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Forward Thinking event - Mind the gaps: what can we do about widening 
gaps in school education in Australia? - Sydney 7 April 2016 

Learning gaps between Australian students of different backgrounds are alarmingly wide and grow 
wider as students move through school. Grattan Institute recently published Widening gaps: what 
NAPLAN tells us about student progress. The report finds that the gap between students with parents 
with low education and those with highly educated parents grows from 10 months in Year 3 to around 
two-and-a-half years by Year 9. Bright kids in disadvantaged schools fall two and a half years behind 
bright kids in advantaged schools by Year 9, even though they were doing just as well in Year 
3.These students are not getting a fair go. 
 
Dr Peter Goss, Grattan Institute School Education Program Director, will host a panel of senior 
leaders in school education to explore: 
 

 How big are these learning gaps, and what do they mean in practice: for young Australians, 
for the economy and for Australian society? 

 
 What should we do to enable every child in every school to achieve their potential? 

 
Speakers:  Dr Pete Goss, School Education Program Director, Grattan Institute  
 Dr Lisa O’Brien, CEO, The Smith Family 
 Ross Fox, Executive Director, National Catholic Education Commission 
 Leslie Loble, Deputy Secretary, NSW Department of Education  
 

PETE GOSS: Good evening everybody, welcome and thank you for taking time out on a Wednesday 

evening to come and hear about school education, which looks as though it’s going to be an 
interesting topic of conversation in the upcoming Federal election, but I think for many of us is an 

ongoing source of interest and hope and, at times, frustration. I would like to thank the State Library of 

NSW for hosting this series with Grattan, we’ve been doing it for a couple of years now and we really 
enjoy the opportunity to work with the State Library and to engage the public in some of the things 

that we do and in some of the things that great people that we know think about and do. I’d also like to 
acknowledge that Grattan has a number of sponsors; they’re all listed on our website, the people who 

fund us that allow us to do the work that we do and to host events like this. 

For this evening we’re going to be talking about a topic called Mind the gaps. There are in fact, and I’ll 
show you some data shortly, widening gaps in school education in Australia between those who did 

well at the start and those that didn’t, but also, and equally as importantly, between those students 
from different educational backgrounds. This is a topic which we have got some better data on now 

but we think should be at the heart of the discussion around school education and we’re going to run 

over the course of the next hour and ten minutes, we’re going to make sure we have time for 

questions at the end so please start to get your questions ready. I’ll provide some brief overview 

slides but then step into the role of moderator so that you can hear more from the wonderful panel 

who have agreed to join us. 

Introducing briefly, because they will not be presenting but it will be a discussion, sitting closest to me 

on my left is Dr Lisa O’Brien. Lisa is the Chief Executive Officer of The Smith Family, Australia’s major 
education-oriented children’s charity. Lisa’s worked in leadership roles across the public not-for-profit 

and commercial sectors for the last two decades and recognising that education links into complex 

lives and can help with that, she’s seen some of the other side of it. Lisa was a founding member of 
Sydney’s Lou’s Place, a drop-in centre providing respite and support for women in need. Next to her 
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we have Ross Fox, who is the Executive Director of the National Catholic Education Commission. 

Prior to this he was the Director of Policy Research & Communications at the Catholic Education 

Office Melbourne. He’s got a depth and range of practical and consultancy experiencing working from 

McKinsey & Company (sometimes known as “The Firm” internally) across Australia and New Zealand, 
but also working in remote Indigenous communities in Western Australia. 

Then on the far side Leslie Loble is Deputy Secretary in the New South Wales Department of 

Education. In that role she shapes state policy and leads negotiations with the Commonwealth over 

education policy and funding, including agreements worth more than $10 billion over four years to 

New South Wales for GONSKI funding. So those of you who have children in the schools have much 

to thank Leslie for. She has led the development of the GONSKI school funding reforms but plays a 

national role as well in Chairing the National School Policy Group on behalf of Australian education 

ministers and CEOs, and her leadership in public policy was recognised when she was named one of 

Australia’s 100 Women of Influence in 2013 by the Australian Financial Review and Westpac. So a 
tremendous panel with depth, could you please join me in welcoming them. 

As I said, I will introduce some slides to set the tone of this and if any of you have read the report and 

wanted to come to a methodological discussion of how we created this data, you’ve come to the 
wrong place. We’re not going to talk about that, we’re going to talk about our best understanding of 
what is happening on the ground in Australian schools for Australian students, what that means to 

those students, and what should be done about it. So to set the scene, we a few weeks ago released 

a report that was called Widening Gaps on what NAPLAN tells us about student progress, I’ve 

changed the title for this event. The report is downloadable, as all of our reports are, from the Grattan 

website, so please download it early and often. All of us in life have key performance indicators, one 

of mine is how many downloads this one gets. What are some of the things that it said? 

One of the first areas it touched on was achievement gaps in school. Educators have known forever 

anyone who’s taught in a classroom or has even visited a classroom knows that children are not all at 

the same level and that makes teaching more challenging. What this data showed using Australia’s 
national test is that these gaps are very wide and they grow wider as students move through school. 

So this is taking notionally a typical school, just the average level of spread in schools across 

Australia, and translating NAPLAN data into what we call equivalent years of learning where a student 

who performs at the average in Year 3 is at Year 3, a student how in Year 3 performs at the average 

of a Year 5 student is working at equivalent year level 5.  

This is not a radical notion, years of schooling is used in other places. But in Year 3 we find that in a 

typical school there’s about a year-and-a-half’s worth of gap between the bottom 20% and the top 
20%, and if you go to the top 10% of students and the bottom 10%, they’re the dots and then it gets 
wider. And as students move through school these gaps get wider so that by Year 9 there’s about a 
seven year gap between the top and bottom students. That means that some students will be working 

at the equivalent skill level and may be a Year 11 student, or some may well be working back at the 

level of a Year 4 student, and teachers have the job of addressing all of that.  

