschool services for the 0-5 age group are separated from school
services for the 5-8 year-old age group, and kindergarten/preschool education serv-
ices for four-year olds remain distinct from childcare services for the 0-5 year-old age
group. Similarly, the supply of degree-qualified early childhood staff is largely limited
fo kindergarten service, while long-day care services have become staffed by two-year
diploma, TAFE-certificated or unqualified staff. Curriculum design and expectations for
children’s learning across school and preschool have become differentfiated. Childcare
and kindergartens focus on development, play and socialisation, and schools focus
on learning in the key curriculum areas of literacy and numeracy. Very limited attention
is given fo children’s transition across these services.

The National Reform Agenda provides an opportunity fo move early childhood
services forward to meet the needs of children and families in the 21st Century. It
provides a much needed framework to review evidence about what matters for young
children. Hopefully it will put an end to the silos that have developed around different
services. The reform presents an opportunity to forge a common set of understand-
ings about:

e Community needs/benefits; and fostering an understanding that the social and

economic well-being of Australian society is of central concern to all service
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providers. Quality early childhood programs add value to children, families and
the broader community

e Rights of children and families to universal provision of high quality care; and
accepting that parents of growing families need and have a right to work, and
that they are able fo access high quality care for all their children

e The early childhood curriculum and preparation for schooling; and that the
goals of high quality programs should address the personal, social and aca-
demic competence of children and improve their readiness fo cope with the
demands of schooling.

COMMUNITY NEEDS/BENEFITS

Internationally there has been increased recognition of the importance of the com-
munity benefit from investing in early childhood. The early years of life are recognised
as the time of most rapid learning and development. Development in the early years
has an impact on all domains of development and there are long-ferm implications
for the academic and social outcomes of children.

Research conducted in the 1980s and 90s through the Head Start and Perry
Preschool projects in the USA demonstrates that an investment in quality early child-
hood programs creates long-term benefits for the children who attend these services.
Moreover, benefits accrue fo the broader community as these children grow up and
become more productive and well adjusted citizens.

Educational research confirms the lasting importance of quality early childhood
experiences to children’s later development and success. An analysis of the rafes of
return to human capital from investing across all age-groups reported by Edwards,
Gandini and Forman (1994) indicates that the benefits of high quality early child-
hood programs for the broader community are cumulative. That is, earlier high levels
of investment in early childhood services are associated with greater levels of social
and economic gains in lafer life. Early childhood services must therefore be evaluated
for their contribution to the broader economic and social benefits to society. Narrow
perspectives related to the care of preschool children while parents work only serve fo
restrict our understanding of the significance of these services.

RIGHTS OF CHILDREN AND FAMILIES TO UNIVERSAL
PROVISION OF HIGH QUALITY CARE

A persistent problem in early childhood is the supply and retention of qualified staff,
particularly in rural and remofe areas. The early childhood teaching and care work-
force currently comprises both qualified and unqualified staff, with the greatest area of
shortage being qualified staff. Only a small number of qualified staff currently have a
degree in early childhood. Staff turnover is high, with 20 per cent of staff leaving the
industry every year. Supply issues are likely to escalate further with the recent surge
in birth rates, and any steps fo increase access rates to improve universal provision
of services will exacerbate these problems. Low remuneration for staff is a problem
as is job satisfaction. Unqualified staff are not adequately prepared for many of the

EARLY YEARS EDUCATION
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tasks they are required to do, including dealing with difficult child behaviours and
responding fo the needs of working parents.

An important response to the program for the national reform of early childhood
services will be to rapidly improve the skill level of the workforce. A question that
urgently needs fo be answered is whether there is any place in early childhood serv-
ices for unqualified childcare workers. The research evidence consistently indicates
that staff fraining (Frede, 1995) makes a difference to services provided fo children
and families. Staff development and education are the most important discriminators
between mediocre and good care in early childhood (Pasha and Wesley, 1998).
Sylva ef al, (2003) have concluded from their longitudinal study of the Effective
Provision of Preschools Education project (EPPE) in Europe that the impact of service
provision on children’s progress at age 7 is clearly linked to those settings that have
staff with higher qualifications.

THE EARLY CHILDHOOD CURRICULUM AND PREPARATION FOR
SCHOOLING

A vital element of the reform agenda will be to find agreement on the curriculum and
learning outcomes for children and fo build an evidence-based approach fo children’s
learning. A working group with representatives from the Australian Government and
all states and ferritories has been established fo consult and draft the national early
years learning framework. The challenge in developing this framework will be to
clearly articulate the roles of play-based learning in the development of communica-
tion and language for early literacy and numeracy, as well as for personal, emotional
and social development.

The new early years learning framework will need to address children’s learning
needs from birth through to five years of age, be able to ensure children’s prepara-
tion for formal schooling and fransition to school, and be universally applicable. The
framework will need fo provide quality assurance indicators and measures of chil-
dren’s development and performance. These issues will not be resolved easily. A wide
range of curriculum guidelines for early childhood programs already exists. These
guidelines vary significantly with differing philosophical approaches fo children and
their developmental needs. The different approaches to curriculum lead to differences
in program design, pedagogy, monitoring and assessment and in the interactions
with children and families. Very few curriculum guidelines for early childhood services
arficulate directly into the school-based curriculum and there are differences in the
expected outcomes of preschool and school-based learning.

The current agenda for reform and the consultative process have generated a high
level of interest and discussion. The agenda has raised the need for higher levels of
investment in children’s service. Governments can no longer afford to separate care
and education services for young children. There is a clearer focus on the need to
address the early childhood years through to 8 years of age, beginning with a much
stronger emphasis on the first three years of life. The agenda will create immediate
challenges fo improve universal access to services and to raise the qualifications of



CERISTINE URE
A NEW ERA FOR THE PROFESSION

the early childhood sector. Most importantly the reform agenda means that children’s
need for care cannot continue to be separated from learning or from the broader needs
of Australian families and children.
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Keep These
Banners Ready

The challenges ef the new
early childheed agenda

MICHAELA KXRONEMANN

AT LONG LAST, thereis a national agenda for early childhood education in
Australia. While governments had been working together on early childhood issues
through the National Reform Agenda for some time, it is only with the election of the
Rudd Government that there is now a federal commitment to a national plan for early
childhood education and care. Despite the recognition by the Council of Australian
Governments (COAG) that early childhood issues should be a national priority, the
Coalition had made clear in the lead up to the 2007 federal election that they consid-
ered funding for preschool education to be a state matter.

The Rudd Government has committed fo providing universal access to15 hours
of government-funded early childhood education in the year before school, to be pro-
vided by university qualified early childhood teachers. National standards are to be
esfablished through a national quality framework, including an Early Years Learning
Framework.

Funding will be provided fo establish 260 early learning and care centres,
including six autism centres, located at primary schools, TAFE institutes and other

17
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community spaces. A National Early Years Workforce Strategy will be developed,
including additional university places in early childhood education. The 2008 federal
budget provided for a 50 per cent HECS remission for early childhood education
feachers working in regional, remofe or disadvantaged areas, as well as fee exemp-
tions for Diplomas and Advanced Diplomas delivered by TAFE. There will also be
additional childcare places, an increased childcare fax rebate and a range of other
measures including the rollout of the Australian Early Development Index.

In total, the 2008 budget committed $2.4 billion over five years for early child-
hood initiatives. In addition, both early childhood education and care have been
made the responsibility of the new federal Department of Education, Employment and
Workplace Relafions (DEEWR).

The Victorian Government has been a leading player in the development of the
National Reform Agenda, and early childhood education has at last become a priority
in this state. The establishment last year of the Department of Education and Early
Childhood Development (DEECD) marked the long-awaited recognition of the rightful
place of preschool education within the education system, and the need to increase
parficipation, particularly among disadvantaged groups, and fo enhance early infer-
vention programs.

The plans fo develop schools as children’s and community hubs, to improve
fransition programs and the networking of services, and to develop a 0-8 learning
and development framework are all positive and important inifiatives. Also of impor-
tance are the measures taken to improve the affordability of preschool education for
low income families and to increase access by three and four-year-old Indigenous
children. The revised regulations, which are intended to improve quality standards
through measures such as improving staff-children ratios and qualification levels, will
be in place by May 2009 although their content has not yet been determined.

These new directions are long overdue. Other countries with similar early child-
hood structures historically, such as the United Kingdom and New Zealand, are well
ahead in the process of reform and increased funding of early childhood education
and care. The recently released OECD Eaucation at a Glance report indicates that in
2005, Australia spent 0.1 per cent of GDP on pre-primary education, compared fo an
OECD average of 0.4 per cent and a European Union average of 0.5 per cent. Both the
2001 OECD review of early childhood education and care in Australia and the 2004
Independent National Inquiry into Preschool Education found that early childhood
education was fragmented, inconsistent, and of varying quality.

