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Introduction 
 
The Australian Education Union has approximately 190,000 members across Australia and 
represents teachers and other education workers in primary, secondary and special schools, 
and the early childhood, TAFE and adult provision sectors. The great majority of its school-
based members are engaged in the very early stages of the implementation of the Australian 
Curriculum. As such the AEU is uniquely placed to represent and articulate the views of 
teachers and educators on the realities and experiences relating to the development and initial 
rollout of that curriculum. 
 
The AEU accordingly takes the opportunity to make this submission to the Donnelly-
Wiltshire Review of the Australian Curriculum. 
 
This submission will make some general observations around the issues outlined in the 
Review’s Terms of Reference and will make more specific comments and draw some 
conclusions around the implications of these Terms of Reference later in this document. 
 
 
Principles of curriculum development in a liberal democracy 
 
We believe that it is essential to begin such a discussion by having regard to what principles 
should underlie the development of curriculum which will affect the schooling and futures of 
the 3.3 million school students in Australian schools. We suggest that these principles should 
cohere with the principles of modern, liberal democracy, the interests of the nation and most 
importantly sustain each of those equally important 3.3 million school children. 
 
We believe also that these principles should have regard to the heritage of curriculum 
development in Australia and in its states and territories. 
 
We assert the following principles as a synthesis of the best of past practice and the soundest 
way forward in future considerations: 
 

1. The interests of school students are the paramount value. Curriculum should serve 
their immediate and long-term needs; 

 
2. The school curriculum encapsulates what a society believes its future citizens should 

know and be able to do; 
 

3. The school curriculum is also the means through which all students, irrespective of 
their background, are provided with access to the worlds of work and further study; 

 
4. A school curriculum should articulate with and progress social and economic 

objectives.    
 

5. A school curriculum cannot be owned by any individual group, political party, regime 
or tendency. Its success is predicated on consensus. It must be owned by society and 
the community in general; 

 
6. Accordingly, the building of a curriculum, and in particular a national curriculum, 

needs to be a shared and unhurried enterprise and ensure that all contingent 
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stakeholders are involved in the development process. This should include parents, 
practicing teachers, academics, teacher employers, political and bureaucratic leaders 
of systems, community and industry representatives along with teachers’ 
organizations including unions; 

 
7. The curriculum needs to have regard to the pluralism of the nation and respect for 

pluralist values within a liberal democracy; 
 
8. As such, the curriculum must allow for a national framework of learning but be so 

designed that all systems and communities of education may develop teaching 
programs from it consistent with the plurality of philosophies and belief systems 
within the nation; 

 
9. All involved in the development and review of curriculum need to manifest an 

understanding that curriculum statements and documents are not, and never have been 
in Australia’s liberal democratic heritage, prescriptive diktats. Rather they are tools 
for the purpose of building often diverse teaching programs across Australia’s school 
systems;  

 
10. All engaged in the processes must also know, understand and value the unique 

features of Australia’s education history which has been part of the national 
settlement since the first Public Instruction Acts were drafted in the 1870’s. 

 
 
The construction of the Australian curriculum thus far 
 
The Donnelly-Wiltshire Review has been tasked with four Terms of Reference for its work. 
 
The first two Terms of Reference are: 
 

 The Review of the Australian curriculum will evaluate the development and 
implementation of the Australian Curriculum. 

 The reviewers will consider the robustness, independence and balance of the 
Australian Curriculum, including 
 The process of curriculum shaping, development, monitoring, evaluation and 

review. 
 The curriculum content from Foundation to year 12 for subjects developed to 

date, with a particular focus on the curriculum for English, mathematics, science, 
history and geography. 

 
Members of the Australian Education Union and its branches and associated bodies have 
been actively engaged in all of the processes outlined in these Terms of Reference and feel 
especially well-placed to submit their experiences and professional judgments. 
 
