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teachers a gold star and

put the bad ones out to pasture

ehind the furore over
schoolleague tables,
the criticism of stand -
ardised testing, the
self-interested
screamingofneander-
thal teachers’ unions and the
remarkable steclin Julia Gillard'’s
spine,isaveryimportant fact. More
than anythingelsein education, it is
teachers who make a difference.

Research by Professor Bill
Louden, of the University of Western
Australia, and from overseas,
increasingly points to the instinct-
ively obvious: regardless of how
many school halls orarcheryfields,
regardless even ol'a child’s socio-
cconomicbackground, teacher
qualityis thekey to success.

The mostvaluable information
standardised testing can provide is
the ditference good teaching makes,
allowing thelucky child with agood
teacher toimproveatagreaterrate
than hercontemporaries stuck with
duds or mediocrities.

Thiskind ofinformation is, of
course, anathema to a union culture
hell-benton preservinga false “see-
no-evil” egalitarianism amongits
membership, wherelongevity of
service isrewarded over excellence,
ingenuityis crushed, and children,
especially those withoutinvolved,
compctent parents, suffer.

To hergreat credit, Gillard, the
federal Cducalion Minister, isdeter-
mined to empower parents and
policy-makerswith as muchinform-
ation as possible about the perform-
ance ofschools and teachers. Her
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My School website, launched last
week, includes the resutts of nation-
alnumeracyand literacy tests for
years3,5,7and9in eachof the
nation’salmost 10,000 schools.

“We would expect parents to have
robustconversations with teachers
and principals,” she said. “This
should put pressure on people.”

The extent of the pent-up demand
from parents forsuch information
was revealed in the fact the site
crashed under the weight of
9million hitsinitsfirst day. People
started usingitat lam.

The Austratian Education Union,
purportedly representing 180,000
teachers, underits militant federal
president, Angelo Gavrielatos, has
been fighting the website on every
front, and threatens to boycott super-
vision of this year’s tests. Gillard,
adiirably, is standingher ground. “If
theydon'treconsider, we will get it
done bywhatever meansit takes.”

While some parents have reported-
lybeen pulling their children out of
schools that rated poorly on the web-
site, the school is infactlessimport-
antthan theindividual teacher.

Asanarticte thismonthin The
Atlantictitled “What makes a great
teacher?” putsit: “Parents have
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alwaysworried about where to send
their children to school; but the
school, statistically speaking, does
not matteras muchaswhich adult
standsin front of their children.
Teacher qualitytends to vary more
within schools—even supposedly
good schools-than amongschools.”

The problemishowtoidentity the
qualities ol great teachers. This is
where Macquarie University’s joint
projectwith the Cape York Aborigin-
alleader Noel Pearson, “Teach for
Australia”, comesin.

Based on an American program,
“Teach TFor America”, the non-profit
organisation, with such sponsors as
Boston Consulling Group and
Stockland, operatesoutside the

The school is actually
less important than the
individual teacher.

education establishment, butisnow
championed by Gillard.
Itrecruitsnon-teachers—high
achieving university graduates—to
parachute into a disadvantaged
school for two years, bringing
enthusiasmanda fresh approach.
Theyare given six weeks’ intens-
ive training, 70 hours aweek over the
Christiasholidays, and will receive
apostgraduate diplomain teaching.
Lastweek the firstcrop of 46 TFA
associate, as theyare called, began
teachingin Victorian schools. The
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program has been popular, with 750
applications for 50 places.
Theaverage UATscore of the
applicantswas 97. TFA cites an Amer-
ican study that found Teach For
America teachers arc “more effective,
asmeasured by student exam per-
formance, than traditional teachers”.
Of course, teachers unions have
been hostile, with claims TFA
“demeans” the profession. But they
areincreasinglyirrelevant,and ina
speechto the new TFA teachers two
weeks ago, Gillard said she expected
theywould be welcomed by estab-
lished teachers “because I believe
thebest people aren’t afraid to be
surrounded by the best people”.
Theideafor TFA came froma
seminal paper by Pearson forthe
then Cape York Institutein 2007:
Teach for Australia. A practical plan
fo gergreat teachersintoremote
schools. Theideawas championed
by Professor Steven Schwartz, vice-
chancellor ot Macquarie University,
whose Professor Kevin Wheldall
alrcady had been working with Pear-
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son on successtul phonics-based
reading programsin Cape York.

In the US this year 7300 Teach for
America teachers will teach almost
halfa million children, almost alt of
whom are poorand African Americ-
an or Latino, reports The Atlantic.

The American TFA found a pat-
ternamongexceptional teachers—
those whose studentsachieved at
least 1% years’ growthinayear. They
“sctbiggoals [and] constantly re-
evaluatewhattheyare doing... fre-
quently check for understanding;
lestablished a] well-executed
rouline; avidly recruited students
and their familiesinto the process;
planned exhaustively and purpose-
fully; refused to surrender to the
combined menaces of poverty, bur-
eaucracy, and budgetary shortfalls
[and they had] arclentless mindset”.

The heartening discoveryis that
great teachingis not rocket science,
and, as Steven Farr of Teach for
Americasays, is “neithermysterious
normagical. Itis neithera function
ofdynamic personality nor dramat-
icperformance.”
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Importantly, great teaching tech-
niques can be taught.

Inher TFA speech Gillard laid
down the philosophy behind the
project: “That children from the
poorest and most difficult back-
grounds canlearn and achieve and
if they fail to do so, we the adults
have let them down.”

The war against teachers’ unions is
on-only this timcitisnot from their
traditional conservative enemies,
who have proved spectacularly
unsuccessful over thelastdecadein
breakingunion control of education.

Anewresolve from the unions’ old
alliesand enablers, the Australian
Labor Party, and in the US the
Democrats, unable anylonger to
ignore the disastrous effect of pro-
gressive policies of the past 40 years,
lookslike finally breaking their
destructive dominance.

Atlastwe can prove that demo-
graphy is not destiny.

devinemiranda®@hotmail.com
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