National minimum standards in NAPLAN, which are one of the ways which should help us identify 

those who are struggling, are set way too low. What I’ve shown on here is the curve of the NAPLAN 
scores and how they track against equivalent year levels, but the national minimum standard for Year 

9, if you follow from the red line and then come down, is below the average achievement of Year 5 

students. So when as a nation we tell ourselves that 90 something percent of students perform in 
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numeracy above the national minimum standard what we’re actually saying is that 90 something 
percent of students are not more than four years behind the average of their peers. That’s not good 
enough. You can’t aim high by setting the bar low. 

Parental education affects this and we focused on parental education because this is one of the links 

in cycles of educational disadvantage. Where parents with lower levels of education on average, none 

of this is deterministic and everyone here is here because we think this cycle can in part be broken, 

but on average if we don’t do anything then parents who are more highly educated, who have a 
degree or above, those students tend to start at a higher level in Year 3 but then the gap grows much 

wider compared to students who either finished high school, didn’t finish high school or have a TAFE 
certificate. They’re big gaps. To give you just an indication of the size of them, every extra year a 
student stays in school is worth on average about $200,000 in lifetime earnings. Now I’d much prefer 
that those students actually learnt that extra year in the same time and then kicked on with it. So a 

two-and-a-half year gap is a very, very meaningful gap. 

More concerning is that even when we control from the same starting point, and we’ve got students 
on the left who started at a lowish level in Year 3, an average level and a high level, those gaps open 

up based on student background and the level of education of their parents. This is not what we call a 

fair go. This plays out in schools as well where students in low SES schools fall very far behind. 

We’ve got a compounding effect here, there’s some part of it which is about the parental education, 
but also there are other factors going on, and we may explore some of those, but peer effects of 

having others in your school who are also striving hard and have the advantages make a difference to 

those in high advantage schools and mean that those in low advantage schools, they can of course 

do well but, on average, they’re swimming against a tide and they have to swim harder and faster to 
achieve the same results.  

That same pattern happens when we look and control for students from the same starting point, and 

the one I call your attention to is the one on the far right which is students who did well in Year 3, 

bright students, they were at the 80
th
 percentile, they did better than four out of five of their peers in 

Year 3, but depending on what type of school they’re in the gap opens up dramatically to two-and-a-

half years. It’s critically important that we ensure that every student has the skills they need to 
succeed in life, it’s also critically important that those students who show real potential, as these 
students have, are enabled to reach for the stars. Lastly, we had Victorian data so I can’t show you 
the NSW data I’m afraid, this plays out by location largely due to SES. 

So they’re some of the factors that we talked about and presented in the report and what we’d like to 
do is to explore those and see in the end what can we do about them? So let’s try firstly, in no fixed 
order, does this resonate with your experience? Does this feel like what’s happening on the ground? 

LISA O’BRIEN: Yes, it absolutely does Peter. The report highlights a major educational challenge 

that’s facing Australia which is this alarming gap that we’re seeing between children who are of low 
socioeconomic backgrounds and their more affluent peers. It’s a pretty dismal picture of disadvantage 
and the impact that that has on a child’s learning and the fact that it gets worse as a child progresses 

through school.  

So The Smith Family, as many of you I’m sure know, is a charity that focuses on supporting 
disadvantaged kids with their education as a way of breaking the cycle of intergenerational poverty. 

So we’re working with disadvantaged young people and their families every day and what we see in 
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these communities is that kids in these communities are more likely to start school developmentally 

vulnerable, they struggle to achieve basic literacy and numeracy skills, and they fall further behind as 

they progress through school, and in fact that’s what we’re seeing here with the data. These kids are 
facing a whole range of stressors and challenges in their home life, they’re growing up in f inancially 

disadvantaged households, so the sorts of things that they’re dealing with, they often go to school 
hungry, financial stress wreaks pain across the whole family, they’re often I unstable housing, they will 
move frequently. There’s a whole range of ways in which their financial circumstances impact on their 

ability to effectively learn.  

So by the time they’re in high school they’re often quite disengaged with their learning, they’re not 
attending school, and so their overall engagement with their learning falls away, and they find it hard 

both academically and emotionally to catch up and to reengage. So for those kids, they then are just 

repeating that cycle of intergenerational poverty. Why does that matter? Well, because, as you 

alluded, educational attainment actually predicts an individual’s life future, it correlates. 

PETE GOSS: By attainment you mean? 

LISA O’BRIEN: Educational attainment, how many years of education you have, so completing Year 

12 or going on to tertiary study. So if you completed Year 12 you’re more likely to have higher lifetime 
earnings, you’re less likely to have health challenges and you’re far less likely to be dependent on 
welfare. So if you put all of that in the context of the example you gave of a capable bright Year 3 

student who in a low SES school, by the time they’re in Year 9 they’re a year and nine months behind 
an equivalently bright child who happens to be at a high SES school. I just think that is a tragedy for 

us as a nation, that a young person’s background can have so much influence on their life course. For 

me, that’s about a wasted opportunity and that’s lost potential, and I think it’s something that as a 
nation we need to do something about. 

PETE GOSS: Thank you, I’m going to move on to Ross. There are different elements of this, and Lisa 

has touched on some of them, there’s the individual element, there’s the societal element etc. Ross, 
given that the Catholic education system has long had a focus on education as a way of addressing 

disadvantage what are your thoughts on some of the impact on individuals, and then maybe if you 

want to touch on some of the broader social and economic consequences? 

ROSS FOX: Thanks Pete. A few observations, I recently had a look at Robert Putnam’s book Our 

Kids, and if you haven’t read it it’s incredibly challenging. Really it’s more of a story illustrated with lots 
of data and insights about an American context, but what it says is that we’re heading for a situation 
of social division where there’s a group of people who never have any opportunities in their lives and 

even can’t access quality education to realise those opportunities. So I think if you look at this book 
and say that’s a future that Australia might have wherever, it’s a real concern. 

One of the things we certainly see in Catholic education and I talk about with my colleagues 

throughout the country regularly, in Australia we are seeing a gap building between metropolitan 

areas and the opportunities that are accessible there and the non-metropolitan, the country areas. 

