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[bookmark: _Toc122602529][bookmark: _Toc125027616]Foreword
The Australian, State and Territory Governments share responsibility for school education and have a long history of working together to build the national institutions, systems and tools that support better student outcomes.
This review considered the most recent focus for collaborative reform efforts, the National School Reform Agreement. The Commission was asked to assess the effectiveness and appropriateness of the National Policy Initiatives included in the agreement, and the appropriateness of the national Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia in measuring progress towards outcomes. Importantly, the Commission was also asked to make recommendations to inform the design of the next school reform agreement. 
This report presents the Commission’s analysis of progress on national reform efforts, and assessment of performance reporting and accountability arrangements. It also identifies potential reform options for a successor agreement. In doing so, the Commission focussed on factors that influence student outcomes that are amenable to intergovernmental collaboration. 
In undertaking this review, the Commission has benefited from engagement with students, teachers, school leaders, unions, representatives from the Catholic and Independent school sectors, academics and officials from the Australian, State and Territory Governments. In addition, the Commission consulted with key education entities such as the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, the Australian Education Research Organisation and Education Services Australia. The Commission would particularly like to thank those young people who took time out of their busy learning schedules to share their experiences of school, including over the past few challenging years.
The Commissioners would like to express their appreciation to the staff who worked on the review.
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	Key points
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	All Australian governments have endorsed the national goal of a high quality, high equity education system and have a long history of collaborating on reforms to pursue this goal. 
The most recent vehicle for national collaboration — the National School Reform Agreement (NSRA) — outlines eight National Policy Initiatives (NPIs) to lift outcomes in student achievement, attainment and engagement.

	[image: ]
	The NSRA’s initiatives have done little, so far, to improve student outcomes.
Some NPIs are complete but will take time to produce results, while others have not yet led to actual reforms.
Two important NPIs — the Unique Student Identifier and Online Formative Assessment Initiative — have been delayed. In December 2022, Education Ministers announced progress in addressing sticking points.   
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	Even so, the NSRA is a sound platform for intergovernmental collaboration.
The objective, outcomes and many of the NSRA’s sub‑outcomes are still relevant and should continue to set the direction of reforms in the next school reform agreement. A new outcome on student wellbeing should be added, as wellbeing is both a desired outcome of schooling, and a means of improving learning outcomes.
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	The next school reform agreement should include firm targets for improving academic achievement for all students, including students from priority equity cohorts, in each jurisdiction. 
New state-level targets would provide jurisdictions with greater discretion about how they improve achievement (compared to NPIs), while strengthening accountability for results (compared to national performance indicators that are directional and open ended).
The basis of each new target should be common to all jurisdictions; however, there should be scope for the Commonwealth and each jurisdiction to negotiate the level of the target.
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	All jurisdictions face common reform challenges — addressing these should be the focus of the next school reform agreement. Governments should advance reforms to:
support quality teaching and effective school leadership: priorities could include reducing low‑value tasks and out‑of‑field teaching, disseminating best practice, and producing evidence‑backed resources that teachers and leaders trust and use — the last of these could be the basis of new NPIs.
support all students to achieve basic levels of literacy and numeracy: tens of thousands of students do not achieve basic levels of literacy and numeracy each year. The next school reform agreement should include specific targets and measures to support these students.
reduce differences in achievement across students: many students identified as priority equity cohorts in the NSRA, along with other students (such as those in out‑of‑home care), face significant challenges. Governments should consider augmenting the priority equity cohorts, and adopt new approaches, developed and implemented in consultation with the relevant parties, to lift outcomes for all students.
promote wellbeing: many children and young people struggle with poor wellbeing because of experiences in and outside their schools. Teachers need more support to help students to manage these issues and achieve their potential. 
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	Greater flexibility in progressing reforms should be accompanied by increased accountability for and transparency of results.
Along with better use of targets, bilateral agreements will need to be more of a focal point for jurisdictions to advance reforms, and annual performance reporting will need to be improved. 
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What is this review about?
Four years ago, on the back of a $319 billion funding deal,[footnoteRef:2] and amid concerns that Australia’s performance in international testing had fallen, the Commonwealth, States and Territories struck an agreement on national reforms to lift education outcomes — the National School Reform Agreement (NSRA).  [2:  As part of its Quality Schools package, the Australian Government committed to increasing funding for schools from $18.7 billion in 2018 to $33 billion in 2029, bringing funding to an estimated $318.9 billion over 2018 to 2029.] 

The objective of the NSRA is for Australian schools to provide a high quality and equitable education for all students. This continues a longstanding commitment by Education Ministers to equity and excellence in schooling. While equity and quality are not defined in the NSRA, these concepts are embodied in the NSRA’s outcomes, targets and national performance measures (sub‑outcomes).
To lift outcomes in student achievement, attainment and engagement, the NSRA outlines three reform directions, supported by eight National Policy Initiatives (NPIs) and bilateral agreements between the Commonwealth and each State and Territory government (figure 1). Implementing the reform initiatives is a condition of Commonwealth funding. 
The Australian Government has asked the Commission to:
assess the effectiveness and appropriateness of the NPIs under the NSRA, recognising that reforms take time to implement and mature 
assess the appropriateness of the Measurement Framework for Schooling in measuring progress towards achieving the outcomes of the NSRA
make recommendations to inform the design of the next school reform agreement and to improve the National Measurement Framework.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  The Measurement Framework for Schooling underpins the National Report on Schooling in Australia.] 

Funding is outside the scope of the Commission’s Review.
In making recommendations to inform the next school reform agreement, the Commission recognises:
the COVID‑19 pandemic and recent natural disasters have disrupted education systems but also revealed their resilience and opportunities for innovation
there are factors ‘outside the school gates’, that can significantly affect students’ performance and wellbeing. Schools usually cannot change these factors, but they can make a positive difference to the impact of these factors on student learning, and offer students the best chances of success
all governments have committed to the National Agreement on Closing the Gap and Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031, which embed obligations for education departments and school systems
a new agreement will form part of a broader policy landscape. All states and territories have their own reform agendas and there are other intergovernmental initiatives in education underway, such as the National Teacher Workforce Action Plan.
[bookmark: _Ref110001642]
[bookmark: _Ref110001667]Figure 1 – Snapshot of the National School Reform Agreement (2019–2023)a
[image: Figure 1 shows a snapshot of the National School Reform Agreement (NSRA). The NSRA aims for Australian schooling to provide a high quality and equitable education for all students. The NSRA specifies three reform directions: supporting students, student learning and student achievement. Supporting teaching, school leadership and school improvement. Enhancing the national evidence base. These three reform directions are to be progressed through national and state and territory specific initiatives with reporting and public transparency to give the community confidence.]
a. On 11 December 2020, Education Ministers agreed to amend the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) targets on attainment to reflect the adoption of the updated national target for school education endorsed by State and Territory First Ministers through the National Agreement on Closing the Gap. On 29 May 2020, National Cabinet agreed to the formation of the National Federation Reform Council and the abolition of COAG. The targets are still in effect.
[bookmark: _Toc113956914]How have national reforms fared?
Progress on initiatives has been slow and many focus on enablers rather than achieving outcomes 
[bookmark: _Ref110001458]Parties intended for the NPIs to provide teachers, school leaders, and policy makers with resources to make informed decisions and improve practice. But progress on some of the initiatives that would make the most difference has been slower than expected. 
Two NPIs — the Online Formative Assessment Initiative (OFAI) and the Unique Student Identifier (USI) — have the potential to provide much needed tools to better understand student progress. 
The USI could unlock insights on students’ progress, the factors that influence the paths they take, and the outcomes they achieve. As the New South Wales Department of Education (sub. 12, p. 13) observed: ‘… the USI has the potential to provide a new, unique and rich data source to inform policy in a way which was never possible before.’ Already more than 13 years in the making, differences about data use have hindered progress.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Governments committed to introducing a national USI as far back as 2009 (MCEETYA 2009, p. 19). In contrast, a USI has been in place in VET since 2015 and will begin to operate in the Higher Education sector in 2023.] 

The OFAI could enable teachers to better assess a student’s knowledge, skills and understanding, identify next steps in learning, and track progress over time. Given the significant variation in student achievement in any given year level — spanning, on average, as much as 4 years of learning in numeracy within individual schools and about 6 years across all schools — the OFAI would help teachers tailor their teaching to a student’s level of knowledge and understanding. But as progress has flagged, some jurisdictions have pressed ahead with local (albeit typically less comprehensive) solutions.
Two NPIs — the establishment of the Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO) and a requirement for Initial Teacher Education (ITE) providers to include teacher performance assessments (TPAs) — are complete but will take time to yield results.
AERO was created to help build the national education evidence base, and it was identified by many participants as one of the NSRA’s key achievements. AERO’s success will depend on its capacity to undertake or commission relevant research and see its advice shape policy and practice. But it will take time for AERO to raise awareness of, and engender confidence in its work. 
As of September 2021, all accredited ITE programs require their students to undergo a final year TPA. Given that ITE providers have only just implemented TPAs, and TPAs focus on new entrants to the profession, it will be some time before this initiative influences teacher workforce quality. 
Two NPIs, while complete, have not yet led to actual reforms. Governments are yet to indicate what, if any, reforms will follow the reviews of senior secondary pathways and teacher workforce needs. The latter was intended to provide the resources required by school systems and ITE providers to identify and plan for future workforce needs but did not fulfil this purpose. 
The final NPI on national data quality comprised eight projects to improve the measurement of student outcomes, along with a project to develop NAPLAN proficiency standards — these are either complete or well underway.
Figure 2 – Progress implementing National Policy Initiatives
Expected outputs and implementation status as reported by Education Council, and issues identified by the Commission
[image: This figure describes the expected outputs and implementation status of the National Policy Initiatives (as reported by Education Council). It reports that two National Policy Initiatives are incomplete: the Unique Student Identifier and the Online Formative Assessment Initiative. The senior secondary pathways review, the teacher workforce review, the initial teacher education accreditation initiative and the evidence institute are complete. The improving national data quality initiative is only partially complete.]
Where to with the NPIs?
On 15 December 2022, Education Ministers announced that they had made progress on the two substantive NPIs that remain incomplete — the USI and OFAI. They agreed on a model to roll out the USI nationally to all school students. Ministers also endorsed a pathway forward on the OFAI, which will leverage and align existing resources from New South Wales, Victoria, and Queensland to establish a national bank of assessments that jurisdictions can use on an opt-in basis.
These announcements are an important step forward. But further action would help realise the potential benefits of these two tools. The agreed models for progressing the USI and OFAI do not appear to reflect the original ambitions for, and anticipated benefits of, these NPIs. For example, many of the potential benefits ascribed to the USI (such as facilitating research to inform policy development) rely on the USI being integrated with other data sets. It is not clear the baseline use proposed for the USI (focused on information exchange across jurisdictions) will provide these benefits. Similarly, it was envisaged that the OFAI would provide time-poor teachers with a tool ‘to efficiently and effectively identify where students are in their learning, make informed decisions about what to do next, and monitor student learning to continually drive progress over time’[footnoteRef:5] — a pooled assessment bank appears to fall short of this ambition. [5:  EMM  (2022a, p. 1)] 

