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Division 52: Curriculum Council, $22 525 000 — 
Mrs D.J. Guise, Chairman. 

Mr M. McGowan, Minister for Education and Training. 

Mr D. Wood, Chief Executive Officer. 

The CHAIRMAN: The member for Maylands has the call. 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS: My question relates to the third dot point under “Significant Issues and Trends” on page 
880 of the Budget Statements. Can the minister tell us a bit about the proposed advantages of replacing the 
Curriculum Council with the Education Standards Authority, which I gather will be outlined in a bill that is 
being drafted? 

Mr M. McGOWAN: It will. When I became Minister for Education and Training we decided that the 
Curriculum Council, which is now more than 10 years old, perhaps needed a change of focus. It is quite 
complex, but we wanted to provide a delineation between the council’s regulatory and provider functions. We 
have decided that instead of having 14 members—as is currently the case with the Curriculum Council—
representing all the sectors, including the Department of Education and Training, the State School Teachers’ 
Union of WA, academia and bodies from outside the system, including the Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
of Western Australia and so forth, we wanted to have an Education Standards Authority composed of five 
eminent and respected Western Australians who would take advice from the Curriculum and Assessment 
Committee. The advisory body would incorporate the representative bodies, but the Education Standards 
Authority would be able to filter and decide what is suitable for inclusion in the curriculum. There has been a lot 
of debate about the curriculum over the past few years. This change is designed to ensure that the curriculum is 
understood by the broader Western Australian public to be something that is above—an unfortunate term—
provider capture, and above debate because of the eminence of the people sitting on the Education Standards 
Authority. That was the aim behind the change. 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS: Is it envisaged that the bill will come straight into Parliament? Is there a time frame on 
that, or will there be a draft bill and further discussion? When does the minister envisage this taking place? 

Mr M. McGOWAN: We have been in discussion with the various sectors—the Catholic Education Office and 
the Association of Independent Schools—about the form of words in the bill. When the bill is completely drafted 
we will bring it into Parliament. 

Mr T.K. WALDRON: I refer to the second dot point under “Significant Issues and Trends” on page 880, which 
reads — 

There is a growing need to build community and teachers’ trust and confidence in the senior school 
reform, particularly in relation to assessment and reporting of student achievement. 

Are special steps being taken to build teachers’ trust and confidence? Could the minister explain what is being 
done in that area? It is an issue that has probably been at the forefront for the past couple of years. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: We have 52 new courses of study coming in. A little under half are already in place; the 
others are due to come in next year and the year after. There are contemporary courses; it is a mix of traditional 
and contemporary courses of study. This has been envisaged for a long time and it has been made particularly 
relevant by the raising of the school leaving age. We had to have courses that were relevant to the entire student 
population and not just to students who are more academically gifted. We have a mix of academic courses and 
we have a broader range of subjects in years 11 and 12, because more students will be in years 11 and 12 from 
now on. There was some concern about some of the courses. Members will have seen some of the articles in the 
newspaper—perhaps from the year before last and the year before that—about concerns amongst teachers. We 
came up with a process at the beginning of last year known as the teacher jury process. It has cost a fair bit of 
money to implement this process. It is an independent process by which groups of the teachers who will be 
teaching the new courses are drawn together to get their validation of the courses. Even the courses that had 
already been introduced went through the teacher jury process to see what was right and what needed to be fixed. 
That process has been enlightening and successful, because all the courses have now been accredited. There was 
a lot of revision; some were found to be okay, but all the rest underwent changes. We said that we would be 
bound by what the teacher juries came up with, because they are the people who will be teaching the courses. 
They came up with changes and we implemented the changes. There was a funny mix; some teachers said that 
the courses were too easy and others said that the courses were too hard. The general perception out there is that 
the courses are all too easy, but most of the complaints I received were that the courses were too hard. That was 
different from what was being suggested before. That, I think, is how we have rebuilt teachers’ trust. Once we 
have teachers’ trust and confidence in the new courses of study, the rest will flow. I recently launched an earth 
sciences course, which replaces the old geology course. The geology course had only a couple of schools 
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participating, whereas there are now more than 30 public schools running the earth sciences course, which is a 
far broader course than was geology. It sets students up for careers in the mining industry, environmental 
sciences and so forth. It has been one of the better processes we have run. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I refer to service 3, “Student Assessment and Certification”. My question is really about 
equity. A student who has a comprehension disability can, under rules that have been in place for a long time, be 
assessed and given additional time in his TEE examination, which I think is a fair principle. However, the cost of 
having an assessment done, from memory, is well in excess of $300. For the students I am thinking of, the 
parents would be able to meet that cost, but for many students from lower income areas or families, the cost 
would be prohibitive. There is a serious issue of equality of opportunity for kids who may have some sort of 
comprehension learning disability who would require the additional 10 minutes of reading time in exams. The 
government should look at that and I am not saying that there should be no charge, but I think $350 means that 
children from low-income families are deprived of an opportunity. 