Now a lot of people in the past have grown up in country areas, done very well and have been able to 

access university, and the concern would be that that opportunity is no longer there perhaps because 

they’re not getting the start through schooling, so that’s a real concern. Catholic education’s present in 
remote Aboriginal communities, we’ve had our first graduate achieve an ATAR score at Bathurst 
Island, which is an incredible achievement, but you can see when you go and talk to the school and 
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the family the barriers they’ve had to overcome and the supports that they’ve had to be given is 
exactly what we’ve got to be focused on for all of those students, and this particularly one student, the 
opportunity to go to university. 

I think just at an individual level, if students haven’t got the opportunity to make a real choice by 
completing schooling, exceeding their expectations, achieving highly and then thinking potentially 

about university, but also about trades, about other options. We do know that that individual’s life 
changes are terrible affected if they’re not in a position to make a choice about their future. If they 
don’t get into employment or into further study, whether that might be a trade or university, and we 
shouldn’t privilege university unnecessarily. But what we know is that has a massive impact on them 

and their families, and so that’s got to be a priority for us in education to confront that. 

PETE GOSS: Thank you. Leslie, do you want to add your general thoughts including maybe how you 

see these in terms of the purpose of public education? 

LESLIE LOBLE: Well, it’s tough to top these two, so I could just say “me too” but I think you want me 
to say something, so I will. 

PETE GOSS: Or you can say that it’s not deterministic because we’re not trying to paint a picture of 

total doom and gloom here. 

LESLIE LOBLE: No, SES is not destiny and that in fact is a core purpose of education, and I think 

that’s why both Lisa and Ross have emphasised so strongly that the state of affairs, it’s actually 

education that has the best shot at turning that around. I thought the report was yet another excellent 

Grattan report and this one particularly resonated with us. There are two dimensions to that SES 

equation, one is about particularly the educational background of the household in which that student 

lives and Lisa very well described that. But the second thing is the concentration of disadvantage 

that’s in a school and, in fact, that is a key part.  

I don’t want to turn this into a discussion of funding, but that was a key shift in how people thought 
about the appropriate resourcing that should happen. Those two dimensions have to be tackled in 

different ways, some very much about the individual and the supports, but clearly that student is in a 

school environment and that makes a big difference. Whether, as you said, you have a low SES child 

that can be in a high SES school and that child will outperform a very advantage child that happens to 

be in a school predominantly low SES. So there’s something going on at the school level that’s quite 
important as well as at the individual. Two things I would just mention is there’s not only the economic 
gain, both for the person and for the nation and our community, and no source less authoritative than 

the Australian Treasury in its intergenerational report.  

So no less of an authority than that said that we look ahead to 2025 it’s going to be labour productivity 
that is the sole source of growth in personal income going forward. That’s not always been in the 
case, but they now say it is human capital and labour productivity that will make that difference. But I 

think at the personal level what we have to also think about is if we’re entering an economic age, 
we’re already in one, that’s incredibly dynamic, challenges are increasingly complex, that demands a 
resilience on the part of individuals that emanates from confidence and a strong foundation in 

knowledge. What you learn in, let’s say, 13 years of schooling is not the only thing you’re going to 
learn, but you absolutely must come out of that experience with very high level skills and the capacity 

to be resilient if that person is going to have success, whether economic or otherwise, in life. 
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PETE GOSS: How do we build some of that resilience? A somewhat related concept is growth 

mindset, the ability to believe that if you put the hard yards in then you can actually learn and succeed 

in life. 

LISA O’BRIEN: Certainly the families and young people that we work with often say this, that if we’re 
looking at the future workforce of our nature, the human capital, and if you’ve got two kids, one who’s 
grown up in a really tough household, the sort of household that I just described on the one hand, and 

on the other hand a child who hasn’t had to face a whole lot of challenges. As a future employer 
you’re thinking they’ve got equivalent skills, got equivalent training, which one would you rather 
employ? Well I would employ that child who, against the odds, has actually gone on to achieve at 

school. That shows enormous resilience and strength of character and I think that by not giving those 

kids the bit of extra support they need to achieve we’re missing out on a wealth of talent. 

PETE GOSS: That’s a fascinating perspective. 

ROSS FOX: I think there are possibly two points I’d like to make there. The first is one of my concerns 
on behalf of principals and teachers when I look at some of these graphs and some of the 

conversations, there’s no doubt that inequality is an issue that society must confront, but then we 

have to be really realistic about what the school’s role in that is. And in some of the commentary we 
have we’re totally redefining what the purpose of a school is, and that might be okay but that sits well 
outside the existing conception of a school I would contend. I think actually if you and visit a school 

you do see they’ve got this amazing array of collaborative relationships, whether it’s with The Smith 
Family, their local community, the local business community even.  

So those collaborations are going on, but we shouldn’t expect that the teacher in a classroom, the 
principal leading a school will be the one to fix some of the issues, because it’s not all down to what’s 
going on in the classroom. So there’s no doubt that the school can set high expectations which can 

change people’s lives. That happens in classrooms and it happens in schools, and that’s what we 
need every school to be doing in every community, but one thing is we need to be realistic about what 

it is a school does, albeit that society needs to address the entire problem and one organisation that 

we’ve currently got to do that is a school. 

PETE GOSS: I think that’s a very well-made point. 

LESLIE LOBLE: Can I just pick up on the high expectations? There’s a wealth of documentation on 
what works in terms of education, John Hattie and others have investigated that quite closely 

including us in NSW, and there are certain factors the research demonstrates can make a significant 

difference in schools. One of those, in fact perhaps the most important, is high expectations. It is 

incredible unfortunately that it is not widespread, particularly in low SES schools.  