The Australian Curriculum has been an evolutionary process germinating from the 
endorsement by the Ministerial Council of the Melbourne Declaration of 2008. It grew into a 
consensual project seeking to set out the core knowledge, skills and general capabilities 
important for all Australian students. 
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Hence, it was engaged in a historic national project. However, it was recognised that in the 
end, as the ACARA website described it, “Education Authorities in each state and territory 
have responsibility for implementation of the Australian Curriculum and for supporting 
schools and teachers”. 
 
The development of the Australian Curriculum took many years to even arrive at the national, 
consensual support for the four Foundation to Year 10 Statements. Along this path there were 
thousands of submissions, comments, critiques and contributions from teachers, parents, 
educators and community members. 
 
The AEU, for one, made constant and detailed submissions and representations. It had 
distinct unease at some of the directions and processes. Some of its advice was heeded. Some 
of it was not. That is the way matters unfold in a democracy. 
 
The curriculum was negotiated at the same time with all state and territory governments 
reflecting the full parliamentary spectrum of parties. There were pauses in development 
whilst issues were debated and eventually resolved. Some jurisdictions had greater 
willingness to move towards implementation than others but eventually final drafts were 
endorsed as documents that could be used as a basis for state and territory syllabuses, 
statements and possible teaching programs. 
 
Not only was the full range of parliamentary parties represented across the nation in the 
political endorsement of the first phase of the Australian Curriculum but the Board of 
ACARA itself represented a compendium of educational systems and leaders. They were the 
appointees of the full range of governments and political persuasions across the states and 
territories of the nation. It is perhaps instructive to document here the positions occupied by 
the ACARA Board which endorsed the Australian Curriculum being referred to the 
Ministerial Council for final approval. They are: 
 

 President, Board of Studies, NSW 
 Deputy Secretary, Tasmanian Department of Education 
 Executive Director, Catholic Education Commission, NSW 
 Former Assistant Director General, Curriculum, Queensland Department of Education 

and Training 
 Chief Executive Officer, Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority 
 Chair, School Curriculum and Standards Authority, West Australia 
 Principal Partner, Aquasia 
 Former Curriculum Adviser, Education Services Australia Ltd 
 Former Chief Executive, Association of Independent Schools of South Australia 
 Executive Director, Teaching and Learning Services, South Australian Department 

for Education and Child Development 
 Acting Deputy Chief Executive, School Education and Training Operations, Northern 

Territory Department of Education and Children’s Services. 
 
 
This is a range of organisations and individuals of a measured and inclusive nature which 
when coupled with the composition of the Ministerial Council which placed their seal on the 
first phase of the Australian Curriculum places the unfortunate and intemperate nature of the 
commentary used in launching this Review in its proper context. 
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It also places that element of the Terms of Reference that seeks to critique the “robustness, 
independence and balance of the Australian Curriculum” in a curious quest. Perhaps at no 
time in Australia’s education history has such, “robustness, independence and balance” been 
manifest. 
 
The first phase of the Australian Curriculum rollout reflected the diverse parentage of its 
development and the variegated and federal nature of education authorities in Australia. The 
ACT was prepared to introduce the four core subjects (English, Mathematics, Science and 
History) in 2011 whilst other jurisdictions joined in more gradually over 2012 and 2013 with 
NSW commencing some partial implantation in 2014.  
 
Hence, it is accurate to observe that the Australian Curriculum had not even been 
implemented in each state and territory when the Donnelly-Wiltshire Review of this 
curriculum was proclaimed. 
 
 
The current national situation 
 
The 2014 school year began with both the first day in which the Australian Curriculum was 
dawning in all jurisdictions and systems and with the unwelcome pall that had been cast over 
that introduction by the untimely and disturbing nature of the announcement of the Donnelly-
Wiltshire Review in the school holidays. In all states and territories the school year began 
with a newly-sprung uncertainty about where teaching programs might be headed. And this 
latter-day intervention was hatched after years of consultation and professional discussion 
and preparation for the emergence of a curriculum for the nation. 
 
