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Mastering the Challenge of Literacy, Numeracy and Science education: a
critical analysis of the Masters Report

The recently released review of primary educationQueenslandA Shared
Challenge: Improving Literacy, Numeracy and Sciehearning in Queensland
Primary School§Masters Report] (Masters, 2009&sponds to the Queensland
government’s concern about the state’s poor pedona in the 2008 NAPLAN
and 2007 TIMSS tests. The report contextualisesanalyses the problem and

formulates five recommendations for addressirg it.

In this paper we analyse the report as a policyunmnt. We draw on
understandings of policy as strategic and tactioedponses to political
contingencies (Ball, 2003, 2008), and Bacchi's @0&nalytical approach which
focuses on the ways policies define that problesy #ippear simply to address. In
formulating her ‘What's the policy problem?’ appecba Bacchi argues that the
ways problems are represented “impose constramtoial vision” (p. 29). She
argues that:

it is crucial to reflect upon the representatioffered both by those

who describe something as a problem and by those demy an

issue problem status. Its purpose is to createaaespo consider

competing constructions of issues addressed imdiiey process,

and the ways in which those constructions leaveerotissues
untouched. (p. 4)

Accordingly, the questions we pose and address'Hoes does the Masters
Report itself problematise the performance of sttgléen Queensland on the
NAPLAN and TIMSS tests, so that that performancastitutes a particular
problem for policy?’, and ‘How is this problemati®a of students’ performances
mobilised and manifest in the way the report mdssiewidence and frames
recommendations?’ Our concern here is not with khdrethere ‘actually’ is

anything problematic about literacy, numeracy armerse education in
Queensland but, following Bacchi (2005), with the implicatisnof how the

1  Attime of writing these are under consideratigrgovernment; the government’s response, howiswetpected to
be known shortly after submission of this paper.

2 Masters (2009, p. 16) notes that by the middkry of schooling the differences identified as
problematic have largely disappeared; this mightaen to suggest that there is not ‘a problemthat
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problem is represented, specifically, in this répaith how its representation
affects the policy response, and with the ways tkesponse is calculated to

impact on Queensland primary education.

We draw attention to the report’s discursive stgee for establishing the truth of
its account of the problem, and the relations amdiffigrent aspects of that
account and its recommended solutions. We congi&lese of research literature
and statistical data, its use of comparative methad own primary ‘field’

research, and the sources it uses as models fgrofosed solutions to the
problems. We argue that the report’'s methodolodicals constitute practical
strategies for establishing its own regime of trwthich sets the conditions for

the acceptance and implementation of its prefguodidies and practices.

We argue that the report’s representation of Quaeds education performance
constructs student performance as an issue ofitepduality and a domain of
accountability. While the report recognises a raofgsocial and systemic factors
shaping students performance on national and atiermal tests, it disregards
these in both its definition of the problem and ifermulation of

recommendations. By placing social context outhd frame of analysis, the
report sets the conditions for privileging of (ifsarticular policy choices. Our
analysis, then, illuminates the way the report ¢toses a range of alternative or
complementary policy responses to the state of aduc in Queensland and

seeks to open up space for continued discussitiroeé alternatives.

The Report: structure, scope and overview

The report summarises the reviewer’s brief as:

“to examine available data on the performances ate@sland
students and, drawing on international researctieege, to provide
advice in the areas of curriculum, assessment eachér quality...
to identify existing effective practices, to propoways in which
these could be scaled up, and to make recommendatis new
strategies or initiatives for improving levels adfetacy, numeracy

‘the problem’ it is less urgent than the reportgesgs, or that the problem might better be undedsto
quite differently.
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and science achievement in Queensland primary &h@dasters,
20094, p. v).

A twelve page Executive Summary begins by establishthe case that
Queensland students achieve poor learning outcamkteracy, numeracy and
science in relation to other states and countriesthen addresses how
achievement levels might be raised, devoting onewf first-level headings and

two following paragraphs to the need for well prejpkteachers.

