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Thank you for that welcome.  It’s terrific to be here at the Brookings 

Institution to discuss one of the greatest issues we face – improving the performance 

of our schools.  In the year and a half that Labor has been in office in Australia, we 

have learned a great deal from the experiences of school systems all over the world, 

including here in the United States.  So I’m delighted to have the opportunity to 

repaying some of the debt by talking with you about our reform agenda and 

discussing future directions with you.   

 

You may not be familiar with the precise details of Australia’s school system, 

but I’m sure our general situation is familiar to you.  We have a federal constitution in 

which States and Territories carry primary responsibility for the delivery of schooling.  

The Commonwealth Government plays a major role in funding and regulation which 

has grown throughout the last half century.  Government schools – run by the states, 

with funding from the Commonwealth, now account for about two thirds of all 

students.  Christian and other non-government schools are funded on a per-student 

basis, weighted according to socio-economic status, directly by the federal 

government.   

 

Australia generally performs well in international studies such as PISA and 

TIMSS and we are proud of our record.  But we do not achieve as highly as we should 
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or could.  Our performance at the higher levels of achievement is static or declining.  

And our persistent tail of low achievement, associated mostly with socio-economic 

disadvantage, is too long. Over the last decade federal funding policies have 

combined with other demographic and social changes to drive a marked uptake in 

non-government schooling.  The Commonwealth Government plays an important role 

in funding all types of schools. 

 

This is a diversity that the Rudd Labor Government recognizes and celebrates.  

We support the right of parents to choose what kind of school their child attends and 

the role of Government in providing funding. But we are also determined that every 

child, in every school, should receive the highest quality instruction and learning.  

And this is not currently the case.  The pattern of recent change had created an 

opaque, fragmented funding system and no clear national priorities for improvement, 

reform or accountability.  In a nutshell, our results could be summarized as: 

performing satisfactorily, but could be doing better, especially in the bottom end of 

the class. 

 

Like the United States, Australia has a serious educational equity problem.  

Too many students from disadvantaged backgrounds are clustered in a small number 

of schools, with low expectations and low rates of achievement.  This has caused our 

participation and attainment rates at Year 12 to plateau for the last decade or more at 

around 75 per cent.  The upshot is that a child from a working class family is only half 

as likely as a child from a high income family to go on to tertiary study – and  has a 

far lower chance still of getting into an elite institution or faculty.  And, of course, that 

a young person who does not complete secondary education is about four times more 

likely than one who does complete to be unemployed in later life. 

 

The situation is of course much worse for Indigenous students, who have 

massive gaps in literacy and numeracy outcomes that begin in the earliest years and 

suppress their year-12 graduation rates dramatically. This is a significant source of 

shame to a nation as wealthy as ours – and it is a form of defacto discrimination the 

Rudd Government has committed itself to overcoming.  This level of failure is not 

acceptable.  We know that we live in complex and diverse societies.  But I do not 

accept that, in these societies, disadvantage is destiny. 
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Further, as the excellent work done by McKinsey, among others, has shown, 

tolerating underachievement in schooling means accepting a loss of economic growth 

and productivity that we cannot afford.  The most recent analysis they have released 

shows that, if the U.S. had matched the educational achievement levels of countries 

like Finland and South Korea, GDP in 2008 would have been $2.3 trillion, or 16 per 

cent, higher.  In other words, the costs of sustained underperformance are far greater 

even than the costs of the current recession.  That bears thinking about carefully. 

 

Australia faces a similar challenge, albeit from a position of generally good 

quality schooling.  But for more than a decade, our previous government ignored it. In 

fact, through a combination of ideology and neglect it made them worse.  The true 

measure of a nation’s schools is how well all their students perform.  What is new in 

Australia is the determination to achieve excellence and equity in every school and 

every community.  Our goal is to create a new, ambitious and progressive consensus 

for improvements to all schools. 

 

Putting the Education Revolution Together 

 

So we have set out to create an Education Revolution.  Working to make the most of 

our current schooling systems and their distinctive features, we have put in place a 

reform strategy that combines seven essential elements. 

 

• Investment 

• High expectations 

• Better curriculum 

• A new era of transparency 

• Improving teacher quality and school leadership 

• Targeting disadvantage 

• New ways of governing for collaboration and accountability 

 

As in the US, the onset of a global recession has not lessened our determination to 

pursue this revolution.  Instead, a central feature of our economic stimulus strategy 

involves investment in school buildings and other educational infrastructure.  Let me 
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say something briefly about each element and turn to you for discussion of how these 

priorities apply in the US and how such a reform agenda can best be pursued. 

 

Increased Investment 

 

The first, of course is investment.  Our changes involve huge increases in 

public spending.  Over the next four years, federal spending on spending on schools 

will almost double.  The specifics include an increase in the percentage of funding 

given to primary schools, including a $14.7 billion program – more than 1 per cent of 

annual GDP -- over  the next two years to upgrade and enhance school buildings, with 

every primary school receiving a new hall, library or gym and modernization or 

repairs in literally every school, a commitment of $1.5 billion over seven years – more 

than 1 per cent of annual GDP – to raise achievement in disadvantaged school 

communities, and a $2 billion dollar program – the Digital Education Revolution – to 

achieve a two to one ratio for computers to students in years 9 to 12 of secondary 

school and ensure fiber connections for every school. 

