HOW GOOD IS AUSTRALIAN SCHOOL EDUCATION? 

Results were presented from the international Program for International Assessment (PISA) in READING for the period 2000 – 2006 showing that Australia’s relative position in the three PISA assessments slipped from 2nd in 2000 and 2003 to 6th in 2006 was due to four countries that were at the same level as Australia, or even behind in the case of Hong Kong in 2003, were significantly ahead of Australia 2006.

Professor McGaw attributed Australia’s drop in the PISA rankings to the decline in the Australian mean performance to 513 in 2006 from 528 in 2000 and 525 in 2003.  He described the decline, which was statistically significant, as occurring primarily because of a decline in performances at the highest level and because schools are focusing more on basic achievement levels and not so much on the development of sophisticated reading of complex text.

Korea, on the other had, significantly improved its mean performance and did so by raising its performances at the highest levels. The sources of this improvement appear to be a new curriculum with more emphasis on essay tests and expanded use of essays in assessments for university entrance.

Hong Kong raised its mean performance by raising the performance of its poorer performing students and attributes this primarily to teacher development.

There were no significant changes for Finland, Canada and New Zealand.
PISA results for MATHEMATICS saw Australia’s rank drop from 3rd in 2000, to 5th in 2003 and 9th in 2006. Some of this shift was due to new countries joining – the Netherlands in 2003, performing significantly better than Australia on both occasions, Macao also in 2003 and performing at Australia’s level in 2003 but significantly better in 2006 and Taiwan in 2006, performing significantly better than Australia.  Some other countries however, which were equivalent to Australia in 2000 or 2003 were significantly ahead in 2006.  Only Japan among countries that were significantly better than Australia in the earlier PISA assessments has slipped back to equivalence with Australia.
The conclusion was that Australia ranks highly among OECD and other countries but that the competition is not standing still. 

HOW EQUITABLE IS AUSTRALIAN SCHOOL EDUCATION? 

PISA results for Australia stand out in two important respects from some of the other high-performing countries. Australia has a considerably higher proportion of students at the highest level (Level 5) but it also has a rather larger percentage at Level 1 or below than some of the other similarly performing countries.  There is a slightly higher proportion of poorer performers in READING in Australia than in some of the other countries that are similarly high performing on average. 

Socio economic data and READING literacy show a correlation between social dis/advantage and low/high levels of proficiency. Social gradients for SCIENCE indicate low equity for 15 year old Australian students when compared with similarly performing countries. 

HOW MIGHT WE IMPROVE EQUITY IN AUSTRALIAN SCHOOL EDUCATION?  
Between school variation in PISA 2000 READING performance in Australia can be accounted for in terms of differences between schools in the social background of their students: 40% of the variation is due to individual students’ social background and 28% is due to the average social background of schools. The percentages are similar for MATHEMATICS in PISA 2003: 40% from individual students’ background and 30% due to the school’s social background, and for SCIENCE in PISA 2006: 39% from individual students and 24% from the school. 
Where differences in social background account for a large percentage of the between-school variation it suggests that the educational arrangements in the country are inequitable. Where the differences can be attributed to the social background of other students in the school, it suggests that there is a benefit for advantaged students in keeping company with similarly advantaged students but a compounded disadvantage for disadvantaged students keeping company with others like themselves. 
Additional analyses of the PISA 2000 data for Austria however, offer a more encouraging conclusion and suggest “that students with lower skills benefit more from being exposed to clever peers, whereas those with higher skills do not seem to be affected much. Social heterogeneity, moreover, has no big adverse effect on academic outcomes. These results imply considerable social gains of reducing stratification in educational settings”  (Schneeweis & Winter-Ebmer, Peer effects in Austrian schools. Working Paper No. 0502, Department of Economics, Johannes Kepler University of Linz, Austria 2005, p.2).
The conclusions are that differences in students’ social backgrounds in Australia are more strongly related to differences in educational achievement than in Canada, Finland and Korea.  Social background differences account for 70% of achievement differences between schools.

SUGGESTED SOLUTIONS FOR IMPROVING EQUITY 

· Having high expectations for all students

· Using data to inform school improvement

· Improving the measure of socio-economic disadvantage

· Preparing students for tests so that they are familiar with their structure

· Using a broad curriculum to develop numeracy and literacy skills, knowledge and understandings

· Broadening the literacy and numeracy tests

· Having different students take different tests

· Reporting NAPLAN results using graphical as well as tabular data

· Reporting data on student progress as well as their current status 

· Allowing schools to comment on their results

· Reporting all students’ performances on common scales

· Charting our national progress
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