In contrast, the body of the report begins withhapter (Part I) that argues from
the published research of otherthat highly effective teachers, schools and
systems are crucial to high levels of achievemant] characterising each in
terms of high expectations, deep knowledge, tadgé&taching and continuous
monitoring. Part Il elaborates the case that stisdan Queensland schools are
performing relatively poorly and that the perforroarof successive cohorts over
an extended period has deteriorated, and providaseh account of structural,
social, cultural and systemic factors shaping ptest performances, and
achievement, respectively. Part Ill is a potteddnis of curriculum forms and
reforms, including its organisation and managerséuntctures. Part IV (“Visits to
Schools”) offers a general summary discussion seolations and discussions at

a “small number” of schools. Part V offers “Reflects and Recommendations”.

The report concludes that the way to raise achien¢devels in primary schools
is to increase the resources and support in waatsatte likely to be of general
benefit to schools in their efforts to improve lgey, numeracy and science
learning, facilitated by securing a workforce tieatvery well prepared through
pre-service teacher education programs; to provigg quality professional

learning for teachers and ongoing expert advice support for the teaching of

3 To establish both the importance and the cheriatits of quality provision, the report cites flodowing: Barber, M.,
& Mourshed, M. (2007)How the world’s best-performing school systems comteon top.London: McKinsey &
Company (cited 7 times); Bransford, J.D., BrownlL.A& Cocking, R.R. (2000)How people learn: Brain, mind,
experience and schodlVashington: National Research Council. (1); Hatli¢,(2003),.Teachers Make a Difference:
What is the Research Evidence? Paper presentedER Research ConferenBeilding teacher quality: What does the
research tell us? 19-21 October 2003, Melbouffg, Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, D. (2006). Linkingddership to student
learning: The contribution of leader effica&ducational Administration Quarterly, ), 496-528, (1); Leithwood, K.,
Louis, K.S., Anderson, S., & Wabhlstrom, K. (200#ow leadership influences student learniddew York: The
Wallace Foundation. (1); Pont, B., Nusche, D., &dvloan, H. (2008)improving school leadership: Volume 1: Policy
and practice Paris: OECD. (2); Walberg, H. (1984). Improvirfte tproductivity of America’s school&ducational
Leadership41(8), 24, (1).
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literacy, numeracy and science, to clarify whathess are expected to teach and
students are expected to learn by particular stafgeshooling and monitoring the
extent to which this is occurring, and to providghhquality professional learning
and support for school leaders (Masters, 2009a,vpipix). Accordingly, the
report recommends:

1. That all aspiring primary teachers be requireddmadnstrate through test
performances, as a condition of registration, tthety meet threshold
levels of knowledge about the teaching of literaoymeracy and science
and have sound levels of content knowledge in thesas;

2. That the Queensland Government introduces a nesmtgte and program
of advanced professional learning in literacy, ntaog and science for
primary school teachers;

3. That additional funding be made available for tkeaaced training and
employment of a number of ‘specialist’ literacy,nmeracy and science
teachers to work in schools (and/or district officenost in need of
support;

4. That standard science tests be introduced at Yie&s8 and 10 for school
use in identifying students who are not meetingryeel expectations
and for monitoring student progress over time;

5. That the Queensland Government initiates an expektiew of
international best practice in school leadershiettigyment with a view to
introducing a new structure and program of advanpedfessional
learning for primary school leaders focused on atiffe strategies for
driving improved school performances in literacynreracy and science.
(Masters, 2009a, pp. XX-XV)

Defining and resear ching the problem”

Bacchi suggests that it is instructive to see thecgss of policy discourse as
beginning with identification of a specific concdiBacchi, 2005). In the case of
the policy discourse of which the Masters Reporistitutes a critical moment,
the concern is the Queensland Premier, Anna Bligbiscern with the public

reporting of test results that indicated educastendards in Queensland were

4 We note, here, that our discussion of problemaspects of the report, its research and its
recommendations are informed by privileged parétign of one of us in discussions with members of
the Queensland Deans of Education Forum as thegeftatheir collective response to the Masters
Report; we have not cited their response, but mesnbethat forum will recognise where our own
comments align with and have been informed by ttistussions.