Governments should set firm deadlines to complete these important projects. Once established, governments should consider opportunities to realise the full potential of the USI for informing education policy by linking the USI with other data sets and permitting additional uses. A national bank of high quality curriculum resources (discussed below) would provide some of the other functions originally envisaged as part of the OFAI. 
Education Ministers also agreed the National Teacher Workforce Action Plan, which aims to address teacher workforce shortages. The Action Plan effectively supersedes the review of national teacher workforce needs NPI, with one of its five key priority areas being ‘[b]etter understanding future teacher workforce needs [to] improve the information available for teacher workforce planning’.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  EMM (2022c, p. 27)] 

Initiatives are unlikely to have affected student outcomes so far
The measure of success of any reform is its effect on outcomes. Reflecting their early stages of development, the NPIs are unlikely to have yet had an impact on agreed NSRA outcomes. Educational attainment rates (both for Australian students overall and for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students) are below the 2031 agreed targets, average outcomes in national literacy and numeracy testing have improved little, and differences in outcomes across students remain (figure 3).
Figure 3 – Performance against targets and sub‑outcomes in the National School Reform Agreement, 2018‑2022a,b 
[image: This figure shows a summary of performance against targets and sub-outcomes in the National School Reform Agreement between 2018 and 2022.
Targets are yet to be achieved, including the 2031 attainment target for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 
Few of the sub-outcomes have been achieved. Academic achievement generally declined between 2018 and 2022. National reading and numeracy testing of grades 3, 5, 7 and 9 generally worsened. 
Attainment increased marginally. The percentage of young people completing year 12 or equivalent or gaining AQF Certificate 3 or above increased slightly between 2018 (for all students and students from regional or remote areas). 
Engagement deteriorated. The percentage of students in years 1-10 decreased overall and in all cohorts.
However, there are data gaps in a range of areas. For example, there are no outcomes data for students with disability, and census data on attainment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are infrequently available.]
a. National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy ( NAPLAN) tests for literacy skills other than reading. b. The former National Education Reform Agreement used Australia’s achievement in Programme for International Student Assessment relative to the OECD average as an indicator for the target ‘Australia considered to be a high quality and high equity schooling system by international standards by 2025’.
[bookmark: _Hlk120781307][bookmark: _Toc113956915]What are the lessons from the NSRA for the next school reform agreement? 
The Australian Government asked the Commission to make recommendations to inform the design of the next school reform agreement. The Commission has identified three broad areas that could be improved in a future agreement to help lift student outcomes.
The Agreement’s outcomes and targets were incomplete
The existing outcomes in the NSRA (achievement, engagement and attainment) do not capture student wellbeing. Since the NSRA was signed, all governments have acknowledged, through the Mparntwe Education Declaration, the importance of student wellbeing, which is a desired outcome in itself, as well as a means of supporting student learning. 
The NSRA’s targets are incomplete and too vague to drive reforms. The NSRA has only one target relating to academic achievement, namely that ‘Australia [is] considered to be a high quality and high equity schooling system by international standards by 2025’[footnoteRef:7]. This target is carried over from a previous agreement, which assessed schooling quality and equity based on Australia’s performance relative to the OECD average in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) of 15-year-olds. As such, it omits performance in the critical early years of schooling, does not capture absolute improvements over time, and is not assessable for the period the NSRA has operated (the most recent PISA data relates to 2018). [7:  NSRA, s. 36.] 

Reform activity has at times lacked focus and flexibility
The nexus between the NSRA’s targets, outcomes and sub‑outcomes and the NPIs is often tenuous, and national and bilateral reform initiatives do not work together to systematically address key priorities.
The NSRA was heavily focused on NPIs, usually pursued through a single, centralised approach. While this can be an effective, and in some cases necessary, way to advance reform, it requires a sustained commitment by all parties and does not allow them to adapt initiatives to their needs. When agreeing a single national approach takes time, some (particularly larger) jurisdictions with more capacity can forge ahead with their own reforms. Arguably some of the NPIs that adopted this approach could have left matters to state reforms in bilateral agreements (such as student pathways) or could have been better executed by embedding greater flexibility in the design and implementation process (for example, the OFAI).
The bilateral agreement initiatives, which set out jurisdiction-specific reforms, are patchy, lack additionality (they often catalogue existing measures), and give little sense of what they are trying to achieve. Some persistent, common issues faced by all jurisdictions, such as a lack of equity in outcomes across students, were largely left unaddressed.
Reporting and transparency arrangements have not had bite 
Public reporting and transparency arrangements (national performance reporting on outcomes and progress updates on national and state reforms) are intended to give ‘the community confidence that outcomes are being achieved and reforms to improve the quality and equity of Australia’s schooling systems are being implemented by all Parties’[footnoteRef:8]. However, the NSRA’s arrangements have failed to impose strong discipline to progress agreed reforms, and have not operated effectively as a cohesive whole. [8:  NSRA, s. 51.] 

Although performance reporting against the NSRA sub-outcomes provides a health check of the school system, progress in sub-outcomes for priority equity cohorts is mostly reported for Australia, rather than at the jurisdictional level. As such, it is not clear whether individual jurisdictions’ reform efforts have been effective in some areas. Along with gaps in reporting (figure 3), this limits transparency and accountability. Further, results are published in different reports, and there is no stand‑alone source where the public can gain a ‘clear read’ of progress against the NSRA outcomes. 
What issues should be the focus of the next school reform agreement? 
Parties should focus the next school reform agreement on directly lifting student outcomes … 
There are no hard-and-fast rules for determining which priorities should be elevated to the national arena. Inevitably, the priorities on which jurisdictions seek to coordinate action will be influenced to some extent by alignment of views and community expectations.
The Commission considers the next school reform agreement should concentrate on directly lifting student outcomes: ensuring effective teaching and school leadership, reducing differences in outcomes across students, and supporting student wellbeing. These three issues lend themselves to being areas of focus in the next school reform agreement for two reasons.
There is broad consensus that these are significant issues that can and must be addressed: These are common and persistent issues that governments will need to address to ensure that Australian schooling provides high quality and equitable schooling to all students. Problems related to teacher shortages, inequalities in schooling outcomes, and poor student wellbeing predate the NSRA. However, reforms under the agreement have done little to alter the trajectory of outcomes or assuage concerns expressed by students and their families, the teaching profession, and education experts. Community interest in these problems has intensified in recent years amid concerns about teacher burnout and student wellbeing during the COVID‑19 pandemic.
All governments have agreed that addressing these issues is a priority and recognised the merits of national collaboration: Since signing the NSRA, all Australian governments have reaffirmed this through national policies to support teachers and improve wellbeing in schooling, and through statements such as the Mparntwe Education Declaration. In addition, all governments have now formalised commitments to reducing inequities and to inclusive education through the National Agreement on Closing the Gap, and Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031.  
To give effect to these priorities, parties will need to significantly revise or augment aspects of the NSRA’s design. This includes strengthening the accountability mechanisms surrounding state-specific reforms. 
… and adapt accountability mechanisms to reflect a greater role for state-specific actions 
Addressing the future reform priorities outlined above will require greater flexibility than the ‘one in, all in’ approach to NPIs under the NSRA. In many cases, jurisdictional differences will demand more tailored responses, and bilateral agreement initiatives will need to do more of the heavy lifting than they have in the past. However, parties will need to address existing weaknesses with the accountability mechanisms in the NSRA, including those governing bilateral actions. 
Parties should clarify ambitions through firm targets for academic achievement …
A successor agreement should include new targets for academic achievement for all students, and students from priority equity cohorts, with clear benchmarks and timelines.[footnoteRef:9] The new targets would help drive reform by drawing attention to key performance measures for which governments are willing to be held to account, and by making success or failure against those measures more transparent and verifiable (compared to existing national performance reporting). Experience, in Australia and overseas, highlights the value of well-designed targets in a range of policy contexts. [9:  The targets would augment existing commitments to the National Agreement on Closing the Gap target on lifting education attainment.] 