The Australian Education Union must be acknowledged for the determined and
strong campaign it has waged both natfionally and perhaps most particularly in
Victoria for a national plan for universal early childhood education as an integral part
of a high quality public education system. Many of the key elements of the AEU plan
released a decade ago in Towards a National Plan for Preschool Education have been
addressed in the new directions offered by governments.

However not all of the AEU’s policy objectives have been addressed in full. While
the move to 15 hours of universal access for one year is a great step forward, the
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2007 AEU Early Childhood policy calls for the development of a plan to provide access
to 20 hours of free preschool education for two years for all children in Australia.

AEU policy called for priority fo be given to Indigenous children in providing two
years of early childhood education. While the Victorian Government has determined to
provide free access for three-year-old Indigenous children, as indeed most other states
also offer, the Federal Government has been conspicuously silent on this measure,
despite the fact that this is a goal already endorsed by CoAG.

Moreover, the new directions in themselves pose some challenges for the sector
and for members. And we can be certain that there will be af least some devilry in
the details.

The Federal Government has made clear that early childhood education will be
offered in a range of settings, including specific programs offered by childcare pro-
viders. The aim is to end the historical divide befween education and care. This is a
laudable goal, which is also recognised within AEU policy, since many children in
childcare are currently missing outf on early childhood education. It is disappointing
however that there appears to be litfle interest in providing explicit support for public
education as the priority for governments in ensuring an inclusive, equitable and
democratic view of education. The Federal Government has dismissed issues relafed
fo public and private education across the sectors but that does not mean that the
problems go away.

In the early childhood sector, the reality is that the majority of childcare places
are now provided by large scale for-profit companies listed on the stock exchange.
Education has historically operated on a not-for-profit basis and the inclusion of for-
profit providers is unprecedented. The potential implications for affordability, quality,
equity and for the capacity for early childhood services to network and collaborate
need to be explored. Will community-based stand-alone preschool centres be sup-
ported to enable them to provide longer hours care? Will for-profit centres be the only
provision is some areas? Could parents be forced fo enrol their children in private long
day care centres in order fo access early childhood education? Will public preschool
education be privatised over time?

The federal commitment to provide an additional 260 early learning and care cen-
fres on school and other community sites is silent on the types of providers that may
be involved. The decisions about their location will be made in partnership with stafe
governments. Most states already have co-located or integrated preschool provision
in schools and in some, such as Tasmania and the ACT, community childcare centres
are also co-located in a number of schools.

Victoria has also made a commitment to expand the role of schools as commu-
nity hubs and to locate early childhood centres on school sites. It will be important
fo encourage the co-location of these federally funded centres on to school sites in
Victoria and to ensure that they are government or community-run so that the services
can work fogether comfortably. While integration, rather than simple co-locatfion with
schools, carries some challenges (such as the need to retain early childhood leader-
ship positions), it would ensure far greater support for staff and programs and would
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deal with the current issues around centre management as well. Victorian proposals
to encourage local networks of early childhood providers are welcome, butf these must
be properly resourced. Experience elsewhere indicates that relying on the goodwill of
over-strefched practitioners fo maintain these links is not sustainable.

The ALP federal election platform proposed that all four-year-olds would be eligible
fo receive 15 hours of government-funded learning programs, which seemed to indi-
cate that it would be free. Subsequent statfements have described the aim as making
it “affordable”. There has been no detail as to what this will mean although it is clear
that the funds will be directed to the states for dispersion. If the preschool year is not
going to be fully funded and free, will the existing inequities between states be main-
tained? In NSW and Victoria, where preschool education has not been fully funded as
an infrinsic part of the public school system, government subsidies have been paid to
centres and costs to parents without access to health care card related concessions
are much higher than in other states. In Queensland the sessional preschool year
offered in state schools has been translated into a full-time prep year and fees there
foo are high for children who access a pre-prep year of early childhood education
through community and private providers. So will the preschool year be made free for
all children and if not, how will equity be delivered within and across systems, and
how will costs be curtailed in the for-profit long day care centres?

The commitment to 15 hours of early childhood education is a positive and wel-
come move, but there are of course professional and industrial issues to be resolved.
Any effort to increase teaching hours would exacerbate existing workload pressures
and have an impact on the capacity fo recruit and retain staff in the sector. In Victoria
there have already been reports of preschool teachers moving into school employ-
ment and of high burnout rates and turnover of staff in long day care centres. It would
also of course have an impact on quality, which is one of the priorities of the new
framework.

At the same time, further casualisation or underemployment in an already precari-
ously employed workforce is unacceptable. The move to increase hours for children
must be implemented with sufficient funding to ensure both the wellbeing of existing
staff and an ongoing capacity to atfract and retain teachers and other staff into the
sector. The sector is already experiencing shortages across the board, particularly of
qualified staff.

The Victorian Government has established scholarships to help atfract teachers
info long day care cenfres and into early childhood education in disadvantaged areas.
These are welcome strategies but the boftom line is that all early childhood services
will be unable to retain early childhood teachers if there is no parity of pay and condi-
tions with feachers in schools. It is already hard enough to attract and retain teachers
in preschool settings; it will be even more difficult to atfract and retain them in long
day centres unless the pay and conditions are significantly enhanced. That in turn
would require significantly increased funding. One significant step that would assist
in beginning to address these issues is, in consultation with stakeholders, to transfer
the employment of early childhood feachers and assistants to DEECD.
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Even with these various measures, it is going to be quite a challenge to recruit
and train enough new feachers over the next five or so years. While some childcare
educators may be encouraged and supported fo undertake enhanced training to
become feachers, there will also be additional demands for diploma qualified staff
in childcare settings. Given recent government discussion about abbreviated teacher
fraining for university graduates in the schools sector, the challenge will be to ensure
that there is no diminution in the requirements to achieve qualified teacher status.
Teacher registration could assist in this.

The concept of a national Early Years Learning Framework is in principle a positfive
one, provided that it is agreed by stakeholders, is sufficiently flexible to allow local
educational needs fo be met, and is adequately resourced. A national quality frame-
work is also proposed and the issues there will be about what is included and how
it is assessed. Staff qualifications, child fo staff ratios and group sizes are key indi-
catfors of quality but other issues being considered include leadership and manage-
ment; relafionships between staff and children; family and community partnerships;
differentiated play-based curriculum; and physical environment. The challenge here
will be to ensure not only that minimum standards are not set too low (especially as
they can sometfimes then become the norm) but also that states are unable to under-
cut any agreed standards. A quality rating system is also proposed for consideration,
although the potentially negatfive impacts are af least acknowledged. One question
is whether that would or should apply fo all early childhood settings. Consultations
have been occurring and members should ensure that their voices are heard in the
ongoing processes.

These are exciting times for the early childhood sector but clearly there are many
issues sfill to be resolved. Some will undoubtedly be problematic so it is important to
engage with the issues, stay informed, and keep the banners dusted — just in case.
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The Impertance
ef Transitien in

the New Early
Years Learning
Framewerk

SUE DOCKETT

WITH THE ELECTION of the Rudd Labor Government, there has been con-
siderable focus on the importance of the early years and early childhood education.
Included in a raft of election promises — since taken up in the Council of Australian
Governments (COAG) agenda — have been commitments tfo:
e Universal access to a quality early childhood education program for all children
in the year before formal school
e Access within five years for all Indigenous 4-year-olds in remote communities
to a quality EC education program
¢ National rollout of the Australian Early Development Index (AEDI)
e Natfional Quality Standards for child care and preschool
e A National Early Years Learning Framework
e Streamlined quality and regulafory arrangements.
A great deal of work has already occurred in preparation to meet these
commitments.
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One of the areas where there is and has been intense activity is in the develop-
ment of the Early Years Learning Framework. The recent Nafional Quality Framework
for Early Education and Care Discussion Paper, produced by the Productivity Agenda
working group for education, skills, training and early childhood development, noted
that:

... [the] Early Years Learning Framework [will be] linked fo national
quality standaras which will underpin early childhood education and care
including universal access fo 15 hours a week of affordable quality early
learning for 40 weeks a year in the year before formal schooling. The
framework will guide early childhood educafors in developing quality early
childhood programs. For the first time, Australia will have a National Early
Learning Framework which recognises that children learn from birth and
that learning in school builds on these foundations.

This statement affirms the importance of learning in the early years and prompts seri-
ous recognition of the nature and extent of children’s knowledge, learning and experi-
ence before school as a major influence on what happens as children start, and then
confinue through school.

