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Dear Dr Beckwith

Thank you for your email of 16 April 2016 to Senator the Hon Simon Birmingham, Minister for
Education and Training, concerning comparisons between Australia’s and Finland’s education
systems raised in Ned Manning’s article in the Sydney Morning Herald on 12 April 2016. | have been
asked to reply on the Minister’s behalf.

As you would appreciate, no two countries share the same educational or cultural contexts. That
said, it is always possible to learn from the experiences of others and Australia is open to learning
from what works in other high performing education systems, including Finland. It is interesting to
note that the Australian and Finnish education systems share some key characteristics, such as
uniform basic education for whole age groups, highly competent teachers, school autonomy and a
commitment to providing educational opportunities to all students.

The Australian Government is committed to lifting the quality and status of the teaching profession
in Australia and believes that action is needed from the very start — at the point of admission to
teacher training courses. To address this, the Government is improving admission standards for
initial teacher education programmes by encouraging greater attention to the qualities that make
good teachers, such as good communication skills and motivation to work with young people, in
combination with academic skills. The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL)
has been tasked with developing guidelines for teacher selection that set clear expectations of
universities in making sure that those going into teaching have the right mix of academic and
personal qualities that give them the best chance of becoming effective teachers. Further, from 2016
all teacher education students will be required to pass a national literacy and numeracy test before
they graduate.

In both Finland and Australia, class sizes are smaller than on average across countries in the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). | am aware that class sizes can
affect learning in various ways and teachers may have to adopt different pedagogical styles.

According to the OECD, however, the relationship between smaller classes and better performance

is relatively weak and likely to be culture-specific. For example, many of the East Asian nations that
are top performers in international assessments have comparatively large class sizes.

In his article, Mr Manning raises the issue of standardised testing, noting that ‘the Finns have
virtually discarded standardised testing, and ... we have become more and more reliant on NAPLAN
results for meaningless and costly data that enables us to identify the best schools.” | would point
out-that NAPLAN-is-not-focussed-only-on-raisingthe-profile-of-high-performing schools-and-that the
way the results are represented on the My School website is explicitly designed to discourage
attempts to construct so called ‘league tables’.

One of the purposes of NAPLAN is for educational authorities and schools to determine whether or
not students have the literacy and numeracy skills that provide the critical foundations for their
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learning. At the school level, schools benefit by gaining detailed information on how their students
are performing, and can identify areas where more instruction may be required. The outcomes of
the NAPLAN assessment are also used to inform future policy development, curriculum planning,
intervention programs, and priority areas for resourcing, so that funds can be used where they are
most needed.

The findings from international assessments provide information on the progress of Australian
school students relative to students from other countries and assist the Government to identify
strengths and weaknesses in schooling policies and practices. Results from the 2012 cycle of the
Programme for International Student Assessment show that although Australian children continue
to perform well compared with the OECD average, our results in reading and mathematical literacy
have declined in absolute terms and relative to other countries. The results also show that our top
students are not performing as well as their peers in other countries and that we have more low
performing students than previously.

This shows that, despite significant increases in funding, we are not seeing the sorts of
improvements the Government is seeking. The lack of improvement in student outcomes over
recent years is concerning because educational outcomes provide the strongest basis for Australia’s
continued economic prosperity and productivity, as well as the strength of its civil society. Higher
levels of education attainment are linked to higher levels of employment, productivity and wages.

That is why the Government is working with states and territories and the non-government sector to
improve outcomes in Australian schools. The Students First package of reforms will improve
outcomes by focusing on four key pillars of education that evidence shows can make a real
difference: improving teacher quality, increasing school autonomy, engaging parents in education,
and strengthening the curriculum.

Unfortunately, there is no one formula that can be imported from one country and be guaranteed to
succeed in another. That is why it is important that schooling policy in Australia continues to explore
best practice from around the world but that where such practices are adopted they are adjusted to
address Australia’s unique education culture and circumstances.

Thank you for bringing this matter to the Government’s attention.

Yours sincerely

Rhyan Bloor
Branch Manager
Assessment and Early Learning Branch
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