The new targets would be in line with community expectations around transparency and improved performance. The community should expect to see an improvement in student outcomes over the course of the next five years — funding will remain at all‑time highs, current initiatives will have had time to mature, and a new generation of reforms will be underway.
To maximise their impact, targets should be few in number. The NSRA’s sub‑outcomes (which reflect agreed goals) provide a starting point — an independent body (such as the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA)) could provide advice on how to convert these into a tight set of meaningful targets. 
The basis for measuring the targets should be common to all jurisdictions (and set out in the main agreement). However, jurisdictions should ‘own’ their target and each state and territory should negotiate a realistic but ambitious target with the Commonwealth, reflecting their circumstances.  
… and specify basic content, process, and reporting requirements for bilateral agreements
Rather than being a stocktake of existing measures, bilateral agreements will need to be more of a focal point for jurisdictions to advance reform initiatives.
In addition to (and to support) the new targets, parties should ensure jurisdictions develop, document and report on bilateral reform actions in a more systematic and meaningful way than under the NSRA. Greater flexibility in implementation will need to be balanced by enhanced accountability and public transparency mechanisms, such as basic content, process and reporting requirements for reforms in bilateral agreements. 
What might this mean in practice?
Jurisdictions should support quality teaching and effective school leadership 
Supporting teaching, along with school leadership and school improvement, is identified as one of the three national reform directions under the NSRA. The next school reform agreement should continue this focus. 
Effective teaching is the single most influential ‘in‑school’ factor for student outcomes. Effectiveness is determined by both teacher quality (the attributes of an individual teacher) and quality teaching (effective teaching practices).
Fostering a high‑quality teaching workforce requires a portfolio of actions that allow teachers to refocus their efforts — freeing up teachers from low‑value tasks, using teaching assistants more effectively, and making best practice pedagogy and materials more easily accessible. Some of these issues are being concurrently advanced by Education Ministers as part of the National Teacher Workforce Action Plan.
Freeing up teachers to focus on teaching
Teachers’ workload is high and increasing. Surveys suggest that fulltime teachers work between 44 to 57 hours a week during term time. Reported working hours are similar for primary, secondary and early career teachers, and even higher for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers. International measures suggest that the working hours of Australian secondary teachers have increased from about 43 hours in 2013 to 45 hours in 2018 (figure 4). 
Despite working more hours than their international counterparts, Australian teachers spend less time teaching, both in terms of absolute hours and as a proportion of their working week. Teachers spend more time on general administration, such as communication, paperwork and other clerical duties. At just over 5 hours a week, this is the fifth highest number of hours in the OECD. 
Principals spend an even greater share of their time (more than one‑third of their working hours) on administration, along with leadership tasks and meetings, while on average spending just 5 per cent on professional learning for school staff.
Figure 4 – Teachers typically spend most of their time teaching, lesson planning, marking and on general administrationa
Average share of weekly hours spent on teaching tasks by full‑time teachers in 2018
[image: Figure 4 shows the average proportion of weekly hours spent on teaching tasks by full-time teachers surveyed from New South Wales, Northern Territory and South Australia in 2018. The breakdown of tasks includes:
• 40 per cent face-to-face teaching
• 15 per cent planning or preparation of lessons
• 10 per cent marking/assessing student work
• 9 per cent general admin
• 9 per cent student supervision and counselling
• 7 per cent other teamwork and dialogue with colleagues
• 4 per cent communication with parents or carers
•  4 per cent engaging in extracurricular activities.
]
a. Based on a survey of teachers from New South Wales, Northern Territory and South Australia in 2018. 
Source: Commission analysis based on AITSL (2021a, pp. 67–70).
Reducing low‑value tasks would not only improve teacher effectiveness — by increasing the time teachers have available to prepare for lessons and undertake professional development — it could help retain more teachers. High workload is the main factor behind teachers’ intention to leave the profession (figure 5). More manageable workloads might also encourage some former teachers to return to the profession — survey estimates suggest that just over one‑in‑ten registered teachers are not working in education. Teacher registration data in some jurisdictions point to a much larger number.
Figure 5 – Reasons for considering leaving the teaching professiona
[image: Figure 6 shows the percentage of the teacher workforce who indicated an intention to leave teaching before retirement of 3216 survey respondents from New South Wales, Northern Territory and South Australia in 2018. It shows that the five most common reasons for intending to leave across the teacher workforce surveyed were:
• the workload is too heavy (71 per cent of the teacher workforce) 
• to achieve a better work/life balance (68 per cent of the teacher workforce)
• I am finding it too stressful/impacting my wellbeing or mental health (61 per cent of the teacher workforce) 
]
a. 3216 survey respondents from New South Wales, South Australia and the Northern Territory. 
Source: AITSL (2021c, p. 108). 
Some jurisdictions and sectors in Australia have processes underway to reduce the administrative burden on teachers, and Education Ministers recently agreed to ‘continue to implement existing actions designed to address teacher workload issues’ under the National Teacher Workforce Action Plan (2022, p. 19). The Commonwealth has also offered interested states and territories access to a $25 million Workload Reduction Fund to pilot initiatives to maximise the value of teachers’ time.
But governments must make more consistent and concerted efforts. The Action Plan does not provide a systematic way to identify and reduce burdens on teacher workload across all jurisdictions and sectors. Nor does the Action Plan address principal workload — about two‑thirds of Australian principals cite heavy workload (along with ‘level of responsibility’ in their job) as a factor limiting their effectiveness, with recent surveys suggesting that they work just over 61 hours per week. Freeing up teachers and school leaders so that they can focus on the things that matter should be a priority for the next school reform agreement. Jurisdictions should set out in their bilateral agreements measures they will put in place to free up teachers’ and leaders’ time and set clear benchmarks to gauge their success.
Supporting teaching assistants to support teachers
At the same time that teacher (and principal) workload has increased, the number of teaching assistants and other support staff has grown to just over 129 000 in 2021. Their remit is broad — working under the direction of teachers to support students (especially students with special needs) and helping with day-to-day running of the classroom, including administrative tasks.
When used effectively and supported well, international evidence has found that teaching assistants can help reduce teacher workload, allow teachers more time to teach, and improve the outcomes of some students. However, it is not clear how school leaders use teaching assistants and other support staff in Australian schools. Some review participants observed that the use of teaching assistants varies significantly within and across schools and jurisdictions, and they do not always receive the support or training they need to undertake the myriad of tasks they perform.
Participants highlighted the importance of gaining a better understanding of how teaching assistants are, and could best be, used. 
As part of the National Teacher Workforce Action Plan, Education Ministers have agreed to review the role of teaching assistants and school support staff, along with initial teacher education students, to determine how they can be deployed to reduce teacher workload. In undertaking this work, parties should seek to preserve the benefits that come with being able to employ teaching assistants flexibly across schools, sectors and jurisdictions and identify ways to better prepare and support teaching assistants to take on their varied roles.
Making best practice approaches and materials more accessible 
There is a growing evidence base on what works best to help students learn. But that evidence base will only matter if it leads to pedagogies and resources that teachers trust and use. Some Australian teachers are not using high quality, evidence-based pedagogical techniques and classroom materials. For example, AERO surveyed teaches across Australia about how often they used specific teaching strategies, and concluded that ‘[s]ome of these strategies are evidence-based, while others are not — in fact some have been found to be ineffective for student learning’ (2021a).
Governments and school systems can promote the diffusion of best practice by peer‑to‑peer professional learning through school‑based networks. A recent survey has found that teachers are more likely to trust research shared by colleagues than research from any other sources. 
Besides providing career pathways for highly effective teachers, the purpose of initiatives such as Highly Accomplished and Lead Teachers (HALT) is to help fulfil this role. But efforts to build a cohort of highly accomplished teachers has been slow — since the introduction of HALT certifications in 2012, only 0.3 per cent of the workforce (about 1 000 teachers) have become certified. And many certified teachers say they have too little time or opportunity to lead the development of colleagues in their school. 
Processes to build, recognise and deploy best practice teaching expertise can take many forms. Like HALT, Master Teachers and Instructional Leaders are also intended to recognise expert teachers and support the dissemination of best practice. Employed by high‑performing school systems overseas, Master Teachers are intended to be the pedagogical leaders in their subjects, working across schools in their region to identify teacher needs, coordinate training, and connect schools with research. Unlike Master Teachers, who have no classroom load, Instructional Leaders split their time between classroom teaching and instructional leadership, working in their own schools to support and guide other teachers in specific subjects.
Peer-to peer collaboration, where teachers work together in small groups to analyse and improve their practice, has also been found to improve teaching quality and student academic achievement. These models provide an accessible avenue for time‑poor teachers to improve their practice. 
These models are not mutually exclusive. Governments recently announced plans to expand Quality Teaching Rounds (a model that employs peer‑based observation and analysis), and set a target to increase the number of HALTs and streamline their accreditation. The next school reform agreement is an opportunity for governments to leverage this work and support HALTs to disseminate evidence‑based practice. 
Governments could also increase the uptake of best practice by curating high‑quality, evidence‑based curriculum resources and making them easily accessible for teachers and school leaders. Many teachers develop lesson plans from scratch, or use materials from private platforms that are difficult to quality-assure. In a recent survey of Australian teachers, about half of respondents indicated they were the main person responsible for producing lesson plans for their classes, while a further 28 per cent reported that they shared responsibility for producing plans with others. 
International studies have found that improving teaching through better curriculum materials can have a positive effect on student achievement, especially when partnered with professional development programs for teachers. Providing teachers with classroom resources would also free up teacher time. One study found teachers who had access to a comprehensive bank of lesson plans typically spent three hours less per week on sourcing and creating classroom materials than those who did not. 
Governments tasked ACARA to examine ways ‘to develop and make available to teachers, optional supports to assist the implementation of the national curriculum,’ as part of the National Teacher Workforce Action Plan (EMM 2022, p. 22). However, a more concrete response — encompassing whole-school curriculum plans, whole-subject sequences, lesson plans and classroom tools — is needed to effectively support teachers. This could form the basis of a new NPI under the next school reform agreement.
Reducing out‑of‑field teaching
Notwithstanding recent attention, teacher shortages in key subject areas and locations are longstanding, and have resulted in high rates of out-of-field teaching (box 1).
Out-of-field teaching poses significant challenges. Teachers without subject expertise tend to be less effective, particularly in upper secondary school. Out‑of‑field teaching can also add stress to teachers and principals which, in turn, affects their wellbeing and ability to teach. Given that out‑of‑field teachers are often less experienced, the additional pressures placed on them can contribute to workforce attrition.
Governments have several options to attract teachers into in‑demand subjects and to support out‑of‑field teachers. Options include better deployment and retention of in‑field teachers; online delivery of classes from in‑field teachers; reskilling teachers in areas of demand; attracting new and former teachers into in demand subjects; and providing access to learning resources and better sharing expertise for teachers teaching out‑of‑field.
Mid‑career professionals have been identified as an important source of teachers in subject areas and locations where rates of out‑of‑field teaching are high. Recent surveys reveal up to four in 10 mid‑career professionals would consider a career in teaching, with one in 10 planning a career change to become a teacher, and three in 10 open to the idea.
Many factors motivate mid‑career professionals considering the switch to teaching, including the desire to make a social contribution. But they face significant switching costs, especially the time taken to undertake an ITE course (recently raised from a one-year graduate diploma to a two-year Master’s degree) and loss of income while studying and building a new career. Governments have committed to develop a framework to better recognise prior learning and experience, including for mid‑career professionals. Reintroducing 12‑month qualifications, for individuals who have demonstrated suitability for secondary teaching in areas of high workforce demand, would further encourage mid-career professionals to switch to teaching.
Jurisdictions should set out in their bilateral agreements measures they have in place to reduce out‑of‑field teaching and support educators teaching out-of-field, and report annually on progress. 