One of the things we have been running in NSW is a survey of students and we asked them a range 

of things, including their perceptions of schooling, but a lot of these questions actually tried to dig 

quite down into some of the detailed perceptions they’re getting. To give you an idea, we’ve had 
200,000 students answer this question, so this is a very robust view of things. For example, coming 

out of that we have been extraordinarily startled to find that high performing kids are reporting they 

don’t feel particularly challenged by a fairly substantial portion and a fifth of kids, no matter what 
performance level they are, are saying similarly in maths and science they think there’s more scope to 
be challenged. That is both a teaching aspect, but it also goes to other aspects of curriculum and 
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standards and so forth, but that’s quite interesting that even the students themselves are saying they 

have more capacity and they could be pushed harder. 

We also know that if you ask high school students in Years 11 and 12 and their parents, this is 

through a different channel, where do you expect to be, by maybe 60%+ both students and their 

parents say university, but about half that of their teachers say they’re going to go to university. So 
there is room for us to grow in terms of high expectations and when you do the analysis of a high SES 

versus low SES, there is a distinct difference in terms of the messaging that is coming in the school 

and particularly from teachers about where they expect these kids to be and what they expect them to 

do.  

The last thing I’ll say is this is nothing new. Back in the ‘60s there were studies done in the US, for 

example, where teachers and others were told this group of kids are especially talented and we put 

them in your class, it was completely random, they weren’t particularly high performing, and, lo and 
behold, those kids performed better. So it is a very important element and can make a huge 

difference in what happens in terms of student outcomes. 

PETE GOSS: I’ll come back to some of what practices need to change because we’ve moved into the 
“what should we be doing about this?” part of the talk now. But I think a number of the comments 
speak to the importance implicitly of hope, that we want opportunity but in order to keep working 

against barriers there needs to be hope, that’s aligned then with high expectations. And Ross, your 

comment about what can the schools do and what can parents and communities do, these two things 

I see as quite intertwined. If the school isn’t setting high expectations and giving the children hope 
then in a sense why do we expect a community is going to turn around? But in schools that have 

focused on instruction, that have raised the sights and have shown kids how to take the steps, I’ve 
observed that the community can quite often come along.  

So you get that compounding effect, it’s not all the school, but working together, and the possibility of 

a better future is something that I think has always driven humans. Did you want to jump in on that 

one? 

LISA O’BRIEN: Yes, happy to and to pick up on the point that Ross was making around what can we 

expect teachers to achieve in the classroom, because these are complex issues and many of the 

challenges that these kids face are issues that are outside of the classroom. Interestingly, we’re now 
seeing some of the research telling us what the factors are that actually have an impact on 

educational attainment.  

So the work of John Hattie talks about school level factors that influence the educational attainment of 

students, whether that’s teachers or the school, and that sits at around 30% to 40% of the explanation 

of variance in educational attainment, but student level factors and parental factors make up most of 

the rest. The balance, 60%, is around things that are happening outside of the classroom and outside 

of control of the education system.  

It’s an area of focus and policy that we’re just not talking about enough around what can we do to 
improve those factors to support young people with their educational attainment, particularly in our 

most disadvantaged communities? Parental engagement is a really important component of that, in 

fact there’s now some research that indicates that parental engagement is a far greater predictor of 
educational outcomes that socioeconomic status. So if we can develop policies of working more 
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effectively with parents, engaging them in their child’s education, then that can be part of the solution 
to break this nexus between socioeconomic status and educational outcomes.  

What does that mean, parental engagement? It’s not just turning up to the tuck shop, I think that can 

be an important piece in engaging with the school but, more importantly, it’s about setting aspirations 
for learning, it’s encouraging young people to learn in the home, it’s creating an environment in the 
home that is supportive of learning. And for disadvantaged families, particularly as I’ve drawn that 
very clear picture before, there is a need for extra help for those parents so that they know how to 

create that learning environment in the home. Many of them have not had great experiences in their 

own education, many of them left school young, many of them have low levels of literacy, but in the 

work that The Smith Family has been doing we support 34,000 kids with our Learning For Life 

program and at the heart of that is parental engagement. It’s about partnering with parents around 

their child’s educational success and we’re getting outstanding results around kids finishing Year 12 
and going on to employment and further study. 

So there is a solution and a big part of it is around supporting schools and teachers with what’s 
happening at home and working with organisations like ours who bridge that gap of what happens 

beyond the school gate. 

PETE GOSS: So my read on the evidence on parental engagement is that it’s deeply important and 
yet really quite hard to foster and change, but it sounds as though you’re finding ways of doing that. 
Are there other programs around that can actually help actively build parental and community 

engagement that you’re aware of? Leslie, Ross? 

ROSS FOX: I might just speak briefly to it, my personal view is that the conception of parental 

engagement is underdone, that a lot of people talk about parental engagement and it is very 

important, but when you then say what does it mean for an educator in a classroom?  

Now there are some really interesting things because one of the challenges with one of the statistics 

that Lisa’s just quoted with John Hattie’s work attributing outcomes to background variables, all 
they’re doing really is looking where your letterbox is located; it doesn’t actually say anything about 
what’s going on in the household. So the teacher is undoubtedly in a position, working either directly 
with the parents or through the student, to change the behaviour in the household, either a disposition 

to read more books, a disposition to count vegetables when you’re making dinner. All of these are 
learning opportunities which have genuine meaningful educational outcomes and engage parents.  

So I’m optimistic that there is great hope in the area of parental engagement, that there are some 

schools and systems doing great things. I’m not sure though that it’s been coalesced because when 
people do talk about parental engagement, I’m thinking particularly of our Commonwealth political 
leaders, they mean a lot of different things and how it gets down to what role the school has, what role 

the teacher has in engaging a family in a way that will benefit a student’s learning actually isn’t 
straightforward necessarily. And there are great organisations like The Smith Family addressing some 

of the broader issues. So that would be my perspective on it. 

LESLIE LOBLE: The only thing I’d add to that is of course I couldn’t agree more and one of the places 
we’re trying to tackle that is in what we call “connected communities”. These are Aboriginal 

communities in some of the toughest circumstances around the state and they all had schools, they 

had schools in them for quite a while, but it is explicitly trying to tackle that it’s about a community 
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solution, rather than to continue to just see it as the school in an ocean, or in many cases it’s arid, 
trying to struggle against those external factors. 