The transition fo school is an important time for all involved — children, families,
educators and communities. Within the discussions around the development of the
Early Years Learning Framework, the fransition to school is recognised as a pivotal
time to continue fo build on the learning and development that have already occurred
and to promote children’s (and families”) continued engagement with learning through
schools.

There are many ways to define transition. In some narrow definitions, the focus
fends to be on the skills or attributes demonstrated by individual children and how
these equip the children to function within a school setting. This focus reflects an
emphasis on readiness and locafes the purpose and function of early childhood
services as largely ensuring that children are adequately prepared for school. From
this perspective, supporting a positive fransition to school would involve a curriculum
focus on skills (often associated with literacy and numeracy), some form of assess-
ment of children’s skills, and the communication of that to the future educational
sefting.

Another definition of fransition relates to a program delivered to children and/or
families. This can involve a series of activities to help all involved become familiar
with school and school expectations. There are many creative and worthwhile transi-
tion activities that occur across schools and prior-to-school settings each year.

However, the most effective fransition programs do more than deliver a specific
set of activities at a given time or adopt a narrow definition of transition. Rather,
effective fransition programs combine a series of intenfional and purposeful transi-
tion experiences within an ongoing fransition process. This broader definition of
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fransition as a process emphasises multiple participants and multiple perspectives,
each contributing fo the positive and ongoing engagement of children, families and
educators in educational settings. From this perspective, fransition is a process of
relafionship building — building positive connections and networks that provide sup-
port, particularly for the children starting school, but also for the others around them.
Early childhood services, as well as families, communities and schools, all play an
important role in this conception of the fransition fo school. There may well be some
assessment of children’s skills associated with this perspective, but this would also
be complemented by recognition of what families, schools and communities provide
fo adapt to the differing needs, and strengths, of children.

Transition fo school programs have been developed in many communities to
support the view of transition as a process involving many different players. Over
many years of working with differenf communities in many different locations, The
Starting School Research Project (Dockett & Perry, 2006, 2007) has developed a
series of Guidelines for Effective Transifion fo School Programs, which argue that
such programs:

e Establish positive relationships between the children, parenfs and educators

¢ Facilitate each child’s development as a capable learner
Differentiate between “orientation fo school” and ‘“transition to school”
programs

e Draw upon dedicated funding and resources

e |nvolve a range of stakeholders

e Are well planned and effectively evaluated

e Are flexible and responsive

e Are based on mutual trust and respect

e Rely on reciprocal communication among participants

e Take into account contextual aspects of community, and of individual families

and children within that community.

Underpinning these guidelines is a focus on the relationships that support children in
the fransition to school, rather than a focus on what children need to know as they
start school. Such relationships include those between and among children, families,
educators in school and prior-to-school setfings, and members of communities. The
same focus on relationships is evident in the planning for the proposed Early Years
Learning Framework. In the confext of the transition to school, it becomes critical that
the children, and the best ways to support them as they make the move fo school,
become the focus of these relafionships.

The guidelines also emphasise the importance of collaboration across the transi-
tion. This collaboration is based on recognition of children’s strengths and compe-
fencies, as well as the confribufion of many different contexts fo the learning and
development of young children. Many families and educators have utilised a range of
ways to document the competencies of young children. A characteristic of the most
effective of these is the emphasis on multiple ways of knowing and understanding,
rather than on checklists of discrete skills. Examples include the use of learning
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stories, where dispositions fowards learning, as well as a range of learning outcomes,
are nofed.

Further, the guidelines value diversity among children, families and contexts, sug-
gesting that there is no one correct way fo “do fransition” — the processes of working
collaboratively to support a positive transition will vary and it is the engagement in
these processes themselves that is inherent in promofing a positive fransition.

Effective communication is critical to a successful transition to school. The devel-
opment of an Early Years Learning Framework has the pofential to provide a common
language for communication between children, families and educational settings. This
will particularly facilitate positive connections between educators in the prior-to-school
and school sectors as each moves to recognise not only what occurs in the different
confexts, but also values the contribution this makes to children’s learning.

As a policy document, the proposed Early Years Learning Framework affirms
the significance of learning in the early years and recognises the influence of this
on later learning. It also promotes notfions of continuity across educational sectors
— from prior-to-school settings fo schools. Most importantly, it sets the context for
discussions about what confinuity actually means. For example, by emphasising the
importance of play-based curricula in the early childhood years, it sets the scene for
discussions about how children learn through play, the ways in which educafors can
promote complex play and learning, the social contexts of learning and how these
can all be reflected and incorporated in school-based curriculum.

Such discussions about continuity and what is meant by confinuity will be impor-
tant for children, families and educatfors. Adulfs involved in children’s fransition tfo
school often seek specific forms of continuity — for example, continuity in curriculum,
confinuity in levels of support for their children, confinuity in relationships and con-
texts. Children themselves are usually excited about starting school, if also a bit wor-
ried about what might actually happen. They are not nearly as focused on continuity
as adults — except perhaps in relation to wanting to remain with their friends. Rather,
children are inferested in the changes they will experience as they start school — the
changes that signify that they are entering “big school”, growing up and becoming
more independent. Promoting a positive fransition to school involves balancing both
confinuity and change.

The preparation of and for an Early Years Learning Framework has opened up
opportunities to consider the links between this framework and school curriculum and
among educators across the different sectors. Transition to school is the focal point
of these links and discussions. Some questions to ponder as the development of the
framework confinues include:

e How do we acknowledge the great deal of learning and development, as well

as the diversity within this, that occurs in the early years?

e \What implications does this recognition have for curriculum in the early years

of school?

e How can we support positive transitions to school for all involved?

¢ \What do we mean by continuity from prior-fo-school settings to school?
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e \What value do we place on a play-based curriculum?

e How can we promote positive collaboration across the prior-to-school and
school sectors to ensure that all children starting school have the best possible
opportunities to successfully engage in education that is meaningful, relevant
and worthwhile?

¢ \What roles can parents and families have in their children’s transition fo school,
and how do educators recognise and value these roles?

e \What roles can communities play in children’s transition to school?

The development of the Early Years Learning Framework provides opportunities to
enhance children’s fransition to school. In particular, it provides a focal point for
children, families, educators and communities to consider what is important as chil-
dren start school, how prior-to-school experiences can be built upon and enhanced,
and how schools can be responsive fo their newest students. Recognition and use
of the evidence-based Guidelines for Effective Transition fo School Programs in the
framework will help ensure that, in all these considerations, the focus remains on
the children involved and the ways in which we can all work to promote a positive
fransition to school.
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The Australian Early
Develepment Index

A natienal measure eof early

childheed develepment

MARY SAYERS

IN THE SUMMER issue of Professional Voice, Kathy Walker in her article
“Building Bridges between Preschool and School” wrote: “We are now in exciting
times where primary and preschool education have finally placed themselves together
on the map as moving in the same direction and needing a greater level of shared
understanding.” This was written in the confext of community and government initia-
fives that recognised the importance of early childhood education and experiences in
shaping child development.

One major initiative in increasing understanding of child development from a
population or community perspective is the Australian Early Development Index
(AEDI). The AEDI is a community-based measure of young children's development,
designed to provide information about how children in Australia are developing during
the crucial early years. Information obtained through the index will help communities,
schools and governments to plan for services, resources and supports that young
children and their families need to give children the best possible start in life. It is
now known that investing resources and energy info children’s early years, when their
brains are developing rapidly, will bring life-long benefits to them and fo the whole
community.
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DEVELOPING THE AEDI

The AEDI is based on the scores from a teacher-completed checklist consisting of over
100 questions in the five developmental domains of physical health and wellbeing,
social competence, emotional maturity, language and cognitive skills, and communi-
cation skills and general knowledge. These domains are closely linked to predictors
of good adult health, education and social outcomes.

The AEDI checklist is derived from the Canadian Early Development Instrument
(EDI), which was developed by the Offord Centre for Child Studies, McMaster
University, Ontario. The EDI has been completed for more than 520,000 Canadian
children, and has been extensively tested and compared with direct assessment
results and parent reports. The index was adapted for Australia by the Cenfre for
Community Child Health af The Royal Children's Hospital Melbourne in partnership
with the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research, Perth. After preliminary festing in
Australia, the Canadian EDI was modified for use in Australia, and then pilotf-tested
in 2004. A national technical advisory group consisting of experts in child develop-
ment, researchers and government policy makers advised on the adaptation of the
AEDI checklist. This group also endorsed the decision fo use web-based data entry,
developed for the AEDI by the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER).
This system includes secure data entry, online help, and administration that enables
rapid downloading of completed data for cleaning and analysis by the AEDI National
Support Centre.