VIC091581

languishing (Bligh, 2008; c.f., DET, 2009). Sheeactdecisively to initiate a
policy response, by establishing a Steering Coremitto undertake a review of
Queensland primary education. The purpose was poex opportunities to
improve the state’s educational achievement, witlpasticular emphasis on
literacy, numeracy and science outcomes” (DET, 20@0¢ile the overarching
Terms of Reference largely reproduced the stateruetcited, however, the
specification of the review process already defitredproblem the review would

address much more specifically and much more nayrow

* Review 2008 NAPLAN and 2007 TIMSS results
» Review existing analyses of this and provide furtéealysis if required

* Review other research material that provides commeiQueensland’s
school performance

* Review results from Year 2 net 2007 against NAPLZ(008

» Conduct a literature review drawing on best practiom international
research and practice

« Undertake consultation as required. (DETA, 2008)

Following Ball (2008) we see policy as a reflect@ran “enlightenment concept”
of progress, “moving from the inadequacies of thesent to a future state of
perfection where everything works well and worksitashould” (p. 7). In this
case, the Masters Report analyses the nature &et @k the problem and frames
recommendations that formulates the basis foregjie$ and practices that would
remedy the problem, progressing Queensland fromoaypperforming state to a
well performing state. According to Ball (2008)jsthreformative’ discourse is
characterized by a “necessarian logic” driven bgpneenic and globalisation
imperatives which to varying extent, has a “sentaatid ontological force” (p.
13) that contribute to the understanding, expemtati demands and

disappointments of educational outcomes.

Ball (2008) highlights the role of “policy intella@ls” in processes of policy
discourse. In this case, the reviewer was publielgcribed and authorised as an
“international expert” (Bligh, 2008). His status Bsofessor and CEO of the
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Australian Council for Educational Research inviges understanding that his
research and recommendations are scientific, ashependent of the government
and, thus, true and impartial. In his analysish& policy directions in the UK,

Ball (2008) observes a shift toward a “ ‘what worikeology of the third way,

which is presented as ‘beyond’ politics, obscutes tlass politics embedded
within current education policies” (p. 150). Thisnstitutes the report not merely
as a response to a problem, but as a politicant#ogy deployed to represent
reform as socially and politically neutral, inforchand legimitised by science and

research, rather than by ‘political interests’.

Understandings of what constitutes ‘poor perfornearaze neither given in the
nature of things, nor self evident, but productspoficy discourse, framed by
policy environments. The contemporary policy enviment, in Australia as in the
UK and the USA, is dominated by neo-liberal dissesr of globalisation and
economic rationalisation (Apple, 2001; Henry, Rjzkingard & Taylor, 2001,
Ball, 2008; Olssen, Codd & O’Neill, 2004). The comsgioning of the report, and
the report itself, including their focus on liteyacnumeracy and science,
commonly represented as core curricular areashimikhowledge economy, can
be seen in the wider context of education reforrQueensland which can itself
be seen as preoccupied with competitiveness inobagleconomy (c.f., DET,
2002).

The relation between the credibility of the repartd its recommendations is
shaped by how it represents the problem it addsess®l the research through
which it explores the problem lays a basis forr#dsommendations. In part, the
credibility of the report’s research is determirisdits adherence to recognized
ethos and values, principles and procedures fodwting reliable and valid
research. At the same time the research methocappibach of the report are
central to how it represents the problem it adaresshey constitute a discursive
strategy that persuades a particular problem reptaBon, and this strategy of
persuasion closes off other problematisations dhdrcstrategies for addressing
those problematisations.
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To demonstrate how the report does this, we dréemt@bn to four elements of its

representation of the problem.