So this is designed very much to put extra resources into these communities and to explicitly draw in 

the Aboriginal community, parents, elders and the like, but also to connect to other government 

services so that we’re dealing with the complete student and child and family challenge as well as, of 
course, the school’s still having principle responsibility for the educational delivery. But that’s one way 

in some of the most challenging circumstances that we’re trying to tackle this issue. 

PETE GOSS: I’ve been fortunate enough to see some of those schools and people are putting in 
tremendous efforts and there is some hope for change. I would observe that in some of those the 

mentality of the school is still about meeting the welfare needs of the kids and then, once things are 

better, then we’ll move to the instruction, and that’s a struggle because the welfare needs are very 
great. But in some of the schools they’ve said, “No, our core job as the school is the instruction, it’s 
the learning and that can only happen if the kids feel safe and secure, if there’s an orderly learning 
environment, and we will use the other resources around, including the community, to build up the 

welfare”.  

It struck me that that shift of mindset to put the instruction and progress at the centre was really 

powerful, tough to do, but the schools that had got that nailed seemed to be on a different trajectory. 

Does that resonate? 

LESLIE LOBLE: Yes and in the study just prior to this one you drew out many of those examples 

where you’d been. It’s quite extraordinary the results that we’re starting to see when there’s that 
intense focus on diagnosis, if you will, then very direct and explicitly, in this case literacy and 

numeracy, instruction, very fast feedback loops, so you’re talking about feedback on student 
performance in five weeks, you’re not waiting two years for a NAPLAN result. So teachers are able to 
very quickly fine-tune and adjust and then it sits in this broader setting where parents are being 

brought in for their own, in some cases, literacy support, there are other services, and some of those 

schools, where I know you’ve been Pete, now are going even further, they’re extending into preschool 

and adult classes at night. So it started from the very basics of literacy and numeracy, but it’s in that 
much broader context.  

PETE GOSS: A number of audience members have raised questions and I’ll start to weave them in 
increasingly and there will also be opportunity.  

On the topic of literacy an audience member raised the question about methods for teaching literacy 

and noted that there are conflicting views on the use of evidence-based methods, education 

departments, teachers and researchers have different views and these impact on literacy standards, I 

think particularly in reading, maybe from my understanding. Despite the findings of creditable 

educational research, there is powerful inertia to change. Why does this inertia exit? What can be 

done to overcome this unsatisfactory situation and enable outcomes that will benefit our students? 

And I imagine by using rigorous evidence about what works in literacy. 

LESLIE LOBLE: It’s an interesting question. I think the job of a teacher is very challenging and they 

work very hard, so I don’t know that it’s wilful resistance to change or indeed I certainly know it’s not 
laziness. I think what we have to do in schooling is give teachers the capabilities, the support and the 

tools to be able to do this in a way that can be more effective. So part of that goes to what training are 
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they getting even before they become a training and then, of course, what professional development 

we’re able to deliver along the way to keep their skills up at the top? 

In terms of things like literacy it is very much trying to get and at least our way of dealing with that has 

been to establish the Centre for Education Statistics & Evaluation. It’s a big mouthful, we call it CESE 
and Lisa’s on the advisory council for that, and what we’re trying to do is basically create a centre of 
expertise that looks quite rigorous at the evidence, but then translates that into very specific 

techniques that teachers can use and apply that research. The other key tools are getting data in front 

of people and that happens to be one of the key aspects of what makes schooling more effective in 

terms of students is to get data in front of teachers. In this case we’ve built the tools that allow them to 
track student progress quite regularly, to be able to compare that not only to other students in that 

class, in that school, across the state, but then electronically with a click of the mouse get access to 

curriculum materials that relate to particular challenges that that child is having and so on and so 

forth.  

The more that we can provide those sorts of evidence, guidance and support I think that’s when we’ll 
start to get those sorts of shifts. 

PETE GOSS: Another audience question on what happens and needs to happen in the classroom, 

and I’ll toss this one to Ross. How do we empower teachers at the most basic level to think and teach 
with the knowledge of the impact of entrenched disadvantage? And that’s at that interface you were 
talking about, it’s not just the school that can deal with this, but awareness may help? 

ROSS FOX: So I guess where I start from in reflecting on a question like that is in Catholic education 

we’ve got about 90,000 staff Australia-wide, there must be somewhere around 400,000 teachers 

Australia-wide. I actually think the overwhelming majority of them are dedicated, focused and want to 

do the right thing, and then people like us and others come along and have these bright ideas about 

how they’re going to change. I was at a conference recently and they said just switch the ring off one 

hand to the other and see how long you can sit there like that, the point being that change is really 

hard for individuals and we’re asking people to change dramatically in what they’re doing, to really 
undergo in some instances deep self-reflection about their current practice and the effect they’re 
making.  

They’re busy, they’re challenging, demanding roles with between 20 and 30 kids in front of them, 
which is very, very challenging and we have to acknowledge that. That said, what we do need to do, 

and it speaks to the previous Grattan reports, is make sure every teacher’s got access to the tools 
that allows them to know the effect their teaching is having and be sure that they’re doing the best 
they can in terms of the type of teaching, the challenge that they’re providing, the aspiration that 

they’re setting. And that’s not at all trivial, it’s a demanding thing, but as professionals that’s really the 
game that teachers are in for, because that’s how we’re going to provide the best opportunities for 
every student. 

PETE GOSS: We’ll spend a few minutes thinking about how do some of these ideas in the classroom 
translate to what needs to be done at a system level, and I haven’t done that test with the ring but I 
suspect I would not last all that long, acknowledging that change is hard. What are some of the things 

that need to change in policies and systems to enable this change to happen at scale? One of the 

audience questions was how can we better communicate this issue to the Australian public and 

political leaders so that it becomes a higher national priority? 
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LISA O’BRIEN: I think what needs to change to close this gap in performance, there are a range of 

things that we need to do. I think we need to have more targeted support for disadvantaged kids, 

we’ve talked a lot about the sort of results they’re getting and the challenges they face, and targeted 
support for these kids I think is a critical piece. I think that support has to start early and has to 

continue throughout their schooling. There’s a lot of talk often about extra support in the early years, 

that’s important, that’s really important, but what we know will give the highest return on investment, 
that return being tertiary education or reduced reliance on welfare, and this is the work of 

James Heckman, is that you continue to invest throughout the school years. So it’s a balanced 
investment over time and that underpins obviously the approach of The Smith Family. 