 

The list could go on.  But of course money alone won’t provide what’s really 

needed, which is a transformation is quality and equity.  So we have to invest the 

money in new ways. 

 

High Expectations for All 

 

At the center of all the changes we propose is a simple goal: the narrowing of 

achievement gaps by insisting on quality for all.  Too often those who talk about 

standards mean only higher standards for those at the top. I believe everyone must be 

judged by the same standards. As someone from a family without a tradition of 

tertiary education, I know first hand that the cruelest thing you can do to any child is 

give them a second-rate, “dumbed-down” education. I reject the idea that coming 

from a poor home disqualifies anyone from achieving in high-level mathematics and 

science, the humanities and artistic creativity. Every child is capable of great things. 

Our task is to design schools that bring those talents our in every individual child. 
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So the core of our approach is to set the same standards and the same 

accountabilities for all schools, regardless of where they are, who attends them or 

what sector they are in.  This has been an explicit and controversial feature of our 

funding agreements, which create the same requirements for all schools for the first 

time ever in relation to curriculum, assessment and reporting of income sources.  

Through this framework and its emphasis on consistency and transparency, we expect 

a far more accurate picture to emerge of what great schooling can achieve and where 

focused effort is required to make sure that great schooling is what children are 

getting. 

 

Better Curriculum 

 

The next element is world class curriculum.  Our election policy promised a 

single national curriculum to provide clarity across the eight jurisdictions that make 

up Australia and create a platform for higher achievement.  We have created a board 

of experts and representatives from all those jurisdictions, chaired by Professor Barry 

McGaw, to develop through rigorous collaboration a national curriculum for 

Australia.  The process, which has been highly consultative, is going very well, with 

drafting about to commence for math, science, history and English.  This curriculum 

will be based on subject disciplines, seek to learn from the best of what is currently 

practiced and provide essential content and content standards while maintaining space 

and flexibility for effective teaching and learning. It will outline the curriculum 

entitlement for every young Australian. 

 

School subjects must stop being weapons in backward-looking culture wars 

that interest parents and parents only – and start being designed to interest students.  

This is being achieved through collaboration, goodwill and hard work between 

governments and educators.  I believe it is 30 years overdue for a modern, talented 

country such as Australia. 

 

A New Era of Transparency 

 

Curriculum cannot support better teaching without the right assessment.  So a 

core part of our revolution is a new era of transparency, in which the performance of 
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each school is publicly reported in a consistent, meaningful format along with the 

contextual information that helps accurate interpretation of that performance.  A new 

system of individual school performance reporting will make the results of new 

mandatory national testing available to policy makers and parents alike – in a way that 

will emphasize a school’s performance relative to like-schools.  

 

This transparency is crucial. To improve schools that are failing their students, 

we need information. And we want parents to drive change.  We know parents want 

this information. A survey we conducted last year in cooperation with state school 

parent bodies found that 96.9 percent of parents in all school systems agreed that 

important information relating to school activities and performance should be made 

available to parents. This included information on testing, graduation results, teacher 

qualifications and experience and approach to curriculum.  Parents want to know. I 

find it offensive to suggest that this information should be withheld or that parents are 

too stupid to know what to do with it.  We believe this sort of reporting will show that 

schools with similar socio-economic enrolments are capable of wide disparities of 

performance.  Our aim is not to name and shame as some have suggested – but to find 

out what the higher-achieving schools are doing right and try to replicate that success 

elsewhere. The schools serving the poorest communities have nothing to lose from 

this process, but much to gain. 

 

At this point I want to pay tribute to Joel Klein, Chancellor of the New York 

City Schools.  I met Joel this time last year in New York and he gamely took up my 

invitation to visit Australia last November.  His role in our public and professional 

debate about transparency was important and influential.  He achieved this impact 

because of the strength of his dedication to equity and excellence and the platform of 

positive change that he has built in one of the most demanding public school systems 

there could be. 

 

I want to make one further point about testing and transparency.  Some 

educators are now arguing that testing to produce rich data like this is the wrong way 

to go.  That it will lead to a system of rote learning. In a sense, a return to a 

nineteenth-century version of schooling, suited more to the industrial revolution than 

today’s fast-changing, innovation economy. 
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In response, let me say that we have no intention of allowing the tail to way 

the educational dog in this way. Our schools will not become test factories.   We have 

no intention – whatsoever – of suppressing the joy and creativity that a great school 

can bring out in every child.  But first we have to ensure that children have the basic 

skills they need to follow their dreams.  No matter what your imagination, you can’t 

be a great writer or historian or musical lyricist if no one discovers that you can’t read 

or write properly.  You can’t be a great mathematician or astronaut or economist or if 

no one discovers that your numeracy skills are deficient.  And you won’t ever cure a 

deadly disease if you haven’t been able to grasp the basics of science.  We want to 

ensure young people have basic skills – yes. But only so they can use them to follow 

their instincts and enthusiasms to choose the life they want to live.  Our reforms will 

ensure schooling remains enjoyable and liberating for every student – not just those 

fortunate to be given that chance already. 