First, the constitution of the learning of youngpke who live in Queensland is
represented as a problem of the state. ItQséensland’sesults... thestate’s
educational achievement” (DETA, 2009, our italidhpt are in question, a
discursive move that identifies individuals — tfeugig people who attend schools
in Queensland - with the social cultural imaginatggislative entity and
administrative governmental apparatus of the s@ieensland’. The positioning
of this problem as that of the state supports fthentification of who is
responsible, or more responsible for the probleoh soiution, as reflected in the
title of the report as a “Shared Challenge”. Theore explains who are
responsible here:

A theme that emerged from the review was the fureddah

importance of having all players — teachers, sttgjeparents,

school leaders, system leaders and system sugpéirt-avorking

in a consistent and mutually supportive way wittbanmon focus

on achieving continuous improvement in student @utes. The

task of raising literacy, numeracy and sciencelsweQueensland
primary schools is shared challenggMasters, 2009a, p. 61)

The responsibility each of these groups of agengcorded in both the problem
and the ‘challenge’ it poses varies. In an impdrtaspect, students are seen as
central to the problenithe average performance of Queensland studeri¥dar 3,

5 and 7] was significantly lower than the averagggrmance in other states” (p. 2).
The specific problem manifests in these groups tfdents, particularly
Indigenous students and those in rural and remei@sarepresent the ‘problem’
of Queensland primary schools. Howevére tevel or form of responsibility of
these groups of students for the problem, or ttegdacity and agency in meeting the
‘challenge’, are nowhere discussed in the repdré feport outlines two explanations
for their lower performance: the later school startage of these students, and the
presence of a significant population of studentdteced in remote schools. Neither
explanation addresses these students as activésagetheir own education. The

absence of any discussion on what these studentda@ositions them as passive,
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docile subjects. Despite the gesture towards thiéead @bove, they are part of the
problem but not part of the solution.

Equally, the report accords parents a degree pbresbility for the problem, noting
for example, that many are “too accepting of dewvtahaviour” (p. 50), as well as
including them as a “fundamental” part of the siolut as we noted in the “shared
challenge” passage cited earlier. The treatmermgaoénts, we think, warrants close
attention, and is crucial to our sense of how #port simultaneously constructs the
specific problem that it ‘needs to’ address, and itanarshals research into and out
of its analysis and how, consequentially, it frantegarticular recommendations for
dealing with the problem.

The report concedes that “very few parents ardntetested in seeing their children
safe and happy at school” (p. 51). However, itiigtishes this from engagement in
their schooling (p. 51). It also notes that pareatyagement is a characteristic of
effective schools (pp. 7, 11, 51). However, as whigr children, while they are part
of the problem, they are marginal to its solutidie principal recommendation
concerning parents is:

That parents of students entering Years 3, 5 dmalififormed about the

availability of these assessment materials to deharad encouraged to

talk with teachers about their children’s performes on them.

Consideration also should be given to making théeriss available

for online access by parents following their usetdgchers. (Masters,
2009a, p. 108

The need for parents to be informed, in fact, rethroughout the report.

The purpose of such information is largely to allthvem to monitor their children’s
progress (pp. xvi, 5, 10). The report offers almustsense that their agency might
extend to anything beyond supporting the work efgbhools and their teachers (e.g.,
pp. 5, 7).

Given the considerable research on the differemékdtions between parents and
schools and involvement of parents in their chidBeschooling (e.g., Ashton &
Cairney, 2001; Cairney, 2000, Jeynes, 2005; but@riffin, 2008, who suggests that

the issue of relationship with schools might algohighly problematic for middle

5 This Preliminary Report is included in the FiRaport as an appendix, and is cited, herein, then
appendix in the Full Report.
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class, as well as working class parents), the tepoecommendation concerning
parents, we suggest, implicitly reflects and potdigt perpetuates existing social
inequities in schooling. This research on parengagement points to the
differentiated characteristics of parents, rathemttheir categorical homogeneity,
and this in turn points to the intimate relatiopshbetween children’s learning in

schools, and the social contexts of schooling.

