Draft K-10 Australian Curriculum: English – ETAQ Feedback


English Teachers Association of Queensland (ETAQ)

Feedback on ACARA’s Draft K-10 Australian Curriculum: English

Introduction 

1. ETAQ welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the draft curriculum. The Association has provision for both individual and school corporate membership and a conservative estimate would be that membership coverage extends to at least 1500 teachers of English in Queensland schools. Most of our members teach in secondary schools but others work in middle or primary school settings. Most emphasis has been placed on the Years 7-10 section of the curriculum.
2. The response was compiled by the following process:

2.1. three sessions of preliminary discussions were conducted in conjunction with a regular PD activity in mid March
2.2. the Association’s Management Committee then discussed the draft at two of its regular monthly meetings

2.3. a draft ETAQ response was written, posted to the Association’s web site and member comment invited via email bulletins

2.4. two meetings to discuss the draft feedback were scheduled in the Brisbane area

Rationale

3. Extract: “The Australian Curriculum: English involves learning about English language, literature and literacy. These three interrelated areas of learning form the core of the English curriculum and provide the foundation for study across all curriculum areas.”

3.1. Comment: If “all curriculum areas” means areas other than English then the claim in the final clause seems overstated. While literacy skills are certainly required for success in all areas of the curriculum, and a knowledge of language has the potential to enhance learning in many areas, it is difficult to see how literature can make a significant contribution to areas such as mathematics and science.
4. Extract: “Australia is a linguistically and culturally diverse country. Participation in many aspects of Australian life depends largely on effective communication in Standard Australian English (English). Australians also participate in a global communication environment in which proficiency in English is valuable. The Australian Curriculum: English contributes to both nation-building and internationalisation. It respects the value of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders' contribution to Australian society, literary heritage and contemporary literature in Australia through their distinctive ways of representing and communicating knowledge and experience. The curriculum also places emphasis on understanding the cultures of Asia. The Australian Curriculum: English plays an important part in developing the understanding and capabilities of young people who will take responsibility for Australia in the future.” 

4.1. Comment: The rationale properly points out that Australia is a culturally diverse country. It is also true that many immigrants come from places other than Asia. Subject English can make an important contribution to multicultural understandings but the focus on “understanding the cultures of Asia” is inappropriately narrow.
5. Extract: “Through studying English students learn to listen, read and view, speak, write and create increasingly complex and sophisticated texts with accuracy, fluency and purpose. They acquire, use and display their knowledge in and out of school. Students come to an explicit understanding and appreciation of the nature of the English language and how it works to create various kinds of meanings. The study of English helps students to extend and deepen their relationships, to understand their identities and their place in a changing world, and to become citizens and workers who are ethical, thoughtful and informed.”
5.1. Comment:  The emphasis on understanding how the English language works to create various kinds of meanings is to be commended.
6. Extract: “It also helps students to engage imaginatively with literature, to understand and value informed appreciation, criticism and literary history. In the senior years of school, studying English helps prepare students to pursue pathways in education, training and work.”
6.1. Comment: The foregrounding of “informed appreciation, criticism and literary history” would be appropriate for the Literature option in Years 11 and 12 but are not really suitable for much of the K-10 section of the school curriculum. 
Aims
7. Extract “In light of this rationale, the language, literature and literacy strands of the Australian Curriculum: English provide students with the opportunity to: 

· understand and use Standard Australian English in its spoken and written forms and in combination with other non-linguistic forms of communication

· develop a sense of the capacity of Standard Australian English to evoke feelings, and to organise and convey information and ideas
· use language to inform, persuade, entertain and argue

· understand, interpret, reflect on and create an increasingly broad repertoire of spoken, written and multimodal texts across a growing range of settings

· develop interest and skill in inquiring into the aesthetic aspects of texts, an informed appreciation of literature, and an understanding of literary criticism, heritage and values

· develop proficiency in the increasingly specialised written and spoken language forms of schooling”
7.1. Comment
Literary criticism is an appropriate area of interest for the Literature option for Years 11 and 12 but it should not be highlighted in the aims for a K-10 syllabus. It is difficult to see what “an understanding of literary criticism” would mean in the lower primary years. Having the opportunity to enjoy literary texts and to learn to respond to them in a variety of ways would be a more appropriate aim. This aspect of the aims should be amended.
Organisation
8. On-line presentation



