Are we Suffering Reform Fatigue?

RAPID
change
agenda in

socicty has been

pressuring educa-

tion systems,

across the country

to adapt, adjust

and align. Voca-

tional education,

s portability of cre-

dentials, profiles, assessment, A.D.D., integra-

tion, acccleration and remediation are just a

few of the forces fundamentally altering the

provision of cducation. Profcssionals in the

education industry may necd to assert, with

increasing authority, the traditional values of

general education. Socrates, Plato, Aristotle

and Rousseau all identified the intrinsic worth

of learning, simply for the love of it. Expan-

sion of the mind and challenge of the intellect

is as relcvant today as it always was. It is not

necessary to measure the value of all things

in pecuniary terms. The vocational Valhalla

may prove to be just as illusory as the idcal-
ised goal of Rousseau’s perfect education.
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The continuing change of too many educa-
tional objectives is perhaps inflicting ‘reform
fatigue’. It is affecting both institutions and
individuals involved in education, across a
number of States. The current post-compul-
sory vocational thrust is perhaps the best cx-
ample. Highly specialised, industrially ap-
proved training for sixteen and scventecn-
years-olds may satisfy the short term political
goal of so-called ‘economic competitiveness’.
However, the student launched into hospital-
ity subjects too early may end up being no bet-
ter off in the employment situation than the
student who has studied a broad range of sci-
ence, technical, cultural or humanitics subjects.

Systems need also to consider the affordable
levcls of education they can provide, in much
the same way as they will have to accept af-
fordable air safety, health or defcnce. Advances
in technology are so rapid that all ficlds of so-
cial application will have to look at what is
‘sufficient’ and affordable, rather than what
is ‘possible best’ and often beyond the capa-
bilitics of the budget. Just how much of the
community resource, for instance, can be dc-
voted to subsidising pcrsons to obtain multi-
ple PhDs, or, at the other end of the scalc, teach-
ing one student to read?

At somc point, the State must detcrminc its
resourcc allocation to cducation and, after that,
individual freedom of choice must take over.
This was the basis of our very strong and, in

many ways, commendable apprenticeship sys-
tem. Herc, both employer and employec had a
vested intercst in a direct relationship. Train-
ing was occupation-based, with specialised
course support from a dedicated vocationally
oriented TAFE or private provider. Perhaps the
technical expertise dcveloped in the Army
Apprentice School, State Rail Workshops or
Lithgow Small Arms Factory was a more cost
efficient and effective way of educating tech-
nicians and technologists. Expecting all
schools to have state-of-the-art computer,
business, photography and hospitality
facili-ties is unrealistic. Devolution or not, at
the very lcast we need some central planning so
that specialised schools may develop properly,
with adequate facilitics to cducate people for
work in the 21st century. Student freedom of
choicc should accompany these specialised
schools, which probably cannot continue to
opcrate alongside disadvantaged community
comprchensive high schools.

The time may have comc to review the peda-
gogy. When should the individual desire for
specialised learning be paid for, or subsi-
dised, by the State and to what age should all
students receive, as far as possible, equal
access to a general education? The failure to
consider these fundamental issues will
increase the risk of reform fatigue, as we
endeavour to make school education all

things to all people, of all ages. O



Principals’ Association News from the States and Territories

NEW SOUTH WALES

IT’S ELECTION TIME, FOLKS! For the best part of twelve months,

both major political parties have been gearing up for the March 25
election. In 1990, the Liberal-National Coalition camc uncxpectedly
and perilously close to losing an clection they were generally expected
to win comfortably. The reason for the close shave was education.
There was a voter backlash against the personality and the policies of
the then Minister, Terry Metherell. The burning issue was still his
1988 decision to cut about 1,800 teaching positions.

Since 1990, the election game has changed. New South Wales now
has a fixed four-year term, with the March 25 datc sct ycars in ad-
vance. No more surprise elections when governments could go to the
people on a high. such as the Olympics 2000 announcement. The Gov-
ernment has patched up its education performance, restoring the lost
teacher jobs, settling a salaries dispute in January and providing more
counsellors, more computers and a warm-fuzzy Minister who cares,
smiles and genuinely likes kids.

Ineducation policies, Labor is uncharacteristically cold-prickly; some
would even say feral. Many of their proposals of recent years have
been pinched by the Government. Law and order seems to be the issue
with a promise to put a ‘sin-bin’, or isolation room, in every school
with special supervision for the ‘baddies’ to be confined in it. There is
talk of rigour, standards, literature and the publishing of individuals®
and schools’ performance in the papers.

It seems reasonable to think that education will not be as burning an
issue this time and that a very closc election is expected with a range

of policy and local issues determining the result. (3
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