All Branches and affiliated organisations of the AEU reported that many teachers were 
confounded by the announcement and attendant commentary by those responsible for the 
Review. It was doubly unhelpful and unsettling for school communities to read that the 
reviewers felt confident in being able to draft a preliminary report prior to even the end of the 
first school term of 2014 and that a final report could be made flesh by the middle of the year. 
Continuing with the theme of profound unhelpfulness the suggestion that consequent change 
could be wrought in time for the 2015 school caused further bewilderment.  
 
Students, teachers, parents and communities deserve better than this treatment. 
 
The reality for school communities is that there has been years of preparation and anticipation 
for the introduction and gradual implementation of the Australian Curriculum. 
 
All government and non-government school systems have been preparing for the Australian 
Curriculum for a considerable time. All government school systems have put in place 
professional training courses to equip teachers to develop teaching programs informed by the 
Australian Curriculum. Parents and students have been advised of developments and what 
has been in prospect. 
 
As one example, the Association of Independent Schools developed its Support for Schools 
suite of services and activities which included face to face courses, in-school consultancies, 
online activities, conferences and projects.i 
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In Queensland, the Government and the Queensland Studies Authority (QSA) provided 
advice to all schools, “in collaboration with state, independent and Catholic schools sectors” 
which gave detailed advice on time allocations, timetabling and programming, entitlements 
and guidance for preparation.iiTeachers in Queensland gain advice and guidelines about 
implementation, assessment and reporting from the QSA. 
 
In Victoria, the Australian Curriculum informs the AusVELS (Victorian Essential Learning 
Standards) approach which incorporates the ACARA documents within the curriculum 
framework first developed for the VELS. AusVELS uses an eleven level structure that aligns 
with the design of the Australian Curriculum whilst retaining Victorian priorities and 
approaches to teaching and learning. 
 
In Western Australia support has been rolled out and as in other jurisdictions the status of the 
Australian Curriculum materials was placed in its proper context. The Western Australia 
Department of Education indicated in its advice to teachers that, 
 

“The K-10 syllabuses are advisory materials. The syllabuses detail content of each 
year of schooling and phase of development from kindergarten to Year 10… 
 
When using these advisory materials, teachers will continue to make professional 
judgements about when to introduce content based on students’ prior learning and 
achievement.”iii 

 
Such advice was given across the nation in various forms. 
 
This makes the breathless commentary associated with the launch of the Review appear more 
than mildly absurd. Instead of the Australian Curriculum being a uniform, finite, totally 
prescriptive assault on western values and standards and orthodoxy and our way of life it is 
being used by all teachers and systems as a programming tool to develop teaching programs 
which adhere to the curriculum requirements of the local jurisdiction whilst also allowing 
content and philosophical emphases which are in accord with school communities. 
 
In South Australia, the Government and the Department for Education and Child 
Development (DECD) produced, in the middle of 2013, a consolidated and detailed 
document covering all elements required as the Australian Curriculum developed a South 
Australian manifestation. 
 
This document also made it plain that: 
 

“These guidelines acknowledge that specific decisions about how to organise 
learning are best made by teachers and schools. They are intended to provide the 
parameters within which schools can make local decisions that reflect the school’s 
context. The importance of this flexibility is recognised in the design and development 
of the Australian Curriculum. 
 
Schools are able to decide how best to deliver the curriculum, drawing on integrated 
approaches where appropriate and using pedagogical approaches that take account 
of students’ needs, interests and the school and community context. 
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DECD schools have the flexibility within the context and parameters of the policy and 
these guidelines to provide a curriculum that reflects their local context and 
recognises the learning entitlement of all students”.iv 

 
(As a typical case study of how systems have prepared schools for the introduction of the 
Australian Curriculum the South Australian DECD document is reproduced at Appendix 
One). 
 
In New South Wales, there has been a very considered prior discussion of the content of the 
Australian Curriculum and a gradual phasing-in of the four revised Kindergarten-Year 10 
syllabus areas which are informed by the Australian Curriculum documents, produced 
iteratively by ACARA. 
 