The use of the index is subject to ongoing research and development. Data from
750 children in the 4-year-old cohort of the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
(LSAC) have been used in the AEDI/LSAC Validation Study, confirming the validity
of the AEDI as a population level indicafor of children’s developmental status. From
2007 to 2010 the capacity of the AEDI to predict children’s health, social and educa-
tional outcomes will be investigated through the AEDI/LSAC Predictive Study.

The AEDI has been adapted for Indigenous children as part of the Indigenous

TABLE 1: THE AEDI DOMAINS
Physical health  Social Emotional Language Communication
and wellbeing competence maturity and cognitive skills and gen-
development eral knowledge

e Physical e Overall social | e Prosocial * Basic literacy | ® Communication
readiness for competence and helping e Inferest in lit- | skills and gen-
the day e Responsibility | behaviour eracy, numeracy | eral knowledge
e Physical inde- | and respect e Anxious and and memory
pendence e Approaches to | fearful behaviour | e Advanced
e Gross and fine | learning e Aggressive literacy
motor skills ® Readiness behaviour * Basic

fo explore new ® Hyperactivity numeracy

things and inattention
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Australian Early Development Index (I-AEDI) Project being underfaken at Telethon
Institute for Child Health Research, through its Kulunga Research Network and the
Centre for Developmental Health at Curtin University; the project is jointly funded by
the Commonwealth Government and Shell Australia. The AEDI Language Background
Other than English (LBOTE) Study is also being conducted by the Centre for Community
Child Health and will evaluate the AEDI implementation process, results and data
usage for culturally and linguistically diverse populations. Recommendations from
these two important studies will inform national AEDI rollout.

IMPLEMENTING THE AEDI

The AEDI was trialled between 2004 and 2007 in 60 geographic areas of Australia,
in all states and ferritories except the Northern Territory. Since 2004, 2,157 teachers
from 1,012 schools (both government and non-government) have completed the AEDI
on 37,420 children in their first year of full-time school. Following the successful trial,
and in recognition of the need for all communities to have data on early childhood
development, the Commonwealth Government Department of Education, Employment
and Workplace Relatfions is funding an Australia-wide implementation of AEDI, com-
mencing in 2009. Funding from the Commonwealth covers the AEDI National Support
Centre based atf the Centre for Community Child Health, employment of state and fer-
ritory AEDI co-ordinators, as well as teacher training and school funding for teacher
relief time to enable the AEDI checklists to be completed.

As children start schools af different ages, the checklist is applied to children in
their first year of full-time school, regardless of age. This will enable national consist-
ency. Teachers use the simple web-based data entry system to complete the AEDI
checklist for each eligible child in their class, based on their knowledge and observa-
tions of the child. The names of individual children are not recorded in the data sent
to the AEDI National Support Centre, so individual children cannot be identified in the
overall data. The AEDI does nof score individual children, nor can it be used fo reflect
the performance of the school or the quality of feaching. Findings are reported at the
population level, ie for whole communities, neighbourhoods and schools.

THE AEDI RESULTS AND THEIR IMPACT ON COMMUNITIES
Results from the first four years of AEDI implementation showed that 25 per cent of the
children surveyed are “developmentally vulnerable” in at least one domain of the AEDI,
and that 12.6 per cent of children are vulnerable in fwo or more areas. Those children
vulnerable in two or more domains would be considered at significant developmental
risk. In some suburbs as many as 63.5 per cent of children are “developmentally
vulnerable” on one or more domain. However most children were performing well in
one Or more areas.

The results fo date have provided communities with a basis for reviewing the
services, supports and environments that influence children in their first five years
of life. The AEDI has helped communities raise awareness of the importance of early
childhood development and provided them with information which assisted in devel-
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oping strategic plans and initiatives to improve outcomes for children. By providing
a common language for the community to discuss the needs of young children, the
index has facilitated improved collaboration between agencies involved with young
children and their families. AEDI results provide an evidence base for the development
of community initiatives in various fields including parent support, family and pre-
school literacy and nutrition, as well as providing evidence fo support grant or funding
applications. Knowledge of areas of strength and vulnerability enables communities to
understand how well they are currently supporting early childhood development.

The AEDI has given communities a tool fo help assess current inifiatives or
programs and what may need to change in their community to optimise the social,
physical, emotional, and cognitive development of young children. AEDI mapping
can promote other community mapping exercises, for example program and resource
location. Combining the AEDI results with mapping of existing resources such as
parenting and children’s services and public transport has helped many communities
fo assess priorities and access funding for their region.

BENEFITS FOR SCHOOLS AND TEACHERS

Teachers who have already completed the AEDI have found the AEDI easy fo complete,
beneficial to their work in the classroom and a good use of their time. The AEDI also
provides feachers with the opporfunity to reflect on all aspects of children’s develop-
ment early in the first year of school.

AEDI results facilitate the development of partnerships with community early child-
hood agencies such as preschools and childcare services fo explore new ways of
working fogether to benefit children. AEDI also provides information for schools and
the community fo look ahead to the supports that need to be developed fo enhance
children's capacity fo be successful once they reach school.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

The national implementation of the AEDI will provide a picture of early childhood
development across Australia that will enable comparisons fo be made about chil-
dren's health, development and wellbeing in different communities or sub-populations
at a particular fime. It will also provide a baseline for communities, policy makers and
governments fo measure their progress in addressing identified needs in early child-
hood development over fime. Communities throughout Australia will be able to use
the AEDI results fo determine what developmental areas require particular attention,
tfo better focus further support and intervention measures for children in their first five
years of life fo ensure the best possible outcomes for all children Australia-wide.
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FURTHER INFORMATION CAN BE OBTAINED FROM:

The AEDI National Support Centre

Centre for Community Child Health, Royal Children's Hospital, Flemington Road,
Parkville, Vic 3052.

Ph: 1300 558 422 Fax: (03) 9345 5900

E-mail: australianedi@rch.org.au

Web: www.australianedi.org.au

Victorian State AEDI Coordinator

Cathie Nolan, Department of Education and Early Childhood Development
Ph: (03) 9096 8417

E-mail: Cathie.Nolan@dhs.vic.gov.au
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Celebrating

Literacy

Why a US federal phenics
pregram falled and what we
sheuld de Instead

KEN GOODMAN

A KEY PART of No Child Left Behind, the federal education program introduced
by the Bush Administration in the United States, is Reading First, a phonics-based
literacy program which became a one-size-fits-all federal mandate.

The US Constitution gives control of education to the states. Since World War Il
federal programs have supported affirmative action programs for minorities and efforts
such as bilingual education. But NCLB and Reading First put the Federal Government
in a much more confrolling position. Any state that wanted the federal money
had to submit a proposal which conformed to the law. Reading First was given about
USS1 billion a year for six years.

But from the beginning, although framed as reading reform, Reading First was
negative, coercive and punitive. Failure to make adequate yearly progress became
subject to increasingly severe punishment up to the closing of schools or firing and
replacing of staff. Its implementation created a de facto blacklist of persons, methods,
and materials.
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According to the journal of the Manhattan Insfitute (a neo-conservative think-
tank), Reading First was deliberately conceived as the counter to whole language
teaching. Writing of National Institutes of Health chief reading scientist Reid Lyon
and House education committee staffer Robert Sweet who draffed the legislation, the
journal reportfed:

With the President’s encouragement, Lyon and Sweet consciously
designed Reading First fo do an end run around the deeply enfrenched
whole-language movement.

Sol Stern, City Journal, Winter 2007

The law was written so that the phrase “scientifically based reading research” (SBRR)
appears over 100 fimes. Funding for every aspect of Reading First is conditioned on
the use of tests and texts which meet the SBRR criteria. The definitions in the law make
clear that it is a euphemism for direct insfruction phonics. But there is no consensus
among reading educators or researchers on what the phrase means. No program was
required fo offer proof that it mef the SBRR criteria. In reality the power to interpret
which programs are acceptable and which are not was put in the hands of a small
group centred on the special education department of the University of Oregon.

This group, as Department of Education consultants, controlled the review proc-
ess for state proposals. They also were given control of regional assistance centres
to support states in following the law. The Inspector General of the US Department of
Education, in a series of reports, found blatant and massive conflicts of interest in this
process. Essentially, states were pressured into using fests and texts produced by the
people making the funding decisions.

Their excuse was that they and they alone had the expertise to produce SBRR-
qualified materials. And the neo-cons agreed. In the Manhattan Institute’s City Journal,
Stern wrote:

If (the) sin was fo lean on a Ssfafe education agency or Wwo fo promofe
a reading program backed by science over one that wasnt, well, that’s
Jjust what the RF legisiation infended... Yet this program for liffing read-
ing achievement, always the apple of George W. Bush’s eye, is already
delivering promising resulrs.