	Box 1 – Evidence of teacher and school leader shortages

	Over the past decade, the teacher workforce has grown more quickly than the student population, particularly in primary schools, where student‑teacher ratios are lower than a decade ago. In secondary schools, student‑teacher ratios are relatively unchanged.
Rates of out‑of‑field teaching point to significant shortages in secondary subjects such as maths, science, technology and English. In 2018, almost one‑quarter of surveyed teachers teaching mathematics had limited or no training in the subject; a trend echoed in science (18 per cent) English (18 per cent), design and technology (30 per cent) and languages other than English (29 per cent).
There continue to be longstanding shortages in regional, rural and remote areas. School principals in these areas report greater difficulty recruiting staff and higher rates of out‑of‑field teaching. 
Some stakeholders suggested that many of the factors that have contributed to localised shortages are likely to persist. These factors include rising school enrolments, a drop in the number of people enrolling in teaching degrees, and an ageing workforce. 
But gauging the extent of future shortages is difficult. Estimates of future shortages are contingent on assumptions, including about how school systems deploy teachers across tasks and schools, rates of teacher attrition, and in particular, the ratio of students to teachers. 

	


Improving the representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers
While subject specific or geographic shortages often draw attention, teacher shortages can also result in a lack of workforce diversity. As an example, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers are underrepresented in schools, making up only about 2 per cent of the Australian teaching workforce, while the share of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students was closer to 6 per cent in 2018. 
One option identified by participants for growing the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander workforce was to provide better career pathways for community educators. These educators work alongside classroom teachers, combining pedagogical knowledge and practice with community‑specific understanding. 
Retaining existing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers is equally important. In many instances, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers play an important role within their schools and the broader community, building cultural awareness and supporting cultural safety for students and fellow educators. Some participants commented that this role was not always adequately recognised, resulting in difficulties managing workload and competing priorities for already stretched teachers. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers can also face discriminatory attitudes. These attitudes, along with workloads, can be a major contributor to poor wellbeing and workforce attrition, which can have flow‑on effects for students.
The Australian Government recently committed to co‑design a new national strategy to attract and retain First Nations teachers, which they will develop in close partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education organisations. All jurisdictions should contribute to the development of this strategy to address these important issues.
Supporting school leaders to reduce differences in outcomes across schools
There was broad recognition among participants of the importance of effective school leadership for improving the efficiency and equity of schooling. School leaders are second only to teachers in terms of creating an effective learning environment, though the difference is small. Parties to the NSRA and the (then) Education Council have both recognised that ‘[s]chool leaders are an important part of the national teacher workforce landscape’ and that ‘[t]his is an area where there may be scope for more national collaboration in the future’ (2020b, p. 2).
While it is not possible to disentangle principal, teacher, peer and other school‑based effects using NAPLAN data, Commission analysis confirms differences in average student outcomes across schools. As an example, students from priority equity cohorts demonstrated, on average, less learning growth (expressed in equivalised years of learning) if they attended a school with higher concentrations of students experiencing disadvantage. Similarly, students performing below NAPLAN minimum standards who attended a school with higher concentrations of students experiencing educational disadvantage were less likely to transition to performing at or above the minimum standard two years later. 
In part this could reflect peer effects — research shows that students benefit from being in a class with high achieving students. Evidence also suggests that schools with higher concentrations of students experiencing disadvantage tend to have less experienced teachers on average and are more likely to struggle with staff shortages and classroom management.
However, there are also differences in average student outcomes across schools with students with similar characteristics. For example, among primary schools within the lowest quintile of socio-educational advantage, there was a difference of 21 NAPLAN points in numeracy learning gain and 23 NAPLAN points in reading learning gain from year 3 to year 5 between higher and lower performing schools.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  For a student performing at the average numeracy score of schools in the lowest ICSEA quintile, the difference in learning translates to about 6 months of learning. In reading, the difference translates to about 8 months of learning.] 

These differences suggest that some between-school disparities in student performance may reflect the extent to which schools adopt effective practices.  There is some consensus around what effective school practices might entail — such as fostering high expectations or providing opportunities for teachers to collaborate in evaluating and improving their day-to-day teaching — but more needs to be done to better understand their relative importance, and to develop and disseminate evidence‑based programs that support school leaders to readily adopt effective practices. 
There is a strong case for jurisdictions to come together to progress this critical work. There are substantial opportunities for sharing learnings and best practice — it would avoid duplication of effort and enable jurisdictions to better utilise national education institutions, such as AERO and the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership. This could form the basis of a NPI under the next school reform agreement (figure 6).
Figure 6 – Enabling quality teaching and leadership
[image: Figure 6 – This figure shows how enabling quality teacher and leadership should be addressed in the next intergovernmental school agreement.
 In the main agreement, it should set out: 
-  a national initiative to create a common bank of high-quality curriculum resources for teachers and school leaders, drawing on the expertise of AERO, ACARA and ESA.
- a national initiative to better understand what drives differences in outcomes across schools and the leadership practices that can reduce them.
In the bilateral agreements, each state and territory should set out:
- actions to reduce low-value teacher tasks and out-of-field teaching
- actions to better develop and deploy expert teachers to disseminate evidence-based teaching practices.
There could also be new measures under a future Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia. 
• Near-term options include teacher workload, retention and attrition and rates of out-of-field teaching. 
• Longer-term options include teaching practices.
]
Jurisdictions should make clear commitments, expressed in targets, to reduce inequalities in achievement among students
The NSRA’s outcomes, which collectively articulate parties’ ambitions for school education, embody two distinct concepts of equity (figure 7). The first is to ensure schooling equips each student with the basic skills required for success in life (equity in minimum or basic skills). The second is to reduce or eliminate differences in outcomes across students with different backgrounds, experiences and needs (equity across students), particularly for the ‘priority equity cohorts’ in the NSRA — Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, students living in regional, rural and remote locations, students with disability and students from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Figure 7 – Equity and excellence in school achievement
[image: This figure defines the concepts of educational excellence and equity, and highlights the distinction between them. It also shows that equity has two distinct dimensions.
Achieving excellence means increasing the proportion of high performing students. 
Achieving equity across students means eliminating differences in outcomes associated with backgrounds, experiences or needs at all levels of achievement. 
Achieving equity in minimum skills means reducing the proportion of students who are not proficient.]
Each year, tens of thousands of students do not meet minimum literacy and numeracy standards
One measure of equity in minimum or basic skills is the share of Australian students who do not meet year‑level expectations. In 2021, between 5 and 9 per cent of Australian students did not meet NAPLAN minimum standards in reading or numeracy. About one‑third of the students who do not meet minimum reading standards in year 3 also do not meet minimum standards in year 5. Similar patterns are evident in numeracy and across years 7 and 9 (figure 8). 
However, a recent review of NAPLAN queried whether these standards are set too low, including by international standards, and so underestimate the share of students who do not meet basic levels of literacy and numeracy. 

[bookmark: _Hlk110101693]Figure 8 – Share of students not meeting minimum standards in NAPLANa
[image: Figure 8 has two panels. The top panel describes the numbers of students that are falling behind the minimum standards for literacy and numeracy, which are about 55 000 (5 per cent) and 41 500 (4 per cent) respectively. It also shows just over 86 000 students did not meet minimum standards in either numeracy or reading and almost 20 000 did not meet minimum standards in either.
The bottom panel shows that of the students who were below the national minimum standard in year 3, by the time they were in year 5, 46 per cent were at the minimum standard, 34 per cent remained below, and 20 per cent were above. 
The same analysis was done for students between year 7 and year 9, with 58 per cent at the minimum standard in year 9, 28 per cent remaining below, and 14 per cent above.
]
a. The bottom of the figure shows Commission estimates of the shares of students who were below the national minimum standard (NMS) in year 3 and subsequently remained below NMS, achieved the NMS, or achieved above the NMS in year 5, respectively. The Commission conducted the same analysis for students from years 7 to 9. 
Such experiences can have lasting effects on students
When students do not achieve basic levels of numeracy and reading year after year, the experiences can negatively affect their feelings about themselves and towards learning and puts them at risk of not progressing satisfactorily at school and not fulfilling their aspirations in later life. The Australian Council for Educational Research observed:
[These students] tend to start each school year behind most of their age group and they are poorly equipped for the material they are about to be taught. Most struggle, and this is reflected in their poor performance on the year‑level curriculum. Many students receive low grades year after year, reinforcing the message that they are not succeeding at school – or worse, that they are inherently poor learners. (Masters 2016, p. 1)
When students do not progress through school it can also have flow on effects for their families, communities and broader society.
Most students not meeting minimum standards do not belong to priority equity cohorts
Whether a student belongs to a priority equity cohort is not a strong predictor of whether they meet minimum standards (figure 9). While students from priority equity cohorts are three times more likely to be among those who have fallen below minimum standards, they still represent less than half of all students who fall behind. The precise number is uncertain because there are limited data for students with disability.[footnoteRef:11] As such, focussing solely on the barriers affecting students from priority equity cohorts would not improve outcomes for the majority of students not meeting minimum standards. [11:  Further, not all students participate in NAPLAN.] 