So the critical components I think are that we have to have targeted support, it has to start early and 

continue, and it has to also consist of implementing programs that are proven to be effective. Leslie 

was talking about the work of CESE which is trying to redress this issue which is too often we are 

investing in things that haven’t actually been evaluated to be effective and are even less likely to be 

evaluated to be effective around improving student outcomes. There’s been a lot of fuzzy thinking 
around this and it really has to change, we have to be very focused in how we are investing in the 

future of young people and doing it with things that have been proven to work.  

I guess the only other comment that I’d make is that there’s this system change around moving away 
from siloing. A lot of the services that we provide today to young people, particularly in respect of their 

education, is through our school system or our education system, but as I’ve been highlighting that’s 
one piece of the puzzle and there’s a whole lot of other support that is needed to sit alongside that. So 
we need to start with the needs of that family and that child and actually build our services from that 

starting point, rather than trying to get them to fit without our bureaucratic structures because either 

they miss out or we unnecessarily duplicate if we’re trying to make the needs of that child and family 

fit within our service systems. So that siloing is, I think, a really ineffective way of delivering services to 

the kids who most need our help. 

PETE GOSS: Thank you. One of the other silos that people sometimes talk about are silos between 

schools, either between sectors or between different levels. An audience member asks does 

movement from low to high SES schools reduce the impact of support for low SES schools? Is this 

one of the things that’s going on in silos or is that not a major factor? 

ROSS FOX: Sorry, reduce the impact of support? 

PETE GOSS: Yes, observably students are moving towards higher SES schools in some places, 

does that affect the degree to which we support those in a sense who most need it? 

ROSS FOX: I think the Australian education community shares an aspiration for a needs-based 

system that supports all schools and all students in whatever environment. I think, and not everyone 

likes it, a characteristic of the Australian education scene and school education, both within sectors 

and between sectors, is parent choice and that is a powerful motivator for parent engagement in a 

way. So that’s a reality that we’re working in and we’re working with.  

So I think that there’s a conception that we do need a needs-based funding arrangement that 

supports all students, we need to make sure we have the best teachers that we can, providing the 

best teaching in every environment, and we need to concern ourselves with how that’s distributed 
equitably across all those environments. We rightly talk about the distribution of funding; we rarely talk 
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about the distribution of quality teaching. I have a bizarre habit of reading footnotes and one footnote 

that really struck me in your report Peter was the Productivity Commission’s report and it’s the teacher 
workforce report, and it looked at low SES schools and said, “If you’re in a low SES school you’re four 
times more likely to find it hard to staff your school”. That’s certainly a common experience shared 
across sectors. I can tell you, all of my colleagues who are outside of a metropolitan area find it 

incredibly difficult. So that’s a real challenge as to whether you can guarantee we’ve got the right 
distribution of quality teaching across all those environments. That’s one challenge we face. 

PETE GOSS: Thank you. We’ve got an audience question, hold that if you would because I’d like 
Leslie to make a last comment if you’ve got something on change at scale and then I’ll toss to the 
question. 

LESLIE LOBLE: No. 

AUDIENCE: Thanks Peter. Terrific report, I particularly like the addition of the time gap between 

advantaged and disadvantaged schools. Together with Bernie Shepherd I’ve done a lot of work with 
My School data and we have discovered obviously the strong association between low SES, we know 

all that.  

We’ve also discovered low SES schools are losing enrolments and we’re finding that the students that 
they’re losing are going to high SES schools. It’s not just a sectoral issue, it’s happening within the 
government school system as well. This is a really critical issue because it means whatever 

intervention you propose in the form of reforms, and I think that must be the most abused word in the 

English language when it comes to schools, whether it’s parachuting in the best teachers, it’s 
happening at the same time as some of the most engaged and aspirant kids are going out the back 

door. 

Now in a previous life I was a school principal and if you’re going to ask me whether I would want 
more money for my school or whether I’d want a critical mass of engaged and aspirant kids I’d go for 
the latter every time, because there’s a whole complex array of reasons, and Ross has touched on 
some of these, that make the difference with those kids. This is one deficiency I think in the report, in 

all reports on this issue they don’t go into the effect of the shifting demographics around schools and 
until we do that we limit the opportunity for our interventions to succeed. 

PETE GOSS: Thank you for a well thought through comment. Is there a specific question that you 

would like to ask? 

AUDIENCE: How do you overcome this problem without addressing the problems in the framework of 

Australia’s schools where these struggling schools are losing the kids that are going to make a 
difference? How do you overcome that with the reforms you propose? 

LISA O’BRIEN: I’ll make one comment, and I absolutely agree with what you’re saying. Where this 
was highlighted was one of the support papers for the review of school funding which talked about 

this residualisation issue, which was the terminology that they used for exactly what you’ve described, 
that those who can move out of a low SES school do and those who are left, their performance 

deteriorates even further.  

That was the basis for the element of needs-based funding that Leslie referred to before, which was 

unique around the resource allocation model that they used, which was to give extra funding to those 
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schools, recognising that there was an additive factor in those schools. So there might be lots of low 

SES kids in that school, there might be Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander kids in that school, but 

because it was a low SES school in a low SES community it should get even further funding. I 

suppose if we had a model like that then the investment in teaching and resource in that school might 

be able to turn that tide, and that would be the hope. But it is a massive issue. 

PETE GOSS: I agree it’s a massive issue, I think that the issues around targeted teaching and 

starting that from week one of Prep can help somewhat, that if children are experiencing educational 

success then that remains a motivation and if their parents are seeing them succeed in a school then 

I think there may be less motivation. And some schools are I think managing to turn that around would 

be my observation, but I don’t have strong data to back it up.  