City Journal, Winter 2007

The politicians who were disgusted by the profiteering in Reading First still bought the
claims that RF worked.

But then the other shoe fell. On May 1, 2008 a federal report was issued that
showed children who followed Reading First did no betfer in comprehension than
children who didn‘t.

Congress, which had reduced the program’s funding by 60 per cent this fiscal
year, responded by cutting out all funds for next year.
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There is now a campaign led by the neo-cons and Laura Bush fo save Reading
First. At this point that seems unlikely to happen. What follows is an alternative lit-
eracy program that | have proposed to the Barack Obama campaign. To date I've had
no response.

CELEBRATING LITERACY: A PROPOSED ALTERNATIVE TO
READING FIRST

We propose a federal program fo replace Reading First that celebrates literacy. We see
it as a key part of a platform of celebrating American education. America has been
among the leading nations in the world in expecting — and coming close fo achiev-
ing — universal access to literacy. At our best we have had excellent community and
school libraries. We have a vibrant publishing industry that produces a wide range
of books for children and young people. Our teachers are among the best educated
in the world.

Reading First became an unfortunate, self-fulfilling prophecy. There is no way to
tweak Reading First and furn it from what it is to what it should be. It is foo nega-
tive, foo prescriptive, too absolute, too punitive. If turned reading into a hard-to-learn
school subject. It mandated tests and materials designed fo teach isolated skill
sequences which were hard for young children to learn and then punished them for
not learning.

We propose fo celebratfe literacy for what it is and what it can do for learners.
Literacy, reading and writing, expands on what virtually all children achieve before
they come fo school: the ability o use one or more oral languages. We expect all
children to have the same success with written language. In a highly literate soci-
ety becoming literafe is necessary for full parficipation. So the focus in a program
of celebrafing literacy must be on learning to make sense of and through written
language. A program that celebrates literacy builds on the language strengths of all
human learners.

CHARACTERISTICS OF A SUCCESSFUL FEDERAL INITIATIVE

1. It should be positive not negative. In opening a Reading First staff develop-
ment program, the leader said: “The reading wars are over and we know who won.”
This war metaphor is wrong. Reducing reading progress to a choice befween two
warring ideologies doomed Reading First. A positive program must encourage col-
laboration and reward success. Learners, teachers, schools, and communities should
be treated positively and with respect.

2. It should not promise more than it can deliver. Reading First promised that
every child everywhere would read proficiently by 2014. A new program should
promise and produce progress. It should achieve literacy with the widest range of
learners. But it should not be expected to overcome, in itself, the complex societal
and economic realities that influence school success.

3. It should be inclusive not exclusive. In adopting Reading First, Congress bet
SUS6bn on a single horse. In the process many successful programs were abandoned
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because they were not acceptable to the DOE implementers. A new program should
fund a wide range of viable alternatfives based on the application of a full range of
literacy research. It should fap all of the resources available. And it should serve all
ages including secondary and adult literacy.

4. Literacy, not just reading. Any federal effort should be broadened to include
not just reading but writing and all the new technologies — which some call the new
literacies. Nothing in modern society is expanding faster than the uses of literacy.
Ironically, students are more up-to-date than their teachers with these new forms. That
shows their ability fo achieve literacy when it is functional and socially important to
the learners.

5. A new program should avoid a sense of crisis. Litfle good comes from putting
pressure on feachers and learners for immediate, unrealistic results. That only creates
resistance and too often cheating. There must be reasonable time for progress and
change.

INCLUDING ALL KINDS OF LITERACY RESEARCH

The National Reading Panel only considered a narrow, restricted group of American
experimental or quasi-experimental studies of reading instruction in the review that
led to its recommendations. Many innovative and productive areas of modern literacy
research were excluded. A new federal program should fund three kinds of research:

Research on literacy processes: How do people make sense through written
languages? Effective reading instruction needs to be based on understanding what
reading really is. In the past half century a lot has been learned about the reading
process using a wide range of inter-disciplinary research methodologies from linguis-
tics, ethnography, psychology and other fields. Most of this research is necessarily
non-experimental. The purpose is fo get at what people are doing to make sense of
written language. Theories of meaning construction in reading have found support in
studies of brain function.

Research on reading development: How do people become literate? Another
major area of reading research that has been very productive has been the study of
how reading is learned — how it develops as children become literate. Much of this
research is multinational and most is non-experimental. Some of the most useful
studies have been longitudinal and involve infensive studies of only one or at most a
few subjects. As a result of such studies a lot is already known about literacy develop-
ment. This research looks at much more than learning as a response to instruction.
It looks at societal, psycholinguistic, and sociolinguistic aspects of literacy develop-
ment as children grow up in literate societies. Grants would need fo be multi-year and
should encourage international collaboration.

Studies of reading instruction: So much money was wasted in Reading First on
frying to make everybody in the country teach in the same way, ignoring much of what
is known about what literacy is and how it develops. So much energy was wasted on
forcing conformity. So much ill-will developed. And there was so much mean-spirited
disinformation. There were foo many hidden political agendas.
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A program of celebrating literacy cannot aim foward a single simple methodology.
Progress can come from encouraging the full participation of a variety of experts in
seeking more effective ways of supporting learners to become literate. It can come
from supporting a wide range of alternatives with examined assumptions and which
make use of the research on the literacy processes and literacy development. While
such alternatives may use published fests and texts they should not simply be frial
and error use of canned programs without an examined rafionale. Collaborations
between schools and university-based researchers should be encouraged. Under
Reading First they became almost impossible. All funded efforts should have ongoing
third party evaluation built in.

This kind of research involves multiple classrooms in multiple settings and should
be funded for several years. Federal funding should support development of innovative
reading programs by collaborations of teachers, curriculum specialists and research-
ers. Another funding program should support all school districts that meet needs
criteria fo affiliate with a successful program and adapt the program fo its schools.
It would also be useful to fund innovative non-classroom confributions to literacy
development such as school libraries, summer programs, and community outreach.
Parents and community members should parficipate in classroom innovations.

A FOURTH DIMENSION: INNOVATIVE EVALUATION

This program of celebrating literacy offers an opportunity to support the production of
state-of-the-art systems for evaluating literacy programs. Reading First encouraged
self-serving testing based on ideology rather than scholarship. The best minds in the
literacy field could come together to design evaluation systems that go far beyond
paper and pencil fests that could be used to compare very different instructional pro-
grams, being fair to each. The knowledge exists. It needs to be brought together and
applied in an atmosphere free of political agendas. Effective sampling techniques can
provide all the information necessary while saving money and classroom fime. Much
of the useful assessment can be ongoing in the classroom, conducted by the teacher.

While evaluations could be used to compare programs, the purpose would not be
fo choose a winner to which everybody must switch but to provide useful information
for school decision-makers to use in making choices, and for developers to produce
better programs.

Funding of this whole program could be targeted in such a way that it produced
little waste and funds went where they were most needed, The SUS1bn a year spent
on Reading First could buy much more and produce more demonstrable effects.
Instead of punishing low achieving schools, funds should flow info such schools to
support real innovation and encourage dedicated professional teachers to stay in such
schools. Two-thirds of the funding of a federal program should go fo implementation
of innovative programs in schools.

One third of the funding should go to research on literacy processes and literacy
development. And a few million dollars a year could go to developing and carrying
out innovative evaluation.

EARLY YEARS EDUCATION
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PROMISES
If a program for celebrating literacy were authorised in 2009, it could nof promise to
have every child in every school reading proficiently by 2014 or any other year. But it
could promise that at intervals of five years, or 10 years, or 20 years:

(a) We would continue fo learn a lot more than we know now about literacy, how
it develops and how to teach literacy in the most effective ways to support learning.

(b) Students, teachers and school decision-makers would be a lot happier and
would be achieving at considerably higher levels.

(c) Some models would become increasingly more popular and more widely used
and some less.

(d) There would be far fewer dropouts among students and teachers leaving the
profession.

(e) The flight from public schools would diminish or disappear.

It's time for hope in our schools. Celebrating literacy can bring hope fo the many
children and young people our schools have been failing.



Early

Interventien

Fashien, fad er
pregressive cencept?

TONY PITMAN

RECENT YEARS HAVE seen a shiff in emphasis for a number of issues in
education. Early intervention has become one such “flavour of the decade” with child
development, philosophy and economics all converging on the same conclusion,
creafing a swell of enthusiasm for changes in practice and resource allocation to
everything early years.