In July 2012, all schools in NSW received a memorandum jointly developed and signed by 
the NSW Board of Studies, the Association of Independent Schools of NSW, the Catholic 
Education Commission NSW and the NSW Department of Education and Communities. This 
joint memorandum indicated that revised NSW syllabus and support materials would arrive 
in schools by the end of 2012; that 2013 was to be a year of familiarisation for all schools and 
systems and that implementation would commence in 2014. All of the sectors agreed on the 
process and the timeline. (This communication is reproduced as Appendix Two). 
 
From its early conceptualisation in 2008 and through the thousands of submissions and 
hundreds of meetings and forums and consequent redrafts and revisions the development of 
the Australian Curriculum has in fact been an exemplary study of how curriculum should be 
developed in a modern liberal democracy. 
 
 
Quo vadis? 
 
Instead of the contumely heaped upon the process and eventual final products of this historic 
movement it should be honoured. Indeed, the third Term of Reference of the Donnelly-
Wiltshire Review and the associated ill-considered comments made around its launch assume 
a profound deficit in the curriculum shaping process. It will be extraordinary if the Review 
can conclude anything but praise for what has been achieved. 
 
The essential reality is that the Donnelly-Wiltshire Review is a very troubled operation. 
 
Indeed the Terms of Reference and the existence of a review with such scope seem to sit as a 
strange counterpoint to the recent remarks of one avid commentator who made plain that: 
 

“Under the Australian constitution and based on the fact that we have a federal 
system of government, school education is a responsibility of the states and not the 
Commonwealth Government”.v (Kevin Donnelly) 

 
Whilst intellectual consistency might be desirable in discussions to do with 3.3 million 
children and their educational futures, moderation in expression is certainly essential. And 
here the Review and the reviewers have profound problems with issues of “independence and 
balance” as their own Terms of Reference phrase it. 
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In the very week that the Review was announced The Australianvinewspaper, not a rabid left-
wing organ, shared some of the observations made by the reviewers in the recent past. 
 
One of the reviewers had lambasted a “cultural left national curriculum” whilst the other had 
already been on record as declaring the national curriculum a “failure” and had similarly 
uncovered “the astounding devaluation of the book” in modern teaching which occasioned 
some surprise and alarm to the great majority of teachers across the nation who daily delve 
into their school’s bookrooms. 
 
The problem of “robustness, independence and balance” for the Review itself was 
exacerbated when other media coveragevii reminded the public of Dr Donnelly’s assertion 
that, “The cultural left has taken the long march through the education system and enforced 
its biased, ideological world view on schools”.  
 
This précis of Dr Donnelly’s ideological world view also reminded readers of his disdain for 
multiculturalism, his production of educational materials for a tobacco firm, his contempt for 
homosexuals and his deep connections with the political Right. All of this is of course 
perfectly acceptable in a western, liberal democracy but they scarcely equip one to form one 
half of a duumvirate with a sweeping brief and Terms of Reference such as they have been 
assigned. 
 
Rather, it is to be hoped that anyone entrusted with such an important area for review had the 
capacity for moderation in thought and expression, a respect for truth and academic method 
and an open mind. 
 
There is no evidence of this with Dr Donnelly. 
 
His assertion regarding the history curriculum that, “Anyone reading the two syllabus 
documents, covering kindergarten to year 10 and years 11 and 12, can be left in no doubt that 
schools across Australia will soon be forced to teach a new-age and politically correct view 
of history and Australia’s place in the world”viii is simply and demonstrably untrue. 
 
Further, his claims that in modern teaching “The grand narrative associated with the rise of 
Western civilization, the classics associated with our literary heritage and the belief that 
science and technology are beneficial and central to overcoming poverty and disease have all 
been replaced with vacuous and mundane subjects like studying the local community, the life 
of Princess Di and the dangers of global warming” is profoundly ignorant and a libel against 
the teaching profession. 
 