8.1. The on-line delivery of the curriculum is a significant improvement over the traditional, paper document format. The capacity to alter the view (eg by strand or by year level) is particularly useful as is the arrangement of having additional information available as Content Elaborations behind the front page.
8.2. There is a wealth of valuable information in the Content Elaborations. 
8.3. The Glossary section is essential and is presented in a user-friendly fashion. However, it will need to be progressively added to. One item that will need to be added here is the grammar term “subject”. Some might think that this is so obvious as to need no mention but the matter is not that straightforward. One common understanding is that the subject is the “doer” of the action of the verb in a clause but this does hold for passive voice constructions. In a clause/ simple sentence like “the boy was stung by the bees” the singular subject-verb agreement operates between “the boy” and “was stung” although the boy is on the receiving end of the action, not performing it.
9. Organisation graphic  
9.1. At the start of the section headed “Organisation of the learning area” is a graphic showing segments for Listening, Reading, Speaking and Writing plus the three strands of Language, Literature and Literacy radiating out from a hub labeled “Making Meaning”. A couple of comments are appropriate here.
9.2. The graphic shows only four modes of language use (Listening, Reading, Speaking and Writing) but the Literacy section further down the page appropriately expands this to also include viewing and creating. The graphic should either be amended or have a note to the effect that reading includes viewing and writing includes creating.
9.3. More importantly, the notion represented in the graphic of making meaning being at the centre of activity in the subject is not suitably followed up in the written text. It is recommended that the information about the strands should be prefixed by a statement to the effect that making meaning in the comprehension and composition of texts is the core activity of subject English. A similar statement would improve the Preface statements for the various year levels.

10. Strands  
10.1. Provided that they are defined in appropriately broad, forward-looking ways, the three elements of Language, Literature and Literacy effectively describe the scope or “territory” of the subject. However, this does not necessarily mean that they were the best choice for the top level structure of the curriculum document. 
10.2. On the consultation website ACARA claims that one of the things that make the draft curriculum world class is the way it is organized. Quite to the contrary, it can be argued that the way it is organised is potentially one of its greatest weaknesses. The two relevant aspects here are the organisation into the three strands of Language, Literature and literacy and then the listing of content description objectives by year levels rather than by stages or phases of schooling.

10.3. The draft curriculum rightly and repeatedly stresses that the strands are interrelated but the visual layout invites one to read down the “shopping list” of objectives in each strand rather than, in the first instance at least, thinking about how they can and should be integrated. It is appreciated that the very tight timelines will not allow for a fundamental re-organisation but the potentially negative effects should be counteracted by:
10.3.1. amending the “Organisation of the learning area” section and the Preface statements for each year level to emphasize that making meaning with texts is the core activity and that the subject should generally be taught via integrated units which incorporate and interconnect the three strands.

10.3.2. adding sample units of work to the curriculum website which demonstrate how appropriate integration can be achieved.

11. Content descriptions  
11.1. The other aspect of the way that the curriculum is organized that constitutes a significant weakness is the presentation of content descriptions for individual years rather than for stages or phases of schooling. It is appreciated that this might make sense to the lay person and play well in politicians’ 30 second sound bites but it is not always well suited to the nature of subject English or the ways that students’ learning develops.
11.2. While it appears that some attempt has been made, a consistent structure that would facilitate the reading of the requirements of a particular strand across several year levels is not as clear as it needs to be. It is imperative that a consistent structure should be obvious as teachers look at the details for adjacent year levels. Ideally, this structure should be derived from an explicit model of language that the draft currently lacks. In Queensland syllabus documents for nearly twenty years this model of language has been that of texts within contexts.
11.3. The following table shows the headings for the Language strand content descriptions for Years 8-10.
	Year 8
	Year 9
	Year 10

	1. language change
	1. intertextuality
	1. history of English

	2. creating identities
	2. social inclusion
	2. engaging others

	3. alternative perspectives
	3. layering of meaning
	3. citing others

	4. comment adverbials
	4. evaluative vocabulary
	4. inferring attitudes

	5. vocabulary expansion
	5. vocabulary expansion
	5. vocabulary

	6. connecting ideas
	6. clause types
	6. connecting ideas

	7. clauses
	7. nominalization
	7. expressing ideas

	8. tense
	8. extended verb groups
	8. complex sentence

	9. adverbs
	9. abstract nouns
	9. organizing longer texts

	10. text structure
	10. parallelism
	10. visual grammar

	11. writing clear sentences
	11. punctuation
	11. punctuation

	12. punctuation
	
	

	13. figurative language
	
	