But as with all fads, new fashions do not suit everyone or every situation and
risk becoming passé through their ubiquitous adoption and over-use. Whether we are
talking about clothing, architectural design, music or educational practice, there is a
need to temper the latest flavour with the contfext in which we are applying it. It needs
to work and be the best choice for the energy and resources available.

We have all often seen the lafest fashion become so over-used that it quickly
becomes last year’'s model. We have seen clothing fashions that simply aren’t flat-
fering on some people who in furn bring about the demise of that very fashion. Most
fads and fashions grow initially out of good design, and are linked to where that good
design works best. It is unthinking application and zealous following that kill off good
concepts. Once good design becomes a fashion it is in its terminal phase. How often
have we seen buzz words replaced to relabel concepts that failed fo deliver once their
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widespread application surpassed the original research-based intentions?

The very breadth of the goals in education forces a strefched workforce to accept
many concepts across many domains as they are handed down with great authority.
Lack of time and the various competing goals and priorities make it easy to be influ-
enced by systemic frends on the assumption that full consideration has already been
given to their application. Their use is assumed to be “best practice and wisdom”.

Early brain development is one example where new technology has produced
some fascinating insights into the social and emotional development of children.
Comparisons of fraumatised children through modern brain imaging have made it
strongly evident that neurological pathways are formed through the child’s confextual
experience in those early years. Theory and practice have followed with renewed
aftention to programs for the young fo strengthen their EQ, their resilience and fo
overcome early frauma.

Regreftably, far less attenfion is given to how the same imaging techniques
demonstrate similar rates of social learning and brain activity in adolescence. This
period of infensive developmental change provides us with a second chance to cor-
rect and strengthen the social functioning of adolescents, a critical period in every
child’s development, yet most literature and round table discussion tend fo focus on
the early years of social emotional brain development, thereby pofentially losing a
valuable opportunity.

We are at risk of making the current focus on early intervention a lever of the early
years movement, and thus a political priority, rather than a tool of education and child
development.

If labels are to guide us then the old “Critical Periods Hypothesis” is perhaps more
useful. This model suggests that there are predictable times for certain developmental
tasks to reach optimum potfential. Some developmental tasks have a number of criti-
cal opportunities, so missing the earliest opportunity should not be seen as a lost
cause for the student. More importantly, passing the opportunity for a critical period
does not eliminate the possibility of effective remediation later on. What is evident
is that the most cost-effective intervention occurs during that critical period but we
should not abandon those who have missed that opportunity purely for the sake of
the economic argument.

Take literacy as an example. At Oz Child we developed a program for schools
called Lift Off With Language. The program is based on the phonemic awareness
skills required before the next steps of literacy can be developed — an absolute
prerequisite fo reading success. The program has a five year history with preps
and Grade 1 students of producing significant improvement (around one standard
deviation on average per grade) by focusing on skills which would be developed in
normal activities by children in their preschool years. The reasons for developmental
delays in this skill are varied and include lack of exposure, middle ear infections and
others. The critical value of the program is that it is based on the truly great confribu-
tions of speech pathologists’ understanding of the importance and the sequence of
these developmental skills and by working in the classroom alongside the classroom
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teacher fo put these skills in place. It is strongly research based. What is particularly
inferesting is that workshops with both parents and feachers show that many adults
still have difficulty with these prerequisite skills but that they can be easily taught at
any age. Yes, there is a crifical period but many older students and parents have
only minimal mastery of these fundamental skills — but lafer in life they can sfill be
easily taught.

Because these skills are expected to be learnt naturally throughout normal child-
hood, the Lift Off With Language program “supercharges” the development of chil-
dren who score low on these skills while also boosting those who are already age
appropriate — that is, children who have developed to the normal range see their
skills advance to above average. Post-test results show the whole class improves
significantly above the standardised age average for these literacy prerequisite skills.
Even though these children may have passed the optimum period for acquisition of
these skills the intensive input takes them from below average to above through direct
instruction in this critical skill.

What does this mean for the current focus on early intervention? There is little
doubt from the evidence that students will learn any skill in the most cost effective
way af the critical developmental stage. We have to be careful however that we do not
assume that the effort required to remediate later in life is so costly in time, resources
and energy that we should see it as a waste of valuable resources that would be better
deployed elsewhere.

Two points need to be addressed here. First we have an obligation fo help every
child reach full potential, so if a critical period has been passed or if we are interven-
ing lafer in a child’s life it is sfill valuable and a part of our responsibility, even if it
is not economical.

Secondly it is wrong to assume that skills normally learnt earlier in life become
resource heavy if instilled later in life. Oz Child also provides a program to secondary
schools (called Reading Works) for students who have failed in literacy throughout
their school life. We do this because we believe that every child deserves the chance
to shine. We also believe that while there is strong evidence for the critical periods
hypothesis in areas of child development there are also many lafer opportunities
which are still highly cost effective.

The message of this paper to educators is that the current focus on early inferven-
tion has huge research support and should be a part of educational thinking. There are
two interpretations of early intervention in both education and in welfare. One suggests
that the earlier we infervene in a child’s life the better the outcome. The second is that
the earlier we infervene in a given problem the betfer the outcome. Both these can
be subsumed under a crifical periods hypothesis, ie there is a best possible time fo
infervene because all the natural forces are working with you. In adolescent counsel-
ling this may be when the client is ready for change. In education, *when the student
is ready the teacher will appear”.

Neither of these interprefations however suggests that we cannot or indeed should not
support students oufside these easier to tackle, higher refurn on investment periods.
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We need to be careful that we are not seduced by the concepts of early inferven-
tion as the rationale for our contribution fo education and the deployment of educa-
tional resources. Even if the myth that early intervention was ubiquitously the most
economical model, we are not in the business of economy. We are in the business of
developing all students as fully as the research tells us is possible. It is important for
us therefore fo look first at what the research tells us works to maximise every student
and then determine how resources need to be deployed across the whole system.

The wisdom of research tells us that early infervention does have a highly valuable
role in many situations. The challenge for us as educators is to use its lessons as a
science and not a fashion and to then take the same lessons into the accepted phi-
losophy of “education for all”, regardless of their advantage along the developmental
journey. Research and philosophy need to come together, ahead of economy, in the
best interests of every student in our care.
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LORRAINE WILSON

I STARTED TEACHING in the late 1950s, as a trained infant teacher. | con-
finue foday doing some work in Victorian classrooms. In the 1950s Victorian Courses
of Study set out what was fo be taught for each grade level. The subjects were taught
separately. There was no appreciatfion at that time of the link between language and
learning, of language across the curriculum. Reading was faught separately from writ-
ing, in fact Preps did not write at all. Class sizes were considerably larger than those
of foday. School staff meetings or professional development programs for teachers did
not exist. A teacher was trained or received the requisite knowledge for teaching while
in feachers’ college. Affer graduation one did not need further knowledge.

Some, but not all, of this knowledge was enlighfened. Infant classes commenced
each day with developmental play. As the children entered the classroom they chose
from a rich range of activities such as water play, sand play, puppets, building blocks,
book corner, home corner with dress-ups and dolls. Play was valued highly as was
creativity through art, children’s literature, drama and music.

The curriculum was wide and varied with the arts and physical education consid-
ered important. In many infant classrooms there was a piano for use in singing and
musical movement sessions.
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Schools had wonderful trained teacher librarians and frained art and craft feach-
ers. Each district had frained visiting music specialists. One heard much singing and
other music in classrooms.

In the 1950s in Victoria there were no statewide standardised fests.

Nor were there before and after-school programs for children of working parents,
which meant many children spent a much shorter day on the school sife.

19768, 198GS

As time passed, research revealed how children are not passive recipients of other
people’s knowledge but rather active participants in making their own meanings; that
learning is social, that learners talk themselves into understanding; that each child is
different. This saw the release of new Victorian curriculum documents in the 1970s,
based on enquiry learning.

Parallel with this was the introduction of the school-based curriculum. Rather than
the state determining what was taught and when, each school together with its com-
munity became responsible for developing its own curriculum.

This meant teachers were treated as professionals who not only taught a curricu-
lum but developed and evaluated it. They were free fo plan a curriculum best suited
fo the needs of their students. Principals were seen as educational leaders rather than
foday’s business managers. Children’s language and cultural experiences could be
incorporated into planned classroom learning programs. Educationally these were
heady days. We saw diversity in school programs; hands-on experiences such as
establishing school vegetable gardens, caring for school pefs, and frequent excur-
sions into the local neighbourhood were features of the school week.

In writing their school policy, teachers could describe their community and stu-
denfs and highlight the ways in which their students were unique.