 

Improving Teacher Quality and School Leadership 

 

The next element is improving the quality of teaching.  This, for me, is in 

some ways the beginning and end of effective schooling.  Without the highest quality 

instruction, nothing else can work.  Within school, it is the single greatest influence on 

student engagement and achievement. 

 

Like the U.S., we have many outstanding and dedicated teachers.  And we 

have strong unions and systems of tenure and pay progression negotiated over 

decades.  Through another ‘National Partnership’, using $550 million dollars of 

federal funding – about 0.5 per cent of annual GDP - the Commonwealth is working 

with the States and Territories to change the way teachers are paid and recruited.  

Another national partnership of the same size is investing to improve literacy and 

numeracy performance by supporting better instruction and whole-school 

improvement.  Our aim is to attract the right people to the profession and, once they 

are there, provide new incentives for them to develop their expertise and remain in the 

classroom.    
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Different systems are trying different methods – from teacher scholarships to 

school-based centers of excellence, performance and development frameworks to new 

leadership networks.  It will take time to develop and test the new models.  But at 

their core is the long term commitment to ensure that teaching is a fulfilling, 

demanding, properly recognized profession for the twenty first century, in which 

career advancement is shaped by effective performance and professional excellence is 

a source of occupational pride. 

 

As part of this effort, we have supported the foundation of Teach for Australia, 

a national program to attract high-achieving graduates into teaching, based on the 

success of the Teach First and Teach for America.  I know that Teach for Australia 

has developed a working international relationship through Teach for All and I look 

forward to that bearing fruit.  Finally, we are investing $50 million in leadership 

development for principals, directly inspired by the leadership academy created by 

Joel in New York. 

 

Targeting Disadvantage 

 

These improvements have to be delivered in every school.  Research 

undertaken by the Australian Treasury has found that the difference made to a child’s 

educational attainment by the quality of the individual school is highly significant – 

something like the difference between 84 per cent of students in a school reaching the 

minimum standard for literacy and numeracy and 99 per cent of students doing so.  

That is a difference worth striving for.  It proves that the disadvantages a child brings 

to school from their home can be rectified by concentrating on improving the quality 

of the school, including its engagement with parents and the wider community. 

 

To do it, we’ve developed a new $1.5 billion program to target additional 

resources to disadvantaged schools. It will fund these schools to:  

• attract high performing principals and teachers;   

• provide funding for intensive learning activities for students who are falling 

behind;   
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• create robust networks of parents, other schools, local communities and 

businesses to help students into jobs, training or further study; and   

• provide incentives for individual schools to extend their reach through longer 

opening hours, after-school study support, sports and other activities to help 

keep students engaged in their studies.  

 

The benefit will be approximately $500,000 extra per year to each average sized 

disadvantaged school. Spent the right way, we believe it will make a dramatic 

difference. 

 

New Ways of Governing 

 

In eighteen months, I believe we moved schooling in Australia onto a new 

plane and shown that it possible to overcome long-established expectations about 

what is and is not possible.  But in truth, the work has only just begun.  Achieving and 

sustaining our high expectations will only happen if we can bring together these many 

actions into a strategy that is carried forward by every member of every school 

community. 

 

Our aspiration for a new way of governing can be described as ‘collaborative 

federalism’.  It involves joint decision making and policy development between the 

Commonwealth and the States and a stronger emphasis on implementation and 

innovation than we have previously seen.  It means seeking to leverage our new dollar 

investments to create far greater value from current spending, for example by insisting 

on more comprehensive data and transparency.  It means that our funding systems are 

reward-based but that we are committed to simplifying and making more flexible our 

payment systems and our regulations.  

 

It represents the first time ever in Australia’s history that we have shared 

national reform objectives in education.  Commonwealth, State and Territory 

governments are coming together and working with teachers and parents groups to 

design policy and shape practical innovation in local communities.   Through this 
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collaboration at many levels, I hope that we will forge a strong and enduring national 

commitment to achieving educational excellence.  

 

But in saying this, I recognize that the greatest part of the work is still to be 

done.  And this is where I believe that collaboration and exchange, between 

policymakers and between education practitioners, can serve both our countries as 

well as many others.   

 

We don’t reform schools and school systems for the sake of bureaucratic 

change. We don’t introduce testing or transparency because they’re the latest 

management fad. We do it to benefit children. And because, whatever their merits and 

intentions, existing ways of schooling are not good enough for so many. 

 

As we focus relentlessly on implementation, on practical innovation and local 

improvement, I am sure there is much to learn from the experience that is gathered 

together today.  Thank you. 

 10



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