As we have noted in our summary of the report,répert recognises that contextual
“factors such as low socioeconomic status, rurality Indigenous status” shape
students’ learning in schools (Masters, 2009a,; &.f8 pp. 15-16, 33-39, p.61).
This conclusion is supported by an enormously esttenbody of work nationally
and internationally, over a very long period (e@onnell, Ashenden, Kessler &
Dowsett, 1982; Apple, 1996; 2001; Ball, 2003, 2008pton & Thrupp, 2007).
However, these factors are rejected asccéptable explanations for low

performance or lack of progress” (Masters, 20098, pur italics).

This dismissal of contextual factors for understagdow the problem (even as
defined in the report) might be addressed fliethenface of a plethora of research
on the importance of contextual considerations apgng pedagogy and
curriculum to produce good learning outcomes (édgitie, 2003; Lovat, 2005;
Rowe, 2004; Toomey, 2006). Lupton and Thrupp (20&Que that “a more
serious recognition of local contexts could givserio fairer evaluation of school
performance, a fairer distribution of resourcesd @he provision of more
appropriate advice and support to schools in lagsurable contexts” (p. 111)
The different representation of problem shajftssrecommendations and the

capacity of agents in the problem.

The report’s closing off of the consideration ohtext in its problem representation
enables it to focus almost exclusively on teachssispols and systems in its detailed
discussion of the problem, its causes and its reseth doing so, ileploys a form
of “reculturation” (Ball, 2008, p. 45) to promoteur effective practices that
might solve the problem: high expectations, deepwhadge, targeted teaching

and continuous monitoring, that it identifies asnoaon across highly effective
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systems, schools and teachers. The enactments# firactices in school seems
not only unaffected by the contextual factors, &bifie to supplant the impact of

contextual factors.

The second of the four elements we draw attentionint the report’s
representation of the problem is its selection athd The selection of data from
which to formulate teaching of and learning by Qhgd&nd students as problem
simultaneously constructs how the problem is toubeerstood, and imparts
authority to that construction, not as a particulapresentation, but athe
problem per se and, consequentially, how the causes of the prolhight be
identified.

Whilst the Preliminary Report advised against usiNGPLAN and TIMSS
assessments as the only performance indicatoatsdtframed these assessments as
“provid[ing] independent measures of how Queenslstndents perform in relation
to other states and territories and — in the cA38MSS — other countries” (2008, p.
4): quantifiable measurement offers an objective repgriof the education
performance. The use of comparative data, spekyficallows Queensland
education to be representing amderperforming’, validating the Premier's

concern about Queensland education.

In a context in which the local economy is severtyeatened by a global
economic meltdown, the poor performance of Queadsiducation adds to the
pessimism of a quick economic recovery and sustgira strong economic

growth. In keeping with our concern about how thésticular representation of
the problem excludes other possible representatindswith the consequences of
this particular choice of problem representatiorg mote that this choice of
evidence to identify and examine the problem teisnothing about the actual
guality, range or depth of learning or capabilitf young people living in

Queensland. Comparison with the performance ofiéstts from) Singapore and
Finland are used to signal the need to bring Quaedgperformance in line with

the national and international standard. The fosascomparison rather than
‘intrinsic’ quality emphasises that the underlyimgperatives here, not stated in

10
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the report, but given in the broader policy contexhin which the report was

commissioned (c.f., p. 1 above), are economic atitiqal.