One of the challenges is it also requires a change of narrative. I visited a school that’s doing amazing 
things with its teaching and as the taxi driver was driving me out there they’re saying, “What do you 
want to go and see that school for?” I guess then we need the power of story as well as the power of 
data in some of these cases to show and highlight what great jobs they’re doing. One that I know of in 

Melbourne, a place called St Albans, low SES, kids come in at Year 7 not doing great; by Year 9 they 

had more kids in the top two bands in NAPLAN than the average in Victoria. Those stories and the 

recognition that it’s possible is one of the elements, as well as reducing the other disparities and 

barriers around funding, that if people feel that a school is underfunded and it looks rundown that is 

going to exacerbate it.  

Where there’s life there’s hope, but where we can give hope there and tell the stories, that may be a 

part of a very complex issue. 

AUDIENCE: We haven’t talked a lot tonight about technology and I was wondering about whether 
that’s one way that we could think about addressing this problem? One example I can think of is the 

idea of a flipped classroom where students spend more homework time watching videos or reading 

about concepts and more classroom time working through problems and getting teacher coaching. 

Can you comment on the potential of technology solutions or recent innovations we’ve seen in 
education technology spaces that might make a difference here? 

LESLIE LOBLE: I can give you one exciting example I think in New South Wales is what we call 

Aurora College. It’s basically a selective school or at least selective subjects being made available to 

rural and remote kids. One of the real challenges, to pick up on Ross’ point, is that those higher level 
curriculum offerings depend on having a range of teaching and other resources available, and not 

every school in every regional and remote area has access to that to the same extent in metropolitan. 

So this is specifically designed to use the advantages of technology to bring those sorts of 

opportunities, regardless of location. So that’s one example. 

Obviously technology is important. I think it’s interesting the commentary that was in the media only 
last week about whether in fact the amount we might have invested in that might be better spent on 

more teachers or better training of teachers or more supports for those sorts of schools. I thought that 

was an interesting and provocative perspective. On the other hand, Lisa’s program spends, and 
rightly so, at least a chunk of the resource trying to make sure that disadvantaged children have 

access to the same sort of technological opportunities that the advantaged do. So I don’t think it’s an 
either/or question, it’s going to have to be both. 
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The one last thing I’m just going to comment on what you said is homework, it’s quite interesting that 
one of the things that defines an element of high expectations is when teachers expect homework to 

be done and done on time and to a high standard. So if we’re going to go down that flipped route we 
have to take it very seriously. We can’t just sort of say we’ve outsourced a bunch of work to the family 

and then, as we’ve talked about, that raises its own challenges. We have to say this is about very 
seriously we’re going to set a set of expectations for that piece of homework, we expect it to be done, 
we expect to see that that student tried his or her best, and then it’s come into the classroom and then 
let’s deal, as you suggest, with where you might have found your challenges. So I’m sure that’s what 
you meant, I just wanted to take the opportunity to say that homework is actually quite powerful, but it 

needs to be taken seriously. 

ROSS FOX: My personal view is that we’re over-obsessed on devices and we’ve spent a heap of 
money on devices. Then it’s been interesting I think it was the principal of Sydney Grammar coming 
out and saying, “Not in my classrooms, get those devices out” and the hilarity of I think it was a 15 
year old student writing an op-ed - and if you missed it it’s worth reading - saying basically “We live in 
a word with technology, are you kidding?” So the reflections that I’ve heard from colleagues is that if 
you think we’re keeping technology away from children it’s a ridiculous proposition and that the flip 
classrooms happened actually and we don’t need to work at it, it’s happening now.  

There are some really interesting questions, because we’re way beyond NAPLAN or anything 
NAPLAN measures now arguably. So we’re talking about in a sphere that we don’t have objective 
agreed measures, albeit that there is some selective testing on the use of technology, but not in the 

way that we’re probably thinking about it here. So there’s actually this massive challenge that we’ve 
over-invested in devices, we’re all obsessed with the use of technology, but we don’t actually know 
what learning outcomes it’s delivering, albeit that it must be a part of our lives given how we all relate. 

So I don’t think anybody’s quite coherently put all that together in a schooling system yet, but it is 
happening. 

PETE GOSS: I would wrap on that saying that the international evidence is not encouraging and says 

that those countries that have invested the most time in technology have seen worse results on 

average. So we haven’t yet figured out the approach. I do believe it’s got a big part, but Leslie’s 
comment, it’s got to be rigorous. We’ve got to know what we’re doing with it, why we’re doing it and 
whether it’s working.  

AUDIENCE: One of the peculiarities of New South Wales education is that we have quite a number of 

selective schools and using a pretty blunt instrument, but nevertheless it’s what we’ve got, on HSC 
results the selective school students dominate the high achiever list every year for HSC. I’m just 
wondering, do you see any correlation between the results out of selective schools and the low SES 

background of the students and whether there is a correlation or not at all? 

PETE GOSS: Thank you for a very good question. We didn’t have the school level data to test that 
and the individual level data, so we couldn’t answer the question. Leslie no doubt can talk about the 
value-add of some of the selective schools because New South Wales does have that type of data.  

I would merely note that I have read that the second most advantaged school in New South Wales in 

terms of SES, the first most advantaged is Sydney Grammar and the second most advantage is 

James Ruse Agricultural College which is a selective school which gets tremendous results with 

tremendously bright kids. But I’m not sure it’s necessarily meeting the goal of enabling bright kids 



 

Mind the gaps: what can we do about widening gaps in school education in Australia? 
Sydney 7 April 2016 – Edited transcript, transcribed by Bridie’s Typing Services p.15 

from whatever their background to really thrive surrounded by bright peers. There you go, did I just 

make that an impossible question for you to answer Leslie? 