[8.10 pm] 

Mr M. McGOWAN: What the member says sounds reasonable to me but I am not aware of the issue. Maybe 
Mr Wood can respond. 

Mr D. Wood: This is a very important question. We are reviewing all of our procedures for additional time and 
other special consideration in exams to establish an Australia-wide standard for this. Included in that are 
discussions with our eastern states colleagues about the processes they have in place. Certainly within Western 
Australia, private schools fundamentally, I think, transfer that cost to the parents. In the government school 
system primarily the school site services are used to provide that service so I guess that assurance is there. It 
certainly is an important issue that we need to monitor. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: In this case, this student had been assessed several times over years of education and I 
really think it was onerous, even though this particular family could afford it. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: Was it a public school? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: No, a private school but the student had been assessed through both the government and 
private school systems over years of education. 

Mr T.K. WALDRON: The third dot point under “Major Initiatives For 2008-09” on page 885 of the Budget 
Statements states — 

All VET industry specific courses with sample exams are to be developed for accreditation and 
subsequent implementation. 

Is that happening now? When will that be finalised for those industry-specific courses? 

Mr M. McGOWAN: The Curriculum Council is developing 12 vocational education and training industry 
specific courses with an optional exam. The council will provide support materials modelling best practice in 
competency-based assessment for school-age students. Students may be able to count their achievement in a 
VET industry specific course towards tertiary selection, but that is something we are yet to negotiate with the 
universities. Last year I announced a broadening of the number of students sitting exams, which will kick off in 
2009. Part of what we are trying to do is to open up opportunities for those students who traditionally were ruled 
out of going to university because of their course selections to have that as an option they might take up 
subsequently. We have four of these courses ready to go. 

Mr T.K. WALDRON: Will they be ready in 2009? 

Mr M. McGOWAN: I will ask Mr Wood. 

Mr D. Wood: They are the building construction course, automotive course, business course and one other 
course. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I refer to the second dot point on page 881 of the Budget Statements, which relates to the 
move towards national consistency in curriculum. I would like some comment on how this is going. I hope we 
are talking about consistency rather than a national curriculum, and I draw attention to the fact that Western 
Australia is still the only state with a kindergarten program as part of the schooling system. I would hope that the 
move towards national consistency does not mean that we lose things of advantage. However, I am interested in 
the timetable and progress for curriculum consistency. We can all live with consistency but if it meant the 
implementation of the lowest denominator across Australia, I would be aghast. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: The member for Cottesloe is completely correct and I agree with him about this issue. The 
state government is prepared to participate, which I think is a bit of a change in 100 years of history of being 
different. Difference has bred good outcomes and the member may not have been in this chamber earlier when I 
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said that the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development report shows that we do the best of all 
the states in every single subject. Every time I go east for one of those conferences, all the ministers say, “What 
are you doing over there? Why do you beat us all the time?” That has not stopped Queensland suggesting that its 
curriculum should simply be adopted as the national curriculum and its Premier has suggested that. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: God forbid! 