Performance indicators derived in relation to swthAndardised tests provide a
seemingly transparent and clearly prescriptive raedrconstructing accountability.
In particular, the value of such comparison acrosstexts is supported by the
report’s dismissal of contextual factors as relévarnest performances. However, the
acceptance of these tests as adequate indicatdpsie#nsland performance on the
basis of its capacity for national and internatlac@mparison fails to recognise that
the only fair interpretation of such statisticalmgmarisons is how a particular
population sample of each country performs in campa to another in the test, the
extrapolation of what that means about the effectss of the education system and
the incitement for reforms are political and pubtionstructs that reflect what
Foucault (1995) describes as “disturbances ardumadaffold’ (p. 68). In the report,
there is no explanation of how these tests areaiateto Queensland’s 2020 targets,
but it assumes that an improvement in the testteegere important to these targets.
The questions that need to be ask then are: witla¢ iselationship between these test
with Queensland targets; indeed how do these pestsrmances relate to threats of
globalisation and economic competitiveness; howtlaeeresults of these tests related
to its education outcomes, and what are the oppityticosts with an increased
attention to these test performances in schotilsZonstructing a relationship
between the NAPLAN and TIMMS performances to effecpractices, the report
suggests that such a relationship is an acceptakfganation of ‘quality’
practices, concomitantly, with Queensland perfogrso poorly, it casts doubts

on existing practices.

The third of the four elements we draw attentiomntéhe report’'s representation
of the problem is the identification of the systand its personnel as the cause of
the problem and, consequentially, that which mesatidressed. The analysis of
the data that constitutes the problem is framed aydiscussion of the
characteristics of highly effective teachers, séb@md systems. This framework
demonstrates that such teachers, schools and sydtawe major effects on

student learning, and therefore, tacitly locateshbihe problem and solution

11
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within the schools and systems. Whilst it is nosgble to be exhaustive in the
identification of agents that contribute to edumatioutcomes, who are those
identified, and who are those not identified influe the policy response. Thus
Masters argues that:

Although there are many influences on how well stud perform

in school — some of them fall largely outside tbatcol of schools

— it is clear from research that the most effectirag for education

systems to improve achievement levels in primatyosts is to

improve the quality ofclassroom teachinglt also is clear from

research that school leaders can have a profodhemece on the

quality of teaching and learning that takes plateclassrooms.

High-performing schools tend to adopt a number rafcfices in

common. There is also much that school systemgeawnernments
can do to raise the quality of teaching acrosgiadiction. (2009a,

p. 3)

Fourth, the identification of four particular ‘deifi hallmarks’ of the system,
framed as characteristics of highly effective teashschools and systems: high
expectations, deep knowledge, targeted teachingamihuous monitoring. This
framework for understanding effectiveness is applecross all the agents
suggesting a universal ‘truth’ quality of these relegeristics, as well as, marking
these characteristics as necessary and adequaddriess the ‘problem’ the report
identifies. The sharp delineation of what constisuan effective school gives the
report clarity, and this clarity suggests a dismarsstrategy of problem
representation that simultaneously invites a paldicrecognition of how sharply
this representation has grasped the core of tHadgym and strongly foreshadows
a recognition of the responses proposed as thepaslyible appropriate remedies
for the problem.

In addition to these four elements in the formolatof the problem, we note that
the initiation of this policy initiative was doné great speed and with a sense of
great urgency. The NAPLAN test results were reléatiee Premier announced
the review immediately (ahead of even any Prespores). Masters was
commissioned, with only (approximately) a one motitheframe for an initial

report, followed by an almost immediate enactmenfaovariation of) its key

12
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recommendation. The full review was given a vergrstimeframe. There were
very short timeframes for public and stakeholdenstidtation and response and
(foreshadowed, impending at time of writing) anncement of policy outcomes.
This tight overall timeframe imparts a sense ofeaqy in which the report was
generated which, reflects Gerwitz, Dickson and R&M2004) notion of ‘spin’
as constitutive of the policy response and itseksses the importance of the
problem and, in doing so, of the self evident matof the problenmas defined
Ball argues that the compression of space and itimeeo-liberal globalisation
discourses effects a reconfiguration of educatiaficp and contexts and a