For evaluation, teachers planned for progress for each individual child taking
account of his existing strengths and needs. For this purpose feachers kept cumulative
files of children’s work which included evidence of that progress.

Schools were permitted 10 pupil-free days each year to provide fime for the plan-
ning, writing and evaluation of school-based curriculum. Professional development
was extremely important in this process. It was recognised that professional learning
is ongoing — feachers too are active in their learning. So teachers worked collabora-
tively with fellow staff members, identified their learning needs and planned PD activi-
ties accordingly; that is, teachers were in charge of their own learning. During this
period, Victorian teachers became very knowledgeable about teaching and learning.

In these early decades of my career | remember much joy and laughter in
schools.

Then came the 1990s with the stafe once again assuming control of curriculum.
Statewide standardised testing was infroduced in Victoria for the first time. A mandated
literacy program was introduced for the first three years of school. Schools which
queried the validity and worth of this program were denied their literacy funding,
amounting to tens of thousands of dollars.
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Teachers lost the professional freedom they had experienced and were even told
how to organise their timetables. Reading in infant classes was to be taught af 9am
each morning in each school. Instruction in the teaching of writing commenced at
10am. Local knowledge, such as knowing that in a particular locality many young
children arrived late and 9am was not a prime teaching time, had to be ignored. The
teaching of reading was separated from the teaching of writing despite what research
says about the inferrelated nature of their development.

In other words teachers were de-professionalised; their professional knowledge
and experience were ignored. Teachers were nof trusted. What they could and could
not do in their classrooms as far as literacy acquisition was concerned, was man-
dated by state authorities. School funding was tied to compliance. Teachers were
“frained” in the implementation of the early years program.

Now in 2008, national festing has been implemented and a National Curriculum
Board is meefing to develop a national curriculum.

When one looks back over nearly five decades in education one sees many
changes, but are they all what is best for children? What impact do they have on the
lives of young students? | note below some issues of concern.

1. THE NARROWING OF THE CURRICULUM

The curriculum foday for young children is much narrower than several decades ago.
Successive governments of differing political allegiances promise voters higher and
higher literacy and numeracy scores. The focus for schools must be to improve per-
formance in these areas. Statewide testing and assessment of progression points take
valuable teaching fime. No-one argues that literacy and numeracy are not important
but one wonders about the sincerity of governments who ignore the best advice of
literacy educators, who deprive disadvantaged schools of important resources, and
who want to publish and compare the results of children across the country.

Teachers are now spending time fraining students in how to pass tests. There is
no longer fime for developmental play where children’s language, imagination and
creativity can be developed. Creative endeavours such as music and the visual arts
are no longer valued by system heads. Schools no longer have frained primary art
and craft teachers or trained teacher librarians; nor do they benefit from the services
of qualified district music advisers.

Surely what should be of utmost importance in primary schools is the development
in students of a lifelong passion for learning and a belief in themselves as learners.
Different students have different interests and different strengths. The narrower a cur-
riculum becomes, the more students the school system disenfranchises.

Which students are being advantaged by what remains in foday’s curriculum?
Which children are we dooming to failure through this narrow view of learning? And
what right do education systems have to ignore the different strengths and interests
of so many children?

Control of children’s learning has gone from their local school communities to
state authorities and is now fo go to federal authorities. Decisions about what and
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how Australian children will learn are being made by people further and further
removed from them.

£. WINNERS AND LOSERS

Education is now seen as a race, with those gaining the highest scores at the finish
line being cheered as the winners. Each year there are photographs in the local papers
of those students who receive the very highest VCE scores, despite the fact that not all
children start at the same point.

Education is not a race. Education is a lifelong journey with a myriad of possible
pathways. As with a journey, the person who takes several defours or a slower roufe
may ultimately have a more enriching experience.

Governments are putting pressure on teachers and students to improve standards,
with talk of teachers being moved and “befter” principals being transferred to under-
performing schools without due consideration of the social context and conditions in
which students and teachers work.

With this comes pressure not only on feachers, butf also on younger and younger
children to achieve and to pass tests. In my own family, the long-awaited introduction
fo school for two five-year-olds at two different schools was to turn up at an appointed
time and sit alone with the teacher while she administered the Prep assessment test,
which continued until the child made five consecutive errors. What a heartbreaking
infroduction to school!

3. LITERACY

Literacy standards are used as a whip by governments to threaten schools and teach-
ers. One wonders why. The Programme for Infernational Student Assessment (PISA),
which is the largest program of its kind, assessing the 30 member nations of the
OECD, consistently shows Australia performing in the top five nations. What is sig-
nificant is that Finland always outscores all other nations while the USA is far below
Australia on the ranking table.

One would assume that Australian officials venturing overseas to investigate
school improvement might go to Finland. (One inferesting fact related fo education
in Finland is that children do not start school until they are seven.) Why then is our
federal minister for education trying to impose on Australia teaching reforms from
New York?

Literacy is about living. We read and write as we accomplish daily life acfivities.
For example we read a manual to find out how to set up a new DVD player; we read
captions on displays when we visit our local museum; we curl up with a book to read
and relax at the end of a busy day; we read a report on carbon trading to be better
informed for a meeting we have to aftend with local manufacturers. Reading and writ-
ing are activities we undertake as part of our day lives.

Thus reading and writing are meaning-centred. Unfortunately the progression
points used fo assess Prep, Year 1 and Year 2 children in Victoria are counts of words
read accurately. This has little to do with the construction of meaning and thus is of
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very little value. Notfe also, the type of reading able to be measured on a machine-
marked statewide test is trivial in nature.

4. DEPROFESSIONALISING TEACHERS
We hear politicians arguing for better, more intelligent teachers while at the same
time removing professional responsibilities from teachers’ hands. The issue of student
evaluation is one example. All teachers across Victoria have to use the same reporting
system. Sentences for inclusion on reports are available on the system website, so
that many student reports read the same. In other words, teachers don’t even have to
generate their own sentences for report writing.

In an area where many parents do not speak English well, a collection of student
work over time may be a preferable and more concrete way to communicate with
parents their particular children’s progress, than a computer-generated report.

5. THE UNDERVALUING OF PLAY.
This issue is also part of the narrowing of the curriculum. It is sufficiently important
fo be detailed by itself.

Undirected, unsfructured, unlimited play has ifs own secret language.
When children are given the freedom fto play in this way, they usually
have no goals in mind and the playing is an end in itself. By creafing a
world that they can understand and master, children make sense of the
world they live in.

Angela Rossmanith, 1997, p13

When children experience new things they need time to process and make sense of
these experiences. There are a variety of ways children process their experiences.
They talk, write, draw, construct and play. For young children, play is a natural, easy
way fo create their worlds and by so doing come fo understand them. Play is nof
time wasting. When playing, children are thinking, falking, imagining, sharing and
socialising with ofhers.

When playing, children not only create their existing worlds, they create alternate
worlds. A piece of material on a pole becomes a flag on a pirate ship, and a story is
played out. Such stories can be the first drafts of written narratives.

Play should be an integral part of the primary curriculum.

LOOKING FORWARD
The world today is not the same as 50 years ago. Schools cannot remain the same
nor should they. Year 6 boys no longer chop wood for classroom fires. In this current,
highly technological society, young students competently research information on the
infernet and engage with diverse computer programs.

However we need fo ask whether current school practices are challenging and
exciting for children; whether children experience joy in coming fo school; whether
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children experience a range of creative endeavours; whether each school is able truly
fo plan for the all-round development of each of its students; whether each school is
free to plan so that each student experiences success.

Childhood is becoming shorter. The mass media and pop culture target younger
and younger children with what were previously the interests of teenagers. Magazines
currently sold in newsagents for 6 to 10-year-old girls include free make-up.

Are schools also curtailing childhood with persistent pressure to reach progression
points, to pass tests and to complete hours of homework?

NOTES
Rossmanith A, 1997, When Will the Children Play? Finding Time for Childhood, Mandarin, Australia.
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GRAHAM

JG: What in your view are the big issues

for public education at present?

: In my view the biggest issues are

how to provide quality education
for all children while building public
support and maintaining educator
morale. The challenge is to improve
performance steadily, because we
know we can do this, but to do
SO in a positive, sustainable way.
There is evidence from a number of
places, including the last few years
in Ontario, that this can be done.
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JG: How do you build up public support

for public education?

BL: One — treat the people we work with

JG:

BL:

JG:

well every day. How we freat students
and parents on a daily basis mat-
ters a lof. Every negative interaction,
such as failing fo return a phone call
or dismissing a parent’s views about
her child, affects how people think
about the schools, and unhappy
people fell others, too. We have to
demonstrate every day that public
schools are the kinds of places peo-
ple should want to send their children
and contribute their taxes.