Mr M. McGOWAN: Queensland’s former education minister has suggested that. Queensland comes about eight 
or 10 below us in the OECD rankings. Therefore, we are not the slightest bit interested in pursuing that. Despite 
the fact that Queensland now has the Prime Minister, Governor General, Treasurer and everyone, that does not 
mean that we will support that and neither would any of the other states, I would think. This is all about 
consistency so that when students move between states there is consistency in what they learn, but it does not 
need to be identical. Barry McGaw, who is chair of the new National Curriculum Board, is a very reasonable 
fellow, although he is a Queenslander as well. I think he understands the parameters that he is operating within, 
which is that we line up all the states so that they are consistent. Therefore, when students move between states 
they are not disadvantaged. I agree with the member that our kindergarten system is the best and I think other 
states are looking at copying us rather than vice versa. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Does the Minister for Education and Training envisage that the states would still 
ultimately control curriculum? I could imagine a maths course broadly reaching similar levels in similar years 
across the country so that a child who moved from one state to another could broadly fit in. However, that does 
not require states to hand over curriculum control. I think it would be a nightmare to try to change the curriculum 
across the country. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: That is the issue. We would think that in the area of maths it is all the same. It is not like 
history, because each state’s history is different, or even English in which Western Australia might want to study 
Tim Winton and other states might want to study their famous authors. We would think that maths is all the 
same; however, the problem with an identical maths curriculum across the states is that if at any point we wanted 
to change because of the advance in calculators or technology or whatever, we could not. I would have thought 
that we will make the maths curriculum consistent but still retain some local flexibility so that we can change if 
we want to. For instance, we recently made some changes so that senior school students sit part of their exams 
without a calculator. That is different from other states. Students must sit part of the exam without a calculator so 
that basic mathematical skills are tested. Although new graphics calculators might be pretty important for 
modern job opportunities, my view is—I am a bit traditional—that basic mathematical skills are still important. 
Therefore, when students sit the exam, they must exercise basic mathematical skills—they still must learn the 
basics. However, the member for Cottesloe is correct and I think we are in furious agreement. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I refer to service 3, “Student Assessment and Certification”, on page 885 of the Budget 
Statements. There have been various models of secondary education—the traditional years 8 to 12, middle 
schools, senior colleges, whatever. As that history unfolds, I wonder whether through some sort of assessment of 
tertiary entrance examination results, the Curriculum Council is able to draw any conclusions about which 
structural form of secondary education works best. Is that likely to emerge? 

Mr M. McGOWAN: I am not exactly sure about how specific the member’s question is. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: It goes back to my time and it has continued. Some schools are traditional years 8 to 12, 
some have gone to middle schooling, some schools have senior schooling separated on one campus and other 
schools have been separated across different campuses. It seems to me that there should be some attempt to 
evaluate which of those models has performed best.  

Mr M. McGOWAN: I understand what the member for Cottesloe is saying. As I said before, there was a lot of 
change in the 1990s and we went to middle school and senior college models. We even had a school that was a 
K-12 school in the metropolitan area—we went to different models all over the place. I think different models 
work sometimes in some areas but not in other areas. I am not approving any more senior campuses or middle 
schools. I cancelled the middle school model for Rockingham in my own electorate. I was always a supporter of 
it and thought it was a great idea before I became the minister. All the teachers and professionals tell me that the 
problem with that model is twofold. One is that schools have a lot of trouble attracting teachers to the middle 
school when it is off-campus from the senior school because they want to teach the years 11 and 12 students 
because of the challenge and the professional — 

[8.20 pm] 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Split sites are a problem. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: They are a big problem. Virtually every model is off-site—Mandurah, Bunbury — 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: They are different.  
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Mr M. McGOWAN: There are examples of that around the place. I do not propose to pull the existing ones 
back in and make them all years 8 to 12 schools, but I do not propose to approve any more. We are going to stick 
with what we have at the moment.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I would suggest that that is a little short-sighted given that the private sector has 
essentially gone to the middle school-senior school format almost universally. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: That is a fair point of view. The whole system has been through so much change in so 
many different areas that I think it needed some balance and a sense of stability for a period. Perhaps in a decade 
another minister will want to change it again, but in relation to some of those issues I have gone for a more 
traditional model. 

The appropriation was recommended. 
 