“speeding up” and “urgency of policy” (2008, p. 197

Finally, in relation to the scope of the reporésearch, we reiterate that both the
announcement of the review (Bligh, 2008), and tbeegal statement of its brief
in its Terms of Reference (DETA, 2008) broadly segjgd that this was to be a
review of “Queensland primary education”. Howe\mth the timeframe and the
specification of the review process made it fas ldsan that. They effectively
constructed the problem the review was to addressich a manner that it could
not, without breaching its commission, address deoaocial, cultural, systemic,
political and educational issues that might haveretl important insights into

how primary education in Queensland might be eeddind enhanced.
Mix and Match: The research and the recommendations

Bacchi’s approach invites those adopting it to @péte a clear continuity from
definition of problem, through identification andhere necessary, conduct, of
appropriate research, to recommendations. Giventiigaproblem is defined in
terms of poor demonstrated literacy and numeraay lanited demonstrated
knowledge of science, then one might reasonabligcipate that these elements

would be paralleled in the recommendations.

Indeed, we think, Recommendations 2-5 do correspeasionably closely to the

definition of problem and the research privilegedhe specification of the review

13
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process and the report’'s analysis. We note, howabet there are several

important disconnects between the research angtoenmendations.

First, the initial recommendation concerns the pregness of graduating pre-
service teachers. Clearly this addresses the igktiee capacity of teachers to
model and to teach literacy, numeracy and sciehaehis extent it complements
the other recommendations (2, 3) that focus orctpacity of teachers to teach
students well in these curricular and cross culaicareas. To frame such a
recommendation tacitly constructs/represents teaetiacation as a significant
part of the problem of school students’ poor lisgtanumeracy, or knowledge of
science. Yet the report cites no research by o#neisconducts no research of its
own that establishes that teacher education isopaéine problem it has formulated
and addressetFurther, unlike most of the other recommendatidriadicates no
resourcing to enable teacher education to remedglaimed deficiencies. It also
overlooks research that suggests that the sotests it proposes may themselves
be highly problematic (e.g., Ballou, 2003). Andndily (on this matter) it
overlooks the well recognised regulatory systeneamly in place and the
collaborative work between the regulatory body (fQeeensland College of
Teachers) and the pre-service teacher preparaisitutions to assure the quality
of graduating teachers.

Second, while we are most concerned here wlitdcontinuities between the
research and the recommendations, we note thatfofies on teachers in
Recommendations 1-3 parallels key aspects of tbhedmnensional framework
outlined in the discussion of research on what mdke high levels of student
performance in tests such as PISA and TIMSS. Hokyageour earlier discussion
suggests, we regard these continuities as thenssptedélematic, not so much for
what they include but for what they almost inevyabxclude, including any

attention to social, cultural and systemic contettie roles of students and their

6 In saying this, we do not wish to suggest that-qervice teacher education is not problematic in
important ways, but merely that Masters providesesearch evidence there it is. To establish asbasi
for this recommendation the Report draws largelynsystematic anecdote and opinion. In so far as it
draws on research on this issue it draws on higldplematic research that graduating teachers densi
themselves inadequately prepared.

14
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families as active participants in the educatiopedcess, and curricular and

pedagogical practice.

Third, we note again the disconnect between theareh on contextual factors
that shape educational outcomes and the recomni@nslain ways that
decontextualise the measures recommended and, far sts they do, make it

unlikely that the recommendations might achievér th&tensible goals.

While we think that these issues constitute problem the report and its
recommendations from a number of perspectives, awn interest here in
Bacchi’'s approach imparts particular significancettie ways these disconnects
relate to the representation of, and ways to additbe problem. We suggest,
then, that these recommendations, reinforce both itentification of the
phenomenon in questioas problem and the definition of the problem as that
particular problem. In the sense that the probleey address is a problem a state
(rather than people’s educational, personal anduml growth and their
capacities to secure good lives for themselves) tla@ readily be understood as
part and parcel of neoliberal ideology and econamiimnalist imperatives in the
contexts of globalising (and presently crisis riddeconomies, as foreshadowed
and framed by the wider Education and Training Refofor the Future policies
(DET, 2002).

These ways of moving from definition of the problémnough research into the
problem to recommendations to solve the problenedose - even make

unthinkable — other possibilities.