11.4. The table illustrates several problems.
11.5. Some patterns can be discerned (eg the mention of aspects of punctuation in each of the year levels) but generally an easy-to-follow scope and sequence across year levels is not readily apparent. This needs to be improved for the curriculum to be used effectively by teachers, let alone be in the contention to be considered “world class”.
11.6. In the “Introduction to English” video on the website Professor Peter Freebody says that one of the key features of the curriculum was to do with “intensifying the continuity of learning across the school years” and avoiding “broken-up learning or bits and bobs of things”. This is a very worthy aim but one which has not yet been delivered. The “shopping list” presentation of small learning descriptions does rather seem to invite what he described as “broken-up learning”. Without an obvious pattern or structure within which the details are presented, the lists do appear as “bits and bobs of things”.

11.7. Generally, the various content descriptions are, in themselves, very worthwhile aspects of learning In English although this will not always be fully apparent unless the Content Elaborations are accessed. The problem is that this “shopping list” presentation of small details is not very conducive to effective and efficient teacher planning. Effective planning, we would contend, proceeds from the general to the particular, not the other way around. Planning for a year or a unit of work should start with relatively few “big picture” goals, eg read specified texts effectively and/or write effectively in a particular genre or text type. The details of the sort presented in the content descriptions then flow from these larger objectives.
11.8. To start with the “shopping lists” of three separate strands and then try to determine how to package them together in engaging and logical ways is not the best basis for teacher planning.

11.9. The other problem illustrated by the table is that an attempt to spell out content objectives by individual years rather than by stages or phases of schooling ends up with many of the placements of particular items of content appearing very arbitrary. In many cases one can very reasonably ask why Year X rather than Year X-1 or Year X+1. No obvious answers to this sort of question are readily forthcoming. Teaching English at, say, Year 9 level will not be fundamentally different from Year 8. If the teacher needs to be aware of the material detailed for previous years it would be more convenient for ideas to be presented for stage or phases.
11.10. As with the strand arrangement, it is appreciated that short timelines and political imperatives will probably not permit of a major re-structuring of this aspect. However, what should be possible, and what we would recommend, is that overviews of phases or stages precede sets of individual year levels. The desired continuity of learning that Professor Freebody mentions in the introductory video could then be made more apparent. In addition, this would reflect Sections 5.6 to 5.9 of the ACARA document “Shape of the Australian Curriculum: English” which described three stages of schooling: Years K-2, Years 3-6 and Years 7-10. 
11.11. Some acknowledgement of the difficulty of spelling out different detail for each year level is already evident in the document. The Preface statements for Years 7 and 8 have exactly the same listings of possible multimodal/ digital texts. Similarly, so do the Preface statements for Years 9 and 10.
12. Literature Strand 

12.1. Under the Creating heading in the Literature Strand for Years 8 and 9, reference is made to creating “a range of multimodal texts”. It seems inappropriate that only multimodal texts should be mentioned since this sole focus is not evident in the Preface statements.
13. Texts 

13.1. The paragraph on the Literature strand in the Organisation section appropriately includes film and multimodal texts as “literary texts”. This is not completely mirrored in the section on Texts which says that: “Literary texts include drama, poetry, stories, speeches and biographies.” To avoid any possible confusion, all descriptions of what constitutes literature and literary texts should be consistent.

13.2. The range of literary texts to be used is appropriately broad: “Australian literature (including traditional and contemporary Indigenous literature)* and world literature drawn from classic and contemporary texts including texts from Asia.” (* NB the brackets are not closed on the website). However, it is problematic that the draft suggests that all elements of this broad range should be used in each and every year of schooling. To avoid an artificial “tick the box” obligatory compliance approach, it would be much more sensible to indicate that this wide range should be covered across a stage or phases of several years. If the subject is taught in integrated units of work and the texts used have some logical connection to a central organizing theme, it will probably be quite difficult to include both traditional and contemporary Indigenous literature along with texts from Asia in every year level.
13.3. In connection with the paragraph above it is worth noting that, in the introductory video, Professor Freebody talks about an “intense focus on literature” with fewer texts being explored more deeply. He was referring to the primary sector but the issue of the number and range of texts to be used applies across the whole K-10 span. It is difficult to marry the notion of deep exploration of fewer texts with the wide span recommended for each year level.

13.4. In the section on the Rationale above, the suggestion has already been made that it would be more appropriate to require some use of texts that contribute to multicultural understandings rather than just ones that connect with Asia.