Such polemics have no place in true intellectual deliberations and such a polemicist is 
scarcely fit to cast judgement on the “robustness, independence and balance” of those 
engaged, from a plurality of backgrounds and persuasions, in seeking to build worthwhile 
curriculum for the nation’s children. 
 
Similarly, when the same commentator-reviewer would insistixon compelling all children to 
study the Bible as part of the Australian Curriculum he reveals an ignorance of Australia’s 
education history. One need only glance overseas to discover what unfolds when the overly 
zealous seek to impose the teaching of a holy book as a mandated element of a school 
curriculum. Certainly, children may have the Bible as part of the curriculum in faith schools 
and they have done so in this country for over two centuries.  
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As part of the great education settlement in the colonies of the latter part of the nineteenth 
century it was agreed that public systems of education would eschew instruction of a 
dogmatic and specific kind. Part of the guarantee of freedom of religion in this country was to 
be based on freedom from religion in teaching programs. And part of respect for all citizens’ 
belief systems was the guarantee that one religious tradition was not to be privileged by the 
state over another. This is simply basic to the finely-honed and successful western, liberal 
tradition of Australia and in particular, its public school system. 
 
 
Some conclusions 
 
The Donnelly-Wiltshire Review might sadly become merely a sideshow in Australia’s history 
and the regrettable tenor of its launch suggests perhaps a lack of aforethought in the manner 
and timing of its launch.  
 
At least 50 per cent of the reviewing panel appears to have animus towards public education, 
an insufficient grasp of the implications of academic method and a complete disrespect for 
the enormity of what has been achieved thus far in building a consensus around the 
Australian Curriculum. The other 50 per cent of the panel has some hard choices to make if 
his intellectual reputation is not to be sullied by association, permanently. 
 
A grand coalition of forces across the full intellectual and political spectrum has been 
engaged at all levels in constructing this curriculum and they have done so in an unhurried 
and collaborative fashion. Along this path, the AEU, its constituent branches and bodies and 
thousands of its teacher members have been involved and engaged. At times, this input has 
been heeded and at other times different counsel prevailed. Again, this is what occurs in a 
successful, liberal democracy. 
 
Schools and systems and jurisdictions of a sweeping breadth have been a part of its 
development. It is now unfolding in a pluralist fashion where teaching programs can be 
developed from it in a myriad of ways consistent with the different philosophies, priorities 
and needs of school communities and systems. 
 
The Australian Curriculum is but a few weeks old. The nation’s education systems and 
leaders and teachers are now moving behind it having prepared for some years for this 
moment. 
 
To have the initial achievement of this Australian Curriculum derailed by a duumvirate acting 
contrary to what fact and objective analysis would teach them would be a grand disservice to 
the students of Australia and the future of the nation. 
 
If the eventual recommendations emanating from the Review merely reveal a willful 
continuation of tendentious thought and an obdurate mindset, it will be recorded in history as 
that sideshow.  
 
Australia deserves better than an education show trial. 
 
                                                           
i See www.aisnsw.edu.au/Services/AustralianCurriculum/Pages/Support  Accessed January 31,2014 
ii See www.qsa.qld.edu.au/downloads/publications  Accessed January 31, 2014 
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iii See www.det.wa.edu/curriculumsupport/k10syllabus/detcms/portal  Accessed January 31, 2014 
ivGuidelines for the implementation of the Australian Curriculum in DECD schools: Reception-Year 10 DECD  
v “The battle for education control” June 10, 2013 The Drum www.abc.net.au/unleashed/4744284.html  
Accessed January 13, 2014 
vi The Australian January 10, 2014 
vii Education reviewer tarred by tobacco past” Sun Herald January 12, 2014 p7 
viii “History channeled: left-wing bias in teaching” The Drum May 31 2010 
www.abc.net.au/unleashed/34718.html  Accessed January 13, 2014 
ix “The Bible deserves a place in the national curriculum” The Drum December 31 2011 
www.abc.net.au/unleashed/3750156.html 
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