Figure 9 – The overlap between students below the national minimum standard and students from the NSRA priority equity cohorts, years 3, 5, 7 and 9, 2021a 
	[image: The figure shows a Venn diagram with two overlapping sets of students in years 3, 5, 7 and 9 in 2021. The left hand set consists of 86 500 low performing students (7 per cent of all students in years 3, 5, 7, and 9) and the right hand set consists of more than 240 000 students in priority equity cohorts (19 per cent of all students in years 3, 5, 7 and 9). The two sets intersect showing that about 36 000 students (3 per cent of students in years 3, 5, 7 and 9) were both low-performing and belonged to a priority equity cohort.]
	[image: Figure 9b - This figure shows the distribution of NAPLAN reading scores for four categories of students, with the averages of the distribution in the following descending order: All students, Outer regional and remote students, Educationally disadvantaged students, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.]


a. Students with disability are a priority equity cohort in the NSRA but ACARA does not publish NAPLAN performance data for students with disability. Commission analysis found similar distribution results for NAPLAN numeracy scores in year 9. b. This comprises: 80 000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, 126 500 students in outer regional areas and 95 000 students of parents with low educational attainment
Source: Commission estimates based on NAPLAN de‑identified student level data (2022).
Parties should adopt a suite of policies to help all students achieve basic levels of literacy and numeracy
Ensuring all students achieve basic literacy and numeracy skills is a fundamental purpose of schooling. Indeed, one of the goals of the Mparntwe Declaration is that ‘All young Australians become … successful lifelong learners … [who] have the essential skills in literacy and numeracy as the foundation for learning.’ 
Parties to the next school reform agreement should pursue a suite of policies to reduce the proportion of students who do not meet basic levels of literacy and numeracy. These include general policies to increase student achievement at all levels (such as policies to support teacher and school leader effectiveness), policies to reduce barriers to learning that affect students from priority equity cohorts (such as policies supporting culturally inclusive practices), and policies that have the express purpose of assisting students who do not have basic skills to catch up, regardless of their background, experience or needs. While it is up to parties to determine the right policy mix in their jurisdictions, given their commitments to ensure all students receive a quality education, they should give consideration to intensive targeted support measures, particularly where other approaches appear to be failing (box 2).

	Box 2 – Efficacy of small group tuition 

	Small group tuition involves a teacher, trained teaching assistant or tutor working with a small group of students together in a group. This allows the teaching to be better tailored to the specific needs of the students and gives them additional focussed attention, with more opportunities for interaction and feedback. 
Meta analysis of studies pertaining to small‑group tuition identifies ‘moderate’ evidence that small‑group tuition improves learning outcomes in reading by up to 4 months, and mathematics outcomes by up to 3 months.
Tutoring has proven to be successful in many contexts. Two high‑performing nations — Finland and Singapore — have adopted this approach. In Finland for example, a specialist teacher, who has undergone additional training, is assigned to each school to work closely with teachers to identify students who need extra help.
The Smith Family has run a successful program targeted at students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, which took place at home with involvement from parents. By the end of Smith Family’s catchup learning pilot, seven in 10 students achieved higher than expected progress in literacy, and just under half of all students achieved higher than expected progress in numeracy.

	