Two — Deliver good education
and tell people about it through
effective, two-way communications.
This means reporting publicly on a
range of indicators of progress.

What do you think are the major
reasons for public concern about
feachers and schools?

People are more demanding about
every insfitution today — largely
as a result of being more educated,
| might add. Education is seen as
very important for our individual and
collective future, so any shorfcom-
ings — and there will always be
shorfcomings in a large endeav-
our — will result in public con-
cern. Public confidence in schools
remains good, but there is always
room for improvement.

There is a push for greafer “franspar-
ency” in the information parents can
access with regard fo schools. This
is linked fo school league fables and

BL:
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school choice. What is your opinion
about these developments?

The genie is out of the bottle on
school-by-school results and on
choice. We cannot any more fell
people they aren’t entitled to know,
or have to send their children to a
particular school. What we can do
is give people multiple kinds of infor-
mation so that they are less reliant on
something like a single average raw
fest score fo judge a school. Schools
can report on other indicators such
as retention in grade, value-added,
proportion of students at various
levels of achievement, and so on.
It's also important fo have strong
networks of schools fo counferact
excessive competitiveness, which
can have negative effects.

SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT

JG:

What do you think makes a good
school?

BL: In my view there are five key things:

JG:

effective daily instructional practice
in all classrooms; strong and caring
relationships between adults and
students; a commitment to success
for all children as shown in ongo-
ing learning by the adults; recogni-
tion that students vary and require
differenfiated treatment; and strong
outreach fo parents, families and the
broader community.

What are some of the things you
shouldn’t do if you want fo improve
schools and student achievement?

BL: The key to improvement lies in the
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JG:

BL:

above feafures. Changes in govern-
ance, in finance, in curriculum or
in accountability systems will only
help if they support the factors just
mentioned. We’ve wasted a lof of
time and money around the world
looking for silver bullets; real and
lasting improvement requires hard
and sustained work by lofs of people
over years, with a consistent positive
aftitude but also a relentless desire
for improvement and aversion fo
complacency. There is no magic
answer.

How imporfant are sfandards
and accountability in improving
schools?

Standards and accountability are
important, but only if, as | said,
they support improved instructional
practice, good human relation-
ships, and the other factors above.
Accountability measures help us
know where we are and where we
need fo improve, but they alone will
not yield much improvement. People
need fo learn how to do befter, not
just be told fo “do befter or else”.

TEACHING AND LEARNING

JG:

BL:

There is a debate in political cir-
cles and in the community about a
return fo more fraditional teaching
and learning methods and curricu-
lum confent. Teachers fend fo come
down on the more progressive side
of the argument. What can they do fo
effectively influence this debate?

Although there is much progressive

JG:

language in teaching, the reality has
always been more traditional than
people, including teachers, think.
The rhetforic has changed more than
the reality.

People — especially parents
— sfill largely trust teachers on edu-
cation issues. There isn't any con-
vincing evidence I've seen that more
traditional teaching is more effective,
but feachers also need fo understand
why parents are concerned, and fo
be active in the public debafe over
education in a way that is seen as
professional rather than self-serving.

Using and sharing research evi-
dence can be an important part of
the work; as we accumulate more
knowledge about effective educa-
tional practice, the profession should
share this publicly (and embody it in
our daily work).

| would like to see the teaching
profession fake on its own standards
of practice, not just in the generic
sense as at present, but outlining
where we have knowledge of effec-
tive practice and insisting that our
members live up to those standards,
not just embody them in words. We
could learn from the use of some
well-supported standard practices
in other fields. For example, in early
reading we now know a lot about
effective practice; teacher organisa-
tions should be insisting that all
teachers use these practices. There
is a real leadership opportunity here
for the profession.

What are the issues in assessment
(and reporting) of student achieve-
ment?
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BL: There are many, but two that stand

out are: One — ensuring that we use
assessment data fo shape teaching
and learning practices and in partic-
ular to help students and parents see
what good work is and how students
can improve.

Two — ensuring that students,
parents and the public are given a
well-rounded sense of how the sys-
tem as a whole is performing, where
we are doing well, and where we still
have important gaps and challenges
fo address. While no single assess-
ment measure fells us everything,
without data we have no basis on
which to improve.

CURRICULUM
JG: Ausfralian governments (Stafte and

BL:

federal) have now decided fo con-
centrafe their curriculum resources
on the development of a national cur-
riculum. What's been the Canadian
experience regarding a national cur-
riculum? How imporfant do you
see the development of a national
curriculum in ferms of improving the
quality of education?

Canada has no national curricu-
lum. | personally don’t regard cur-
riculum as being all that important,
cerfainly in comparison with good
instructional practice. The key task
is to help thousands of teachers
steadily analyse and improve their
daily practices, based on evidence
of success. Curriculum is only one
part of that and we have learned that
new curricula do not in themselves
change teaching practice. | don’t
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think it matters whether a curriculum
is stafe or national. That being said,
| dont see any particular harm in a
natfional curriculum; most countries
have one. | would not spend a lot of
time arguing about this point.

EQUITY ISSUES

JG:

BL:

JG:

BL:

What are some effective strafegies
for improving liferacy and numeracy
oufcomes for disadvantaged students
with low levels of performance?

If we knew how to do that we’d all
be doing it already! However we do
know some things. We know that
expectations matter, and that it is
natural for educators to lower expec-
tations — often with the kindest of
infentions — for poorer children.
We know that positive outreach to
parents matters even more in high
poverty areas. We know that early
infervention is important. We know
that some target groups, such as
some visible minorities, require par-
ficular strategies fo address issues
of systemic discrimination. So there
are lots of things we can do. The
most important single element is,
as Robert Slavin puts it, “the relent-
less pursuit of success for students”.
There is so much evidence that
students can do better than anyone
expects when given enough support
and encouragement.

How do you increase the proportfion
of students who successfully com-
plefe their secondary education?

Ontario developed a comprehensive
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strategy fo do this. I've written about

it elsewhere. | summed up the key

points as follows in a paper for the

Queensland Studies Authority:

1. A focus in every school on stu-
dent success, encompassing the
creation of an environment which
is safe, in which every student
has a sense of belonging and
of adult care, and where diverse
student identities are affirmed.

2. A focus on improvements in daily
teaching and learning practices
across all classrooms and feach-
ers, including improvements in
student assessment policy and
active engagement of students in
their own learning.

3. Appropriate programs and path-
ways, including less speciali-
sation in curricula, and varied
pathways insofar as all of them
provide real opportunities for
meaningful employment and fur-
ther education.

4. Connection of the school to the
worlds of citizenship and work,
including effective bridges and
fransitions tfo post-secondary
education, employment, volun-
teer work, and the development
of essential life skills beyond the
standard high school curriculum.

5. Community engagement that
brings parents into the educa-
tional process and engages the
broader community in supporting
students’ learning and welfare.

The single most important element is that

schools feel responsible for the suc-
cess of every student, and that they
have active and effective processes

EARLY

for knowing how all students are
doing and intervening early where
there are problems.

CHILDHOOD EDUCA~-

TION
JG: One of the areas of increasing

BL:

imporfance fo both stfafe and federal
governments in Australia is early
childhood education from 0-8 years
of age. The aim is fo develop a more
infegrafed approach from birth fo
preschool and from preschool fo
school. What is your view of fthis
development? Have there been par-
allel developments in Canada? Are
there initiatives in this area which
have produced positive oufcomes?

Early childhood is not my area of
expertise. However there is compel-
ling evidence that early supports for
children and their parents (espe-
cially mothers), particularly from
prenafal to age 2, can have very
high payoffs. Examples include
good prenatal health care and nufri-
tion, early literacy supports, and
efforts to reduce disabilities such as
foetal alcohol syndrome. Canada,
like Australia, has not done nearly
enough in this area. In addition,
too much of the current focus is, in
my view, on ages 3-5 instead of on
prenatal to 2.

PRE-SERVICE EDUCATION
JG: There has been a plethora of reviews

and inquiries info pre-service feacher
education over the past decade.
Governments fend fo think that the
‘feacher quality problem” can be

EARLY YEARS EDUCATION
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fixed in this way. Do you think
improvements need fo be made fo
feacher pre-service education?

BL: | don’t think that pre-service educa-
tion should be a priority for change
because a) it is very hard fo change;
and b) new feachers don’t change
the schools they entfer; they are
changed by those schools. Given
limited time and energy, this is not
a good place to spend it. So while
teacher education could always be
improved, my advice is to focus
on better development of teach-
ers already in the schools, and
especially in school teams, so that
the work actually results in befter
instructional practice.
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