LESLIE LOBLE: Probably. Value-add is a quite important tool and one that we’re investing a fair 
amount in the government schooling system and what that attempts to do is pick up and extend this 

sort of work to look at what growth or gain students are making, but to factor in basically how much of 

that is beyond what you might expect of that growth, including based on factors like SES. Selective 

schools pre-date my time even being in Australia, so I can’t take responsibility for that policy initiative. 
I think it’s a well-established part of the New South Wales education system and it seems to be quite 

highly valued by substantial students and parents. 

I think it relates of course to what a previous audience member raised before. I think the critical 

question, at least in terms of public policy, is in addition to offering that sort of choice within the 

government system we absolutely cannot take the foot off the pedal, if you will, on ensuring that 

there’s adequate resourcing and support and investment going into schools that don’t have that 
advantage of having drawn some of those students into it.  

[audience comment inaudible] 

PETE GOSS: Different type of analysis, I’m getting some nodding from a gentleman who’s done 
some work on this. Lisa, do many of your kids make it into the selective schools? 

LISA O’BRIEN: Not that I’m aware, no. They would apply, but we don’t keep that data.  

PETE GOSS: It’s a challenging area. 

AUDIENCE: Thanks everybody. I was really interested in the discussion around expectations and 

how increasing expectations of students can improve results. I was wondering if there’s any evidence 
around increasing expectations of teachers or parents and whether that can increase results and if 

anybody has had any thoughts about practice things you could do to increase the expectations of 

those key stakeholders? 

PETE GOSS: I’ll start with this while my colleagues think about it. I tried in my last report to find is 

there any evidence that every child can learn, and that’s a hard thing to prove. There is evidence that 
when teachers believe that every child can learn then children do better. So I don’t know, that partly 
goes to it, but teachers’ belief really does matter. 

LISA O’BRIEN: Certainly in our Learning For Life program it is about setting high expectations of 

parents, so the way in which we work with the family is that we enter into a formal agreement with the 

family around providing some financial support for the child’s education. The expectation is, and it is 
checked, that the money will be spent on educational expenses, but there is also an expectation that 

the child will attend school 90% of the time and also that they will engage in learning opportunities. So 

those expectations are an agreement that we make with the family, with the parents. They’re primary 
school children when they sign on to the Learning For Life program and we are seeing behaviour 

change off the back of that relationship.  

So I think it is evident and these families are highly disadvantaged families and parents who are really 

struggling, yet they want to partner with us around their child’s education and are prepared to enter 
into those reciprocal arrangements to that end. 
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ROSS FOX: We’ve got evidence from one of our jurisdictions where it’s very clear that a teacher’s 
belief that they’re teaching results in good learning of students actually is a lead indicator of good 
learning happening and academic achievement following. I think the evidence on this is quite strong, 

there’s lots of programs, and I can particularly think of McNaughton from New Zealand, and one of the 
responses is to get teachers together and reflect on how their students are responding to their 

teaching and learn from each other to overcome that bias that teachers innately might in some 

circumstances, against their better judgement, believe that their teaching doesn’t matter and the 
students can’t learn. 

If you reflect on some of the themes internationally we see about biases that are innate in people 

against African-Americans or people who are “other” and actually there’s some really interesting 
literature coming out of the US about how police services in various contexts are responding to this, 

how they have to adapt their processes so that they don’t shoot a black person with five times more 
likelihood than a white person. Actually, there are really subtle social cues, real deep psychology that 

you have to interrogate. The question is, if we’ve got 400,000 teachers in Australia doing this every 

day in classrooms, what sort of biases do they bring? We don’t talk about that but it’s something we’re 
observing in other spheres of society, so the question is how should we overcome that? It doesn’t 
matter, I’m not aware of any good evidence on those biases, but certainly believing that your students 
learn from you does result in better learning. 

LESLIE LOBLE: I’ll just add, I referred earlier to the survey we do of students, and by the way that 
survey is built off one that the OECD uses connected to the PISA. So what gets all the headlines are 

the rankings and the league tables and all the rest, but there’s actually a really interesting set of 
survey data that sits behind that and is used internationally, and we’ve picked it up here and extended 
it. But what we’ve done is taken some of these questions, and I’ll give you an idea of what some of 
them are in a moment, and asked students what’s happening in the classroom, then we’ve looked at 
initially their performance in PISA, we now have the capacity to look at NAPLAN, and I accept that all 

that is a very limited view on what’s happening in learning, but from an analytical point of view, that’s 
what we’ve got. 

What we’ve found is that out of about ten practices there are about eight that emerged that were 

statistically significant in student results. So kids that said they got these practices performed 

statistically significantly higher than kids who said they didn’t get these practises, and these are things 
like “I know the purpose of what I am learning”, “My teacher explains the meaning of the text” in the 
case of literacy, “I have a chance to ask questions”, “I get asked challenging questions that force me 
to think about it at depth” in terms of maths, “I have to apply what I’ve learned to new contexts”, “I’m 
given problems that require extended thinking. These are the sorts of things, so they’re not some sort 
of huge new pedagogy, these are definitely key techniques, but students are reporting a difference.  

Now when you look at low SES and high SES you really see a difference between students in those 

schools reporting whether they get these sorts of techniques in their everyday classroom experience 

and whether they don’t. These are concrete and very achievable ways that can very quickly help a 

teacher start to deal with some of these questions. So I accept completely the idea that we have 

some very subtle and complex and nuanced issues surrounding the school, we’ve got parents and all 
of that. What we’re trying to do is take some of that, boil it down to here’s what the evidence shows 
you can really start to make a difference with. 
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PETE GOSS: At that point thank you very much to the audience for giving us your time and attention, 

we also want to respect your time and we do make sure these finish on the advertised time. I suspect 

that my fellow panellists may stick around for some individual one-on-one questions, so my apologies 

to those who had questions that were not able to answer them. We should wrap up here, I would like 

to deeply thank you for your time and the questions, and my colleagues, Lisa, Ross and Leslie. Thank 

you. There are a couple of other people as you file out, Alex from Grattan who helps makes these 

things happen and also the AV people and, again, the State Library for enabling us to have a 

fascinating discussion. Thank you all. 

END OF RECORDING 


