PROGRESS TOWARDS THE DEVELOPMENT OF A NATIONAL CURRICULUM FOR AUSTRALIAN SCHOOLS
 Marie Emmitt, October, 2008.
1. The National Curriculum Board (NCB) has been charged with developing a single world class national curriculum for all Australian students from kindergarten/prep/reception to Year 12 starting with the key learning areas of English, mathematics, the sciences and history, with geography and languages to follow. The development of a continuum of learning in literacy and numeracy skills ranging from basic competence in the early years through to the advancement and extension of these skills in the middle and later years of schooling, will be a foundation of the national curriculum. 
In particular the Board has been asked to:

· Set core content and achievement standards that are expected of students at each year of schooling, starting with English, mathematics, the sciences and history and then geography and languages
· Provide flexibility for jurisdictions, systems and schools to implement curricula for students to achieve these standards

· Establish the standards as the basis for national testing and measurement program to measure student progress

· Broaden options for further study in all areas of futures employment across the trades, technical and professional fields in new and emerging areas of knowledge
· Ensure that student achievement is reported on the same scale and in a similar way nationally.
2. The development and implementation of the national curriculum is conducted under the auspices of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) and the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA). It will be essential that collaboration among the different governments is maintained and that joint ownership of the curricula is achieved.

3. COAG is responsible for signing off the national curriculum by 2010, for implementation across all states and territories from 2011. At this stage it is envisaged that 2011 could be used as a validation or trial year!
4. The focus of the Board is inter-related with the broader national education agenda. In particular it will be informed by the outcomes of the current National Goals for Schooling deliberations. It is also influenced by the Australian Qualifications Framework, National Statements and Profiles, National Statements of Learning, the common five point scale for reporting senior secondary subjects, the proposed Australian Certificate of Education and the National Testing Schedule.

5. The draft National Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians prepared under the auspices of MCEETYA has been published for consultation and informs the shaping of the national curriculum.

6. Professor Barry McGaw (Melbourne University) is the chair and Tony MacKay (Executive Director of Strategic Directions) is the deputy chair. Each state/territory education minister has a representative on the Board and the non-government sector has three representatives – Dr Brian Croke, Executive Director of NSW Catholic Education Commission, Mr Garry Le Duff, Executive Director, Association of Independent Schools of South Australia and Marie Emmitt, Dean of Education, Australian Catholic University. At this stage there is a small secretariat to support the work of the Board. Considerable activity has been undertaken since July when the funds for the NCB were disbursed, to establish a governance structure and secretariat to support the work of the Board. The secretariat of Office of the Board is located in Melbourne, co-located with National Curriculum Corporation, and hence sharing some of their infrastructure. 

7.  To date the Board has met formally four times – April 24, June 10, July 17 and 18, and September 15 and 16 with the next Board meeting in Adelaide on November 5 and 6. The Board plans to meet approximately six weekly, in different cities with consultation forums held prior to the Board meeting as appropriate. 
8. The Board is committed to an open development process with substantial consultation with the profession and the public. As part of this process papers have been posted on the NCB website (www.ncb.org.au). You can register for publication alerts by going to the website, clicking on Consultation, clicking on Getting involved, and then registering.
9. There have been a number of stakeholder meetings in different locations. The Board has participated in a number of these and for others the Chair and Deputy Chair have led the consultations. There was a national consultation forum in Melbourne in June and state-based ones in Brisbane in July and Sydney in September. There have been forums in Perth and Darwin which the chair and deputy chair and local Board members attended. Forums in Adelaide, Hobart and Canberra are still to be held. There was a national forum in Melbourne in August for curriculum directors. Also, there has been a meeting with the leaders of the key professional associations. Subject forums have been or will be organised.
10. To date, an issues paper was developed for the June meeting and modified for Brisbane and other state-based forums. Recently a discussion paper The Shape of the National Curriculum: A Proposal for Discussion has been posted on the web. It provides details of the draft principles and specifications for development such as curriculum content, achievement standards, curriculum development and implementation.