Further, all parties should adopt targets, based on a common measure, for reducing the proportion of students who do not meet basic levels of literacy and numeracy. This measure could be adapted from one of the existing NSRA sub‑outcomes or ACARA’s proposed proficiency standards (figure 10).
Adopting a public target would elevate the issue, signal a strong commitment to delivering equitable education for all students, and promote greater accountability.
Parties to the agreement should clearly identify in their bilateral agreements the reforms that they will undertake to achieve their targets over the life of the next school reform agreement.
Figure 10 – Ensuring all students have basic literacy and numeracy skillsa
[image: This figure is about how governments should ensure that all students have basic literacy and numeracy skills. It shows the relationship between the policy priority, potential targets, the main intergovernmental agreement, and bilateral agreements.
The policy priority is to ensure that all students are proficient numeracy and literacy skills. 
Based on this, governments should choose a target, which could be based on existing sub-outcomes (such as lowering the share of students in the top levels of performance in NAPLAN for years 3, 5, 7 and 9, or a new sub-outcome based on proficiency levels. 
The main agreement would set out the design of the target and requirements for each jurisdiction to have in place.
Bilateral agreements would have each jurisdiction set out the quantum of their target, and   outline the reforms they will take to achieve it.
]
a. The Commission is proposing that the next school reform agreement’s NAPLAN sub‑outcome align with the related measure in the Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia, which uses proficiency standards rather than top and bottom levels (chapter 9).
Differences in outcomes across students persist
While parties to the NSRA recognised the importance of supporting and facilitating the achievement of students from ‘priority equity cohorts’, it should not be taken as given that students belonging to these groups have low levels of educational achievement. Each year, many students from priority equity cohorts excel academically at school. And most students who identify as belonging to a priority equity cohort achieve at or above national minimum standards.
Indeed, participants to this review stressed that equating belonging to a priority equity cohort with disadvantage (in terms of ability or low achievement outcomes) contributes to a deficit discourse around students and hinders their ability to succeed at school.
[The] labelling of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and families as disadvantaged continues to play into a culture of deficit discourse and low expectations that stymie Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ ability to thrive in their education … While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and communities face a range of complex and compounding circumstances that impact their educational engagement and outcomes, they are not inherently disadvantaged by being Indigenous. (Indigenous Education Consultative Meeting, sub. 52, p. 3)
The term priority equity cohort denotes that, generally, students from these groups experience lower academic outcomes than the population across the full spectrum of results (figure 9) and this often stems from systemic barriers in education systems (and society generally).
Similarly, belonging to a priority equity cohort does not imply that students are homogenous in their learning needs. Students from priority equity cohorts have diverse education needs, experiences and ambitions.
Parties are yet to reduce differences in achievement across student cohorts
Along with improving outcomes for all students, parties to the NSRA also set themselves the goal of improving outcomes for students from priority equity cohorts and agreed to track progress against national performance measures.
So far, parties have failed to demonstrate that they are achieving the agreed outcomes for students from the priority equity cohorts. Performance against most of the national outcome measures in the NSRA (for which data are available) has declined for these students.
Rather than narrowing, the gap in learning (expressed as the time it would take for students from priority equity cohorts to catch‑up) widens as students progress through their schooling (figure 11).
Figure 11 – Gaps widen as students progress through schooling
Difference in numeracy NAPLAN scores between students from equity cohorts and other students, expressed as equivalised years of learning 
[image: Figure 11 is a block of 2 charts showing the gap in NAPLAN numeracy scores for students with a parent who did not finish secondary school and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students compared to their peers. The gap in scores is measured in terms of the time taken to bridge the gap.
• For students with a parent who did not finish secondary school, the numeracy gap increased from 1.3 years in year 3 to 3.7 years in year 9 compared to students with a parent with a Bachelor degree of higher.
• For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, the numeracy gap increased from 1 year in year 3 to 2.6 years in year 9 compared to non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.
]
Source: Commission estimates based on 2022 NAPLAN de-identified student level data.
A new, inclusive approach is needed for students from priority equity cohorts 
Parties to the next school reform agreement need to overhaul their approach to promoting equity in outcomes across different student cohorts.
Parties should ensure the next school reform agreement reflects new commitments and ways of working
Since agreeing the NSRA, governments have made further national commitments to support young people who are at higher risk of experiencing educational disadvantage, including through the 2019 Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration, the National Agreement on Closing the Gap, and Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031. These agreements represent a fundamental change to the way schools respond to the needs of their students.
Some of these commitments (such as those relating to shared decision‑making and transforming the way governments respond to the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people under the National Agreement on Closing the Gap, and the vision for inclusive education under Australia’s Disability Strategy) will significantly shape how governments develop and implement reforms under the next school reform agreement. These commitments will need to be reflected across the schools reform agenda — from teacher and leadership training through to performance reporting.
Parties should consider whether to identify other cohorts as priority equity cohorts
The ‘priority’ equity cohorts do not capture all students that experience educational disadvantage. Children and young people living in out‑of‑home‑ care, for example, are considerably less likely than their peers to attend school, engage with education, or achieve the national benchmarks for reading and numeracy. And, in the Mparntwe Declaration, governments identified learners in out‑of‑home care as being at higher risk of educational disadvantage and noted these learners could benefit from targeted policy interventions. As such, there are reasonable grounds for asking why governments would not include them as priority equity cohorts in the next school reform agreement. Governments should develop an agreed approach for evaluating and prioritising new cohorts for inclusion in the next school reform agreement and apply these to cohorts commonly cited as at risk of educational disadvantage, particularly those mentioned in the Mparntwe Declaration. 
Parties should address the barriers faced by students from priority equity cohorts
To achieve its ambitious objective of a high quality, high equity education system, parties will need to systematically identify and address the barriers facing students from priority equity cohorts. 
Many participants (often drawing on lived experiences) highlighted the barriers faced by students from priority equity cohorts, which prevent them from reaching their potential at school. These barries permeate several aspects of the learning environment, including the culture within the classroom. While these barriers manifest in different ways for different individuals or groups of students, they provide a starting point for improvements under the next school reform agreement.
Overcoming barriers faced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisations, children and young people reflected that schools are not always culturally safe spaces. They suggested that this prevents students from being engaged with their learning, and parents from sharing information about issues at home that may be impacting on their child’s wellbeing or capacity to learn.
Several participants observed that curriculum and assessment is a ‘western space’ that does not reflect aspects of learning valued by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, which include connections to Country, family, spirit, or ancestors. In seeking to address this, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures have been elevated to a cross-curriculum priority. However, participants highlighted the need for more widespread use of culturally responsive curriculum and pedagogies and in particular, practices such as two-way learning, which value and embrace Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges and languages.
School leaders and teachers play a large role in establishing a schools’ culture and creating a safe and inclusive environment. However, participants observed that many teachers and school leaders have a poor understanding of Indigenous knowledges, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, and how to include and empower their students. Several participants attributed this to a lack of training on the part of some school leaders, teachers and other school staff. Some participants highlighted that a lack of understanding can perpetuate discriminatory attitudes, such as having lower expectations of students, or attributing behaviour (due to undiagnosed disability for example) to a student being ‘bad’, leading to higher rates of suspensions and exclusions among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 
As with students in remote areas more generally, access to local schooling options was also raised as a barrier by participants. A lack of local options mean children are not able to live and be educated on their own Country. Where students have to leave home in order to attend school, this can contribute to feelings of isolation and poor wellbeing and reduce opportunities to acquire cultural and familial knowledges.
While better training and resources can and should play a role in tackling these barriers, several participants suggested these barriers reflect broader issues relating to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders’ lack of a voice and representation in education policy and broader social narratives around Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.
Overcoming barriers faced by students with disability
Participants representing students with disability and their families also provided perspectives on the barriers they experience. They reported that not all schools fully embrace inclusion and that this leads to students feeling unsupported and left out.
Some participants suggested that there is a poor understanding of the social model of disability (which frames adjustments as changes systems need to make to include people with disability, rather than changes people with disability need to make to fit into mainstream environments). 
Although there has been a significant increase in the number of students recognised as requiring additional supports, students with disability and their families pointed to a lack of adequate and consistent resourcing. Several participants noted that despite teachers’ best efforts, they were often not provided with the resources, time and training to create an environment that welcomes and supports students with disability and their families. Participants raised the specific example of school leaders and teachers not being well equipped and supported to recognise a student in need of support, and noted examples of students with disability progressing through school without their support needs being identified. 
Even where the need for additional supports was recognised, some participants felt school systems were not up to date with contemporary practices of inclusive education. They reflected that the curriculum schools deliver to students with disability fails to foster high expectations or reflect students’ aspirations, and that in some cases, students were sanctioned instead of being given the behavioural supports they needed, contributing to their disengagement from education.
Overcoming barriers faced by students in regional and remote Australia
Participants highlighted the barriers students from regional and remote areas encounter — the Independent Review into Regional, Rural and Remote Education that informed the NSRA explored these issues at length. One significant theme was that families in regional, rural and remote areas can have limited choice about where and how they educate their children. 
Where local schooling options are available, subject offerings can be limited. Many participants emphasised the challenges associated with attracting and retaining high quality teachers and leaders (box 1). Others reported that schools have historically relied on new teachers to fill vacancies in rural and remote areas, but that they are not well prepared and supported to undertake these often complex roles.
Parties should embed actions to address barriers in the next school reform agreement
There is a strong case for State and Territory governments to continue to take the lead on implementing reforms to reduce barriers faced by students from priority equity cohorts — they are best placed to design initiatives that reflect local conditions and are tailored to meet their students’ needs. 
However, there are general features of the school learning environment that, along with high‑quality teaching and leadership practices, are widely accepted as being critical for meeting the learning needs of students from priority equity cohorts. These include:
governments making inclusion a centrepiece of education policy and integrating policies in education with those in other policy domains affecting young people
governments ensuring that people that are affected by policies, programs and practices provide input into their design, to ensure they are relevant and effective
teachers and leaders adapting their understanding of schooling success for each student, and being better trained to identify and respond to diverse needs
schools supporting parents and carers to actively engage with their child’s education 
schools adopting culturally responsive curriculum and pedagogies to enable all students to see their identities, cultures, and knowledges reflected in what and how they are learning.
governments implementing innovative (including technology‑based) solutions to provide access to education for families, including in regional and remote communities.
Governments can encourage more widespread adoption of these practices through various levers, ranging from enshrining these practices in policies and guidelines distributed to schools, designing and delivering effective and targeted training to improve teachers’ skills and understanding, and establishing partnerships with community groups and representative bodies of students.
While it is up to each jurisdiction (and sector) to determine how best to embed these practices within their school systems, governments should incorporate specific features in the design of the next school reform agreement. This would place greater discipline on parties to help lift outcomes for students from priority equity cohorts and to hold parties to account (figure 12).
Figure 12 – Reducing inequities across studentsa
[image: Figure 12 is about how governments should reduce inequities between priority equity cohorts. It shows the relationship between the policy priority, potential targets, the main intergovernmental agreement, and bilateral agreements.
The policy priority is reducing inequities between priority equity cohorts.
Based on this, targets should be developed, in partnership with the community. They could mirror general population sub-outcomes such as lowering the share of students in priority equity cohorts in the bottom levels of performance in NAPLAN in years 3, 5, 7 and 9. 
The main agreement would recognise existing commitments under the National Agreement on Closing the Gap and Australia’s Disability Strategy, identify priority equity cohorts, including any new cohorts, establish the educational barriers that are to be addressed, and establish the use of targets. 
Bilateral agreements would be developed in partnership with community, set out the quantitative targets for students in cohort, include other state-specific outcomes for students in cohort and specify actions to achieve targets and outcomes. 
]
a. The Commission is proposing that the next school reform agreement’s NAPLAN sub‑outcome align with the related measure in the Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia, which uses proficiency standards rather than top and bottom levels (chapter 9).
One key aspect of this will be introducing new national targets (which could, for example, mirror any new general targets, such as reducing the proportion of students who do not meet basic levels of literacy and numeracy) to drive reform and provide insights into equity in outcomes across student cohorts. 
Targets should be supported by jurisdiction-specific commitments in bilateral agreements, developed in consultation with those with lived experience, which identify the reforms parties will pursue to achieve agreed outcomes and targets. Parties should also set out in their bilateral agreements how they will advance relevant commitments under the National Agreement on Closing the Gap, and Australia’s Disability Strategy.
National reforms should include a greater focus on supporting student wellbeing
Many students experience poor wellbeing 
Improved student wellbeing is both a desired outcome of schooling and a means to improve learning outcomes. 
Schools can promote wellbeing by providing inclusive environments and supporting the social and emotional development of students so that they are equipped to cope with the various stresses of life. 
Improving student wellbeing can also support students’ ability to engage and learn at school. Students struggling with challenges to their wellbeing often have difficulty engaging at school. A recent study found that students who experienced feelings of depression in Year 8 scored 7 per cent worse than similar students in Year 9 NAPLAN literacy and numeracy scores. Another study found that students with persistent emotional or behavioural problems between Years 3 and 7 fell a year behind in numeracy compared with their peers. 
Although many children and young people experience positive wellbeing or can cope well with the issues they face, a sizeable proportion of children and young people experience challenges to their wellbeing. In 2014 (the most recent year for which data are available), one in five young people aged 11 to 17 years reported having high levels of psychological distress, and 14 per cent of children aged 4 to 17 years had a mental, behavioural or neurodevelopmental disorder during the previous year. Poor wellbeing can be particularly pronounced among children and young people in out‑of‑home care, students with disability, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.
The COVID‑19 pandemic and natural disasters such as bushfires and floods, have brought concerns about student wellbeing into sharper focus.
Parties should include student wellbeing in the next school reform agreement
While a range of factors influence a young person’s wellbeing, including their home environment, their experiences at school can play an important role — both positive and negative. In the case of students who have experienced trauma, for example, a failure by schools to recognise this and instead respond to disruptive behaviour with disciplinary actions (such as suspension or expulsion), can further entrench poor wellbeing.
Elevating student wellbeing as an area of national priority and co‑operation in a successor agreement, along with greater transparency about wellbeing outcomes, would encourage more effective support for students. 
In addition to adding wellbeing as an outcome in the next school reform agreement, governments should include specific reform actions. These reform actions need to shape day-to-day practices within schools, such as by supporting teachers to identify and respond to students’ wellbeing needs, rather than simply adding to the existing stock of wellbeing programs. 
There are some core wellbeing strategies that governments should support all schools to have in place. All schools need strategies that help teachers to identify where behaviour may be communication of poor wellbeing and how to respond appropriately, as well as to clearly set out the roles and responsibilities of wellbeing staff and student pathways for support, both within and beyond the school. A clearer articulation of pathways and responsibilities will help ensure teachers do not feel they need to shoulder responsibility for student wellbeing alone.
But tailoring responses to local needs and conditions is also important. For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, connection to culture, spirituality, community and ancestry can all be key protective factors in helping to manage wellbeing. To allow jurisdictions to tailor responses to local needs and conditions, most actions to support wellbeing are likely to be best pursued through bilateral initiatives (figure 13).
There are clear benefits in developing a national indicator of student wellbeing to better understand how student wellbeing is tracking and to provide insights into the efficacy of policy interventions — governments should develop a sub-outcome on student wellbeing and report against it as a matter of priority. 
Figure 13 – Supporting student wellbeing
[image: This figure is about how governments should support student wellbeing. It shows the relationship between the policy priority, outcome, the main intergovernmental agreement, and bilateral agreements.
The policy priority is promoting student wellbeing. 
Based on this, governments should create a new outcome in the agreement. This could be adapted from the vision from the Australian Student Wellbeing Framework, such as, ‘Students experience wellbeing, safety and positive relationships at school’.
Progress to be tracked by a new sub-outcome (indicator) and reported on annually.
The main agreement would set out the new wellbeing outcome and sub-outcome, and core content that jurisdictions must address in their bilateral agreements: ensuring schools have effective wellbeing strategies in place.Bilateral agreements would specify actions to achieve new outcome, and how parties are giving effect to core requirements.]
Improved national performance reporting has a key role to play in supporting success
Along with better use of targets, improved performance reporting will be instrumental in improving transparency and accountability arrangements under a new agreement.
As part of the next school reform agreement, governments should fill reporting gaps on outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and students from regional and remote areas, making good on commitments to report outcomes for students in priority equity cohorts (including specific commitments related to reporting outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students under the National Agreement on Closing the Gap). While reporting gaps for students with disability will be more difficult to progress due to a lack of available data, governments should make this a priority. 
The absence of a standalone report on Australia’s performance against sub‑outcomes of the NSRA (which means the National Report on Schooling is the primary reporting mechanism) has diminished transparency. 
Australian, State and Territory governments should commit to standalone reporting on progress against the next school reform agreement’s sub‑outcomes and targets. This could be achieved either through publication of a new standalone report or through augmenting the existing National Report on Schooling in Australia with a sub‑section that clearly identifies the measures used for tracking performance against the Agreement. The Australian Government should table the report annually in Parliament.
Performance reporting arrangements (both as part of a future Agreement and an updated Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia) should be updated to reflect contemporary views on the nature of student outcomes sought. This should include reporting on the new wellbeing outcome, more complete reporting on student achievement and post‑school outcomes and, as new data becomes available, student engagement.
Parties should retain the provision in the next school reform agreement for an independent review. The scope of the review should consider all aspects of the agreement, including the effectiveness of state‑specific reforms. 
The Commission's recommendations on improved performance reporting, and the design of the next school reform agreement more broadly, are summarised in figure 14.
Figure 14 – Summary of recommendations on the design of the next school reform agreement
[image: This figure shows a summary of recommendations on the design of the next school reform agreement. Parties should retain the aim that Australian schooling provides a high-quality and equitable education for all students. 
Wellbeing should be added as an outcome. 
Parties should adopt a broader range of targets to drive activity, and set new and refined sub-outcome indicators. 
Parties should retain the three reform directions, to be progressed through national and state-specific initiatives. 
Parties should commit to existing and new National Policy Initiatives. States and territories should set out reforms in bilateral agreements. Bilateral agreements should have more rigour. 
There should be enhanced reporting and public transparency to give the community confidence, including more information in progress reports, more accessible, complete performance reporting and a more expansive independent review.
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Chapter 2: What has been happening to student outcomes?
	[image: ]
	Finding 2.1
Declines in Australia’s results in international testing of reading and mathematics among 15 year‑old students likely overstate the deterioration of these skills among that age group.

