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Science Literacy

PISA
15-Year-Olds, 2006

The “education revolution,” as Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s
initiative is called, is intended to ensure that children have
access to high-quality academic programs, whether in Tasmania, the Northern Territory, or the far reaches of Western
Australia. A principal feature is development of a national
curriculum, now under way, that will standardize what is
taught in all public and private schools, beginning in 2011.
Previous efforts over the past three decades to define on
a national level what all students should know and be able
to do have met with fierce debate, and varying degrees of
cooperation—just as such undertakings have in the United
States. This time, though, there appears to be widespread
support for the measure. State leaders are involved in devising the guidelines for mathematics, English/language arts,
science, history, and other subjects.

‘Good Timing’
Little public discord has cropped up over the latest undertaking at nationalizing the curriculum in Australia. Still,
the endeavor has had its challenges.
Concerns have been raised, for example, over what content and skills should be required, and whether the curriculum will be both rigorous and flexible enough. Debate has
also arisen over how to hold schools accountable.
Some states have questioned whether national benchmarks would lower the bar for students already immersed
in rigorous studies. Subject-area experts have suggested
that draft outlines, particularly in English and history, have
set unrealistic expectations.
Even so, few major obstacles appear to be in the way of
completing the task, observers say. The Australian Education
Union, which represents the nation’s public school teachers,
has criticized the absence of teachers on the National Curriculum Board, but generally supports the initiative.
“This is quite different from the last time we attempted a
national curriculum,” said Susan Mann, the executive director of the Curriculum Corp., a Melbourne-based independent education-support organization governed by the state
and federal education ministers.
“This process has had good timing,” she said. “There’s
been a really consultative process, ... and there is a sense
that we need national improvement to ensure that every
student has the same chance.”
That timing has paid off for Prime Minister Rudd, who
beat out Liberal Party incumbent John Howard in 2007. Mr.
Howard had his own plan for a national curriculum, but Mr.
Rudd, with his Labor Party in charge in each state and territory, has been able to get unanimous cooperation.
International comparisons have also helped build momentum for a common curriculum, observers say.
Australia’s 15-year-olds performed among the best in the
world on the 2006 Program for International Student Assessment, or pisa, out of 57 participating countries. On that
test, which gauges how well test-takers apply their math and
science skills in out-of-school contexts, U.S. students scored
lower than thier peers in most other developed countries.
On the Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study, or timss, American 4th and 8th graders scored at the
same level or slightly higher than their Australian counterparts on the tests, which are aligned with school curricula.
But for both countries, a small proportion of students could
demonstrate advanced skill in the subjects.
Attention to those results may be a factor in a growing
dissatisfaction among Australian parents with the job
schools are doing. The number who said they were satisfied
declined between 2001 and 2007, according to a government
survey. Nearly six in 10 said the quality and content of the
curriculum needed improvement.
After more than a decade of debates over proposals for
national academic guidelines, the federal and state education ministers agreed in the late 1990s to a statement of national goals for schooling. The initiative, however, did little
to change Australian education, some observers say.
Over the past several years, steady progress has been
made toward adopting national guidelines. Requirements
for literacy and numeracy standards for primary and lowersecondary students kicked in, and national assessments

n

Australia
n Total population: 20.8 million

n Primary and secondary student population: 3.3 million
n Public spending per pupil as % of GDP: 17.3 (primary), 15.4 (secondary)
n Education governance: States and territories have authority over school
governance, but all schools must give national tests in specified grades. A
national curriculum and accountability system will be mandated beginning in
2011.
SOURCES: National data; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization
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top left: Students at Keira

Technology High School in
Woollongong, Australia, take part
in an assembly on the parade
ground to kick off the school day.
left: Sean Huang and Emma

Wiseman, both 16, check the
results of their math work. Soon
the math curriculum will be
standardized across all Australian
states.
above: Asha O’Brien watches as
fellow 7th grader Tylah Buckley
view specimens under the
microscope. Australian students
are among the top achievers in
science literacy on PISA.
right: Jennifer Atty, left, and

Helene Mwali were born in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo,
but now attend Keira Technology
High. As in the United States,
Australia’s schools educate a
growing immigrant population.
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