First, by representing the problem at the levejerferality of a whole state and a
whole system, and by dismissing unevenly distridbusocial factors from
consideration, the report is almost set up to mhlenket ‘one-size-fits-all’
recommendations. The fact that the report and rewamdations frame the
delivery of supports so that local schools can neklaces about which resources

to use and in what ways is framed at a level ofegaity and context
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independence that ensures that the strategiesnmegaaeric, divorced from close

sensitivities to the contexts in which it is propdghat they should be enacted.

Second, by representing the problem in terms ofhiea and systems they
marginalise parents, communities, despite subslamsearch that indicates that

their involvement is crucial to the quality leargiautcomes from schooling.

Third, by constructing the problem in terms of tears’ expectations and
knowledge, and the monitoring of children’s leagjinthey assume or imply
something approaching a causal relation betwearhéeabehaviour and student
learning. To some extent the attention to targéeadhing might appear to negate
this claim of ours. However, the essentially diagi@ and remedial (and thus
deficit) terms in which such targeted teachingasaeived in the report ignores
research around the importance of rich contextwgizof curriculum and

pedagogy in ‘quality teaching’ literature.

Fourth, we think there are significant disconndmsveen the research and the
recommendations in terms of the sites for the rekemto the characteristics of
high performing systems, and the sources of mofbelthe recommendations.
Simply, recommendations are drawn from systemsrdttam those on which the
report’s research to demonstrate characteristicgoofl systems. (We reiterate,
here, what we noted earlier, that the drawing cbnemendations for Queensland
education from countries such as Hong Kong and &ioge, whose social,
political and economic cultures, broadly understicar@ radically different from
those of Queensland or other Australian stateseagpto us to be a deeply

problematic example of decontextualisation.)
Conclusions

Bacchi’s ‘What's the problem?’ approach offers impat insights into the ways
problems are made rather than given, and made ghrgarticular ways of
representing complex social phenomena. The impoetah analyzing problems

in the report; we reiterate, is not just a disnlissla problematic aspects of
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education in Queensland, but an appeal for morepunderstandings of, and
responses to ongoing issues and concerns. By farasi the report as a policy
document rather than the truth of its claims erabketo interrogate it in terms of
its likely effects. And, as we have argue throughtne most powerful effect is to
frame the construction of policy (and to some eixtafmost certainly, public)

discourse around education and its needs and @spos

Thus, in so far as the report and its recommenadsitéan be understood in the
terms we have suggested, we argue that it playsyadte, and constitutes a key
political technology in problematising particulahgmnomena and constituting
them as a specific, particular problem, in relattonwhich particular policy

strategies can be constructed. The report's metbgal tools constitute

practical strategies for establishing its own regiwf truth, which sets the
conditions for the acceptance and implementationtsopreferred policies and

practices.

Further, the problem is defined in terms of testfggenances in particular
curricular and cross curricular areas, and the rstaleding of the problem and
hence of possible solutions, is constrained by fiisis. Moreover, the specific
ways the problem is analysed leads to generic rathen contextualized
responses that focus on schools, teachers andlsgfsdems and privilege testing

and monitoring over quality learning, pedagogy wriculum.

This construction of the policy problem and itswil@n through the report and
recommendations are important because they prefigalicy responses driven
and shaped by economic rationalisation and itsatibgss which many, including

educational scholars and practitioners we havelcitensider problematic. They
are important because the way the problenmede shapes how it can be
(imagined to be) solved, and this has major imglee for how resources will be
allocated. Here, our concern is not just that resssuwill be allocated to projects
which our critique of Masters’ response to ‘thelpemn’ suggests are unlikely to
solve the problem, but because the commitment o$ethresources to those
projects necessarily entails the non-direction e$ources to other possible
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projects which other educational research suggegiht have more beneficial
outcomes. Our concern, then, is with the ways dieinition of and response to

the problem is calculated to impact on Queenslaimdgoy education.
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