	Australia’s Programme of International Student Assessment results declined over the decade to 2018 (the most recent year for which data are available). 
However, changes in the school starting age in two states meant that about 12 per cent of 15‑year‑old students who sat the test in 2018 had a year’s less schooling to develop their reading and mathematics skills, relative to 15‑year‑old students who sat the test in 2012. 
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	Finding 2.2
Since 2013, NAPLAN results for reading and numeracy have been flat across all year levels, with exceptions in reading results for year 3 and year 5. 

	Since 2013, there have been marginal improvements in reading test results in year 3 and year 5, but no improvements in year 7 and year 9. Test results for numeracy have stagnated across all year levels since 2013.
Commission analysis tracking the same cohort from year 3 to year 9 shows that the improvements in year 3 and year 5 reading do not persist to year 7 and year 9.



	[image: ]
	Finding 2.3
Persistent differences in reading and numeracy outcomes across cohorts suggest some students face systemic barriers. 

	There are long-standing differences in national test results for reading and numeracy across students from different backgrounds, or who have different experiences or needs.
Results for reading and numeracy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, students in outer regional and remote areas, and students with parents with low educational attainment are consistently below the outcomes of the general student population.
By year 9, these differences can be as great as the equivalent of 5 years of learning.  
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	Finding 2.4
There has been a small increase in the level of educational attainment since 2015.

	The proportion of 20 to 24 year-olds who completed year 12 or equivalent, or a Certificate III or above, increased by 2.5 percentage points to 90 per cent between 2015 and 2021.
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	Finding 2.5
School attendance has declined since 2015, particularly among students in middle years.

	The proportion of students attending school regularly has declined, with much of this decline predating COVID‑19. 
Declines in attendance levels are more pronounced among students in middle years — attendance of primary students has fallen by 4 percentage points since 2015, while attendance of students in years 7-10 has fallen by 10 percentage points.
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	Finding 2.6
Many students experience poor social and emotional wellbeing.

	There is no nationally consistent measure showing how student wellbeing has changed over time. While some jurisdictions collect data on aspects of student wellbeing, few publish the results.  
Available data suggest a sizeable proportion of children and young people experience poor social and emotional wellbeing. 


Chapter 3: High-level assessment of the National Policy Initiatives
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	Finding 3.1 
To date, the National Policy Initiatives are unlikely to have affected the education outcomes of Australian students.

	Some National Policy Initiatives (NPIs) have been completed but will take time to produce results. Others have been completed but have not yet led to actual reforms. The fate of two key NPIs was only resolved late in the life of the agreement.
While the design of the unique student identifier and the online formative assessment tool has now been resolved, the agreed approaches do not appear to reflect the original ambitions for, and anticipated benefits of, these NPIs. 
The Senior Secondary Pathways Review and the National Teacher Workforce Strategy have not led to substantial national reforms.
National data projects have progressed, but the majority are not yet complete.   
The Australian Education Research Organisation has been established but will require time to realise its potential.
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	Recommendation 3.1
Parties to the National School Reform Agreement should fulfil their commitments to deliver the National Policy Initiatives.

	Parties to the next school reform agreement should:
set firm deadlines to complete the unique student identifier (USI) and the online formative assessment tool
once the USI is established, consider opportunities to realise its full potential for informing education policy by linking the USI with other data sets and permitting additional uses beyond the agreed initial baseline.
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	Finding 3.2
The National School Reform Agreement has gaps that undermine its effectiveness in facilitating collective, national efforts to lift student outcomes.

	Shortfalls with the Agreement include:
no outcome that captures wellbeing
a single weak target for academic achievement
a dearth of targeted reforms to lift outcomes for students from priority equity cohorts and for students who do not meet basic levels of literacy and numeracy
a lack of transparent, independent and meaningful reporting on national and state reform activity which means there is limited effective accountability.
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	Finding 3.3
The next intergovernmental school reform agreement should be focused on achieving outcomes, sub-outcomes and targets broadly consistent with those already agreed by governments in the National School Reform Agreement (NSRA).

	Many of the targets, outcomes and sub-outcomes in the NSRA remain relevant. Some modifications to improve the quality of reporting should be pursued, however this broad set of aims should continue to shape the direction of reforms in the next school reform agreement. 
The next school reform agreement should be aligned with, and contain practical actions that implement commitments made under subsequent policy statements, such as the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration, and national commitments under the National Agreement on Closing the Gap and Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-2031.
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	Recommendation 3.2
Firmer targets will strengthen the focus on achieving outcomes and improve accountability to the community. 

	The National School Reform Agreement does not include sufficient clear, measurable targets to drive reform and hold jurisdictions to account for their performance. The Commission recommends the following actions.  
To maximise their impact, targets should be realistic yet ambitious. 
There should be targets for academic achievement for all students and for students from priority equity cohorts (taking account of existing commitments to the National Agreement on Closing the Gap targets). 
A target should be developed to reduce the proportion of students who do not meet basic levels of literacy and numeracy.
The targets should capture progress on key academic benchmarks at regular stages in a student’s education. 
An appropriate independent body, such as the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, should advise on design of the targets.
The basis for measuring the targets should be common to all jurisdictions (and set out in the main agreement). However, jurisdictions should ‘own’ their target and each state and territory should settle their targets with the Australian Government, reflecting their circumstances.  
Jurisdictions should report their progress against their targets each year. Bilateral agreements should explain how jurisdictions expect to achieve their targets. 

	


Chapter 4: Lifting outcomes for all students
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	Finding 4.1 
Tens of thousands of students do not meet NAPLAN minimum standards in reading or numeracy each year — many students fall short year after year.

	Fewer than half of the students who do not meet NAPLAN minimum standards in reading or numeracy are from the National School Reform Agreement’s priority equity cohorts. 
The precise number is uncertain because there are limited data for students with disability.
Around one third of students who do not meet NAPLAN minimum standards in their early years of schooling do not meet NAPLAN minimum standards in later school years.  
Such experiences can negatively affect students’ feelings about themselves and towards learning, and their ability to fulfil their aspirations in later life.
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	Recommendation 4.1
Jurisdictions should commit to targets and actions to reduce the proportion of students who do not meet basic levels of literacy and numeracy.

	Reducing the proportion of students who do not meet basic levels of literacy and numeracy should be a priority for the next intergovernmental school reform agreement.
Recommendation 3.2 proposes setting and reporting targets to reduce the proportion of students who do not meet basic levels of literacy and numeracy.
Parties to the next school reform agreement should set out in their bilateral agreements the actions they will take to reduce the proportion of students who do not meet basic levels of literacy and numeracy. Small‑group tuition is one such intervention that is supported by evidence as improving outcomes for students falling behind that parties to the next school reform agreement could consider. 
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	Finding 4.2
Governments are yet to achieve the equitable outcomes for students from the priority equity cohorts that they endorsed in the National School Reform Agreement (NSRA).

	For the priority equity cohorts, over the life of the agreement:
achievement — as measured by results in national literacy and numeracy testing — exhibited improvements in some areas but generally worsened (particularly in numeracy)
school attendance — which is the NSRA’s measure of engagement and only recorded for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and students from regional and remote areas — decreased
attainment — which is only recorded annually for students from regional and remote areas — improved.
Outcomes for students with disability cannot be measured because national reporting does not report on the NSRA’s outcome measures for this priority equity cohort. 
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	Finding 4.3
Governments have failed to demonstrate how state-specific reforms are addressing the educational needs of students from the priority equity cohorts.

	Bilateral agreements between the Australian Government and each state and territory — which were supposed to enable transparent reporting on measures to lift outcomes of students from priority equity cohorts — have patchy coverage, lack meaningful detail, and contain few new measures.  
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	Finding 4.4
The priority equity cohorts in the National School Reform Agreement do not capture many students who are at high risk of experiencing educational disadvantage.

	Children and young people living in out-of-home care face significant disruptions to their education and are considerably less likely than their peers to attend school and engage with education — by year 9, children in out-of-home care were four times more likely to be below the national minimum standard in reading, and six times more likely to be below the national minimum standard in numeracy, relative to the general population.
Students who speak English as an additional language or dialect often require specific support to strengthen English language skills to access the general curriculum. 
Students from a refugee background generally speak English as an additional language or dialect and face the same challenges. Many have endured experiences of trauma prior to their arrival in Australia, affecting their ability to engage in learning.
Students in the youth justice system often require additional educational support to enable them to overcome the often complex barriers to engagement in education.
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	Recommendation 4.2
Some groups of students face significant barriers to success at school but are not recognised as priority equity cohorts. A transparent, systematic approach should be used to evaluate the case for new priority equity cohorts. 

	Parties to the agreement should consider the following cohorts for inclusion in the next intergovernmental school reform agreement as priority equity cohorts:
students living in out-of-home care
students with English as an additional language or dialect background
students in youth detention 
refugee students.
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	Finding 4.5
The National Agreement on Closing the Gap and Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-2031 have direct implications for how governments seek to lift outcomes for students from priority equity cohorts under the next intergovernmental school reform agreement.

	The National Agreement on Closing the Gap establishes commitments for how all government organisations should share decision making, engage with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (including students) and identify and eliminate racism within education systems. 
In the context of the next school reform agreement, these commitments will influence all aspects of policy development affecting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (including setting of outcomes, design and implementation of reform activities, and transparency and accountability). 
Australia’s Disability Strategy establishes a potential blueprint for how governments should develop policies, programs, services and systems and engage with people with disability (including students) that parties to the next school reform agreement should draw upon.
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	Recommendation 4.3
Parties to the next intergovernmental school reform agreement should give effect to relevant commitments under the National Agreement on Closing the Gap and Australia’s Disability Strategy.