11. Initial advice papers for the different learning areas were commissioned by the Board. These papers were to map out the territory and emphases of the different learning areas. The writers are: Professor Denis Goodrum for the sciences, Professor Peter Sullivan for mathematics, Professor Stuart MacIntyre for history and Professor Peter Freebody for English. Each writer was supported by an expert advisory group. 
12. The Initial Advice papers for the sciences, mathematics, history and English were posted on the web during the week beginning October 13. There was considerable media interest in the papers – most of it was positive!

13. Forums for each learning area were held during the week beginning October 13 to provide feedback to the writers. Following each forum the feedback collected from the workshops were provided to representatives from the relevant professional associations for analysis. The representatives then met with each writer to discuss the incorporation of the feedback into the Initial Advice paper. 
14. The subsequent drafts will come to the next Board meeting in November for discussion and deliberation. Once the Board has accepted the papers these papers will be posted on the web for consultation until the end of February, 2009.
15. These Advice papers will inform the development of writing briefs for each of the curriculum areas that are to be developed in the first phase.  Literacy and numeracy benchmarks will need to be included.
16. Interest in contributing to a writing team can be registered on the NCB website: www.ncb.org.au  It will be important to encourage talented teachers and teacher educators to register their interest. Chairs will have to be selected as well. The task of the writing teams will be critical if we are to achieve a future oriented world leading curricula.
17. Numerous forums focusing on the national curriculum are being organised around the country by different organisations. There seems to be very positive interest and support for a national curriculum and optimism that the time is right.
18. Draft issues identified for the stakeholders forum were:

a. What would it mean for a curriculum to be ‘futures-oriented’ and how could that best be balanced against the need for it also to provide students with an understanding of the past that has shaped their society and culture?

b. How can a curriculum take account of the great variation in rates of students’ development while still be useful to teachers who work with students grouped in classes by age?

c. How could a national curriculum at primary level best be linked with the various system curricula for other subject areas to help primary teachers work in an integrated way across the subjects if they wish?

d. What would be the appropriate length and degree of specification for a curriculum document to be useful for practising teachers? Would such a document also be of use to parents and others wanting to know what schools are doing and what is being expected of students?

e. In what way might content (rationale, aims and objectives, description of how the content is organised, detailed content setting out knowledge, understandings and skills) most usefully be described?

f. How might core curriculum be specified, in what way should it be referenced to stages of schooling, and in what way and to what extent should regional and local variation be provided for?

g. What terminology/nomenclature should be avoided and what terminology would you want to see to describe content?

h. How can expected achievement standards be defined at particular stages in schooling that takes sensible account of the wide variation in student achievement levels?

i. How can acceptance of wide variation be managed so that it does not lead to acceptance of poor achievement and the establishment of low expectations for some students?

j. What terminology is useful in discussing and reporting achievement standards?

k. What cross-curricular competencies, perspectives and outcomes should be addressed in the national curriculum in English, mathematics, the sciences and history? How might they be addressed to minimise the risk of their falling through the cracks as attention is focussed on subject-specific knowledge, understanding and skills?
Propositions for discussion at the Brisbane forum were:

1. That national curriculum content in each of the four subject areas be developed on a year by year basis – P-12

2. That achievement standards be identified in relation to stages of schooling on a two year basis: for example – P/1. 2-4, 5-6, 7-8, 9-10, and 11-12.

3. That curriculum content be expressed in”syllabus” terms not in less specific “framework” terms.

4. That cross curriculum areas of learning be embedded in syllabus statements – not as stand alone statements.

5. That achievement standards be expressed so they are: 

a. clear to teachers, students and parents about levels of expected performance, and 
b. sufficiently clear to inform a national assessment framework.
6. That the conceptualisation of each of the four subjects is cognisant of different pedagogies.

19. Feedback from the forums has informed the paper The Shape of the National Curriculum: A Proposal for Discussion.
20. Recently a decision has been made to establish a National Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Board (MCEETYA and COAG) as a statutory authority under the Commonwealth Authorities and Company Act. The work of the National Curriculum Board will be subsumed under this Board. Legislation is to come into effect early in 2009. 
Please see the NCB website for developments and opportunities to respond to papers: www.ncb.org.au  Your feedback is important to ensure that we do develop a world class curriculum that meets the needs of a complex changing world.
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