13.5. It is good that no attempt has been made to specify particular texts but guidance in the selection of appropriate Asian ones will be useful.
14. Grammar  

14.1. The explicit teaching of grammar as outlined in the Organisation section with its emphasis on understanding how the language works and the development of a metalanguage to describe what is going on in texts is generally endorsed. However, a number of further comments are appropriate.
14.2. The section on grammar in “Organisation of the learning area” properly implies that knowledge of grammar is a means to an end rather than an end in itself. This important notion would be strengthened by the addition of something like the statement in the English Shape paper that “the overall goal (of grammar teaching) is conversion of ‘knowledge about’ language into a capacity for effective listening, speaking, viewing, reading, writing and creating.” The draft curriculum mentions knowledge of grammar helping students to “develop more complex, subtle, abstract, clear or creative expression” but appropriate knowledge of grammar also has the capacity to aid comprehension as well as composition.

14.3. In spite of the commendable approach outlined above, it is unfortunately likely that the combination of the “shopping list” presentation of items of grammatical knowledge in the content descriptions, and the current “high stakes” nature of the NAPLAN tests will mean that many schools will see knowledge of grammatical terms as an end in itself. This regrettable outcome could probably best be countered by the addition to the curriculum site of sample units of work which demonstrate how grammatical knowledge can appropriately be developed and employed. Changing the “high stakes” nature of the NAPLAN tests would also be desirable but we appreciate that that is a separate issue.

14.4. The caution about grammatical items being taught out of context is commended. However, the problems related to content descriptions in general described above will be particularly relevant to aspects of grammar.
14.5. It is good to see that the approach to grammar teaching envisaged by the curriculum is definitely not a return to what commonly occurred in schools prior to the 1970s. Unfortunately, the “back to basics” ranting by politicians that accompanied the release of the draft and was parroted by the media will suggest to the uninformed that this is what is intended. Again, the cure to this potential problem lies in the provision of appropriate sample units of work.
14.6. It is also good to see that the grammatical concepts and terms used derive from what many would identify as both traditional (standard) and functional grammar. It is a pity that it was apparently felt that this could not be made more explicit, no doubt because of concern about how this might be perceived by some elements of the media. For the grammar content of the curriculum to fully realize its potential it will be necessary for supporting professional development programs to make clear that, at school level, traditional (standard) and functional grammar are not mutually exclusive alternatives and that useful understandings are to be derived from both.
14.7. Although it is implied, the “Organisation of the learning area” section on grammar would be improved by a clear statement that the traditional focus on avoidance of grammatical errors is necessary but insufficient and that understandings of grammar need to include an appreciation that the patterns and grammatical choices in effective texts are ones appropriate to subject matter, genre, purpose and audience. This is clearly evident in many of the Content Elaborations which provide very useful detail.
14.8. As with other aspects of the Language strand, the grammar elements would make more sense to teachers and students if they could see where they sat within a clearly articulated model of language. The “making meaning” hub of the initial graphic should be clearly elaborated as being about composing and comprehending texts in social and cultural contexts. This is implied in some parts of the curriculum but would benefit from a clear initial statement.
15. Achievement Standards  

15.1. The general Overview says that: “An achievement standard describes the quality of learning (the depth of understanding, extent of knowledge and sophistication of skill) expected of students at each year level.” In their current form, the so-called “Achievement Standards” do not adequately describe quality of learning. They are really just statements of desired learning outcomes and, on their own, could not be the basis for constructing assessment criteria and standards schemas to support teacher judgments about A-E grades. 
15.2. The organisation of the “Achievement Standards” into three language modes (listening & speaking, reading, writing) produces some unnecessary repetition. The statement for Listening & speaking for Year 8 contains the following sentence: “They create coherent imaginative, informative and persuasive texts and they explain language and structural choices made that convey meaning and content effectively.” This could equally apply to the writing component. It would probably be better to initially organize these standard statements for composing and comprehending and then add any material that might be specific to particular modes, eg to speaking as opposed to writing.

16. Conclusion 

16.1. There is still considerable work to be done to produce a curriculum which can genuinely claim to be “world class”. It is strongly recommended that the version produced as a result of this consultation phase should be clearly identified as still very much a work in progress with a final version to be produced only after the document has been properly trialed in schools. In addition, of course, that “final version” will then need to be reviewed and updated on a regular basis.

16.2. ETAQ appreciates the considerable effort that has been invested by the writers into this draft document. We understand that the very short time lines involved have complicated what was already a very challenging task.

Garry Collins

President

English Teachers Association of Queensland (ETAQ)

25 May 2010
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