	Consistent with their commitments under the National Agreement on Closing the Gap and Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021-2031, as part of the next intergovernmental school reform agreement, parties should:
commit to actions to lift outcomes and sub-outcomes for students from priority equity cohorts 
develop outcomes, reform activities, and transparency and accountability arrangements in collaboration with representatives from the priority equity cohorts 
set out actions in bilateral agreements that commit to the identification and elimination of racism, the institution of cultural safety requirements across education systems, and implementation of commitments from Australia’s Disability Strategy, in particular application of a social model of disability in education systems
prioritise data measurement of the outcomes and experiences of students with disability in education.
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	Finding 4.6
Students from priority equity cohorts face multiple types of barriers to access a high-quality education.

	The learning environment, including the culture within the classroom, is not always well suited to improve outcomes for students from priority equity cohorts. 
Some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students do not see their identities, cultures, and knowledges reflected in what they are learning.
Teachers and leaders often have insufficient time, skills, and/or resources to support students from priority equity cohorts and their families.
Students from priority equity cohorts can lack access to an inclusive learning setting that supports their learning needs and wellbeing. 
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	Finding 4.7
There is a good understanding of what governments, school systems, school leaders and teachers can do to better meet the learning needs of students from priority equity cohorts.

	Features of the school learning environment that are widely accepted as being critical for meeting the learning needs of student from priority equity cohorts include:
teachers and leaders adapt their understanding of schooling success for each student and have the skills to identify and respond to their diverse needs
schools support parents and carers to actively engage with their child’s education 
schools adopt culturally responsive curriculum and pedagogies to enable all students to see their identities, cultures, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges reflected in what and how they are learning
students, families, and communities’ views inform delivery of education services 
students and families from regional and remote areas have access to technological resources and other assistance to ease challenges of remote learning.
Governments can encourage more widespread adoption of these practices through a variety of levers, ranging from enshrining these features in policy and guidelines distributed to schools; designing and delivering effective and targeted training to improve teachers’ skills and understanding; and establishing partnerships with communities and representative bodies of students and communicating with them regularly.
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	Recommendation 4.4
Parties should design the next intergovernmental school reform agreement so that it identifies and reports on their actions to lift outcomes for students from priority equity cohorts.

	Parties to the next intergovernmental school reform agreement should: 
include national targets for students from each priority equity cohort so the community can assess equity of outcomes across students
ensure state and territory bilateral agreements, developed in consultation with people with lived experience, systematically set out for students from each priority equity cohort:
the outcomes and relevant sub-outcomes they are seeking to achieve for students in the priority equity cohort
the reforms government will implement to achieve those outcomes by addressing the various barriers to accessing high quality education that students from that priority equity cohort face 
the theory of change linking reforms to long‑term outcomes and arrangements for collecting data to enable monitoring and evaluation over time
publicly report each year on progress in implementing reforms and achieving the outcomes and targets they set.
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	Finding 4.8
Lack of publicly available data on school-level spending for students from priority equity cohorts limits accountability.

	There is no publicly available data on school-level spending on students from priority equity cohorts. This means that policymakers, parents, groups representing students and the public have little visibility of school-level actions to lift outcomes for students in priority equity cohorts, which limits accountability.


Chapter 5: Student wellbeing
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	Finding 5.1 
Many students experience poor wellbeing and some do not receive effective support.

	A significant proportion of children and young people experience poor social and emotional wellbeing.
Poor wellbeing can be particularly pronounced among students who experience challenges to engagement and inclusion at school, for example, children and young people in out-of-home care, students with disability and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.
Poor wellbeing directly affects students’ capacity to learn. 
While wellbeing is influenced by many factors outside the school gate, poor wellbeing can be exacerbated by responses from schools. 
Effective school leadership and teacher practices are essential elements for supporting student wellbeing within schools. 
Australian, State and Territory Governments have many initiatives and information resources to support student wellbeing, but schools have not consistently implemented evidenced-based approaches for all students.
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	Recommendation 5.1
Governments should design the next intergovernmental school reform agreement so that it includes a focus on student wellbeing.

	Parties to the next school reform agreement should add improved student wellbeing as an outcome of the agreement, develop a new sub-outcome on improving students’ subjective wellbeing, and commit to annual reporting. 
Governments should collect data for a composite wellbeing index but provide schools and data providers the flexibility to choose from a range of high-quality and relevant survey instruments, including those used in existing student surveys.
Bilateral agreements under the next school reform agreement should include actions intended to improve student wellbeing, and report each year on progress. At a minimum, bilateral agreements should include actions to support all schools to adopt wellbeing strategies that:
provide support and training for teachers to identify students experiencing poor wellbeing and to respond appropriately
articulate the role and responsibilities of wellbeing staff within the school
clarify student pathways for support, both within and beyond the school.


Chapter 6: Supporting teacher effectiveness
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	Finding 6.1
Policies that improve the quality of the teacher workforce are likely to be one of the most significant ways governments can influence student outcomes. Some options warrant particular attention. 

	Improving teacher effectiveness can provide substantial personal, social and economic benefits. 
Improving initial teacher education (ITE) is likely to be more effective than screening for ‘high-quality’ candidates for ensuring people entering the profession are well equipped for teaching. 
Teaching performance assessments (TPAs), which assess the classroom readiness of graduate teachers, have only recently been introduced by jurisdictions — it is too early to decide whether TPAs should be changed to embody minimum standards.
Better access to quality induction and mentoring is likely to accelerate skill acquisition and increase retention when teachers start in the classroom. 
Quality on-the-job learning, including from more experienced colleagues, can lead to ongoing improvement throughout teachers’ careers, but it relies on teachers having sufficient time.
A key benefit of Highly Accomplished and Lead Teachers (HALTs), and other highly skilled teachers is their ability to share expertise with other teachers. 
But there has been poor take up of HALT certifications and many certified teachers say they have too little time or opportunity to lead the development of others in their school.
Governments have announced their intention to improve ITE quality, induction and mentoring and streamline HALT accreditation processes under the National Teacher Workforce Action Plan.
Although these announced actions have the potential to address concerns about teacher effectiveness, some lack detail and firm commitments and/or may require complementary reforms to ensure their success. 
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	Recommendation 6.1
Parties should design the next intergovernmental school reform agreement to better develop and deploy expert teachers to disseminate evidence-based teaching practices.

	Each state and territory should include in their bilateral agreement mechanisms to ensure expert teachers can support colleagues to achieve better student outcomes through the dissemination of evidence-based teaching practices. Actions should:
be developed in consultation with school leaders and teachers
support Highly Accomplished and Lead Teachers to share their in-depth knowledge and skills with their colleagues to help them improve. 
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	Finding 6.2 
High search costs for locating quality teaching resources prevent many teachers from employing evidence-based resources in the classroom.

	Many teachers have difficulties locating high quality teaching resources that meet the needs of their students, or verifying the quality of teaching resources. 
More than half of Australian teachers surveyed, who were aware of government provided instructional materials, did not think they were easy to find or that they met the learning needs of their students
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	Recommendation 6.2
Governments should establish a single portal for teachers and school leaders to access evidence-based instructional material. This could be a national policy initiative in the next intergovernmental school reform agreement.

	The Australian, state and territory governments should work together to curate high‑quality, evidence‑based and government endorsed curriculum resources and make them available for teachers and school leaders from a single source.
Resources should: 
be curated by organisations with relevant curriculum expertise such as the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, the Australian Education Research Organisation and/or Education Services Australia 
be independently quality assured based on what research says is most effective
encompass whole‑school curriculum plans, whole‑subject sequences, lesson plans and classroom tools 
utilise existing quality materials, including from the private sector, where possible
be complemented with training in how to use the material.


Chapter 7: Ensuring a stable supply of teachers
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	Finding 7.1
Teacher shortages in regional, rural and remote areas and in key subjects, such as maths, science and English impose substantial costs on students, teachers and schools.

	There are teacher shortages in regional, rural and remote areas, and in subjects such as mathematics, science, English and design and technology. 
The significant disparity between the share of teachers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander background (2 per cent) and students with that background (6 per cent) frustrates culturally appropriate teaching.
Factors such as growing student enrolments, changes in initial teacher education enrolment trends, and an ageing workforce may contribute to continued teacher shortages in the future. 
Teacher shortages can impose substantial costs on students, teachers and schools, including because it gives rise to out-of-field teaching, and teachers without domain specific expertise tend to be less effective, particularly in upper secondary school grades.
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	Recommendation 7.1
Reducing out-of-field teaching should be a priority for the next intergovernmental school reform agreement.

	Parties to the next school reform agreement should:
include state-specific reforms, to be set out in their bilateral agreements and developed in consultation with teachers and school leaders:
to support educators teaching out-of-field.
to attract teachers to areas of shortage, including measures to lower switching costs for mid-career entrants contemplating teaching, particularly in high demand areas and for former teachers looking to return to the profession.
report annually on the prevalence of out-of-field teaching in their jurisdictions.
All jurisdictions should reintroduce a one‑year qualification for secondary teaching for well‑qualified individuals in subject areas of high demand. 
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	Recommendation 7.2
All jurisdictions should participate in the development of the new national First Nations Teachers’ Strategy.

	The Australian Government has committed to co-design a new national First Nations Teachers’ Strategy in close partnership with First Nations education organisations, to better attract and retain more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers. 
All jurisdictions should contribute to the development of the Strategy.
Consistent with commitments under The National Agreement on Closing the Gap, the Strategy should include specific measures to identify and remove racism experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educators in the education system. 
Subject to the views of First Nations education organisations, the Strategy could identify ways to establish clear pathways for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educators seeking to transition to teaching and/or leadership roles.
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	Finding 7.2
Teachers work long hours, and their workload has increased.

	Australian teacher workload is greater than the OECD average. Australian teachers spend more time on non-teaching tasks, and less time on teaching tasks, than their international counterparts. 
Teacher workload has increased over time. Many teachers cite heavy workload as a reason for wanting to leave the profession.



	[image: ]
	Finding 7.3
A more systematic and evidence-based approach to deploying the growing number of teaching assistants is required.

	While teacher workload has been increasing, the number of teaching assistants and other support staff has grown. 
Anecdotal evidence reveals teaching assistants are being deployed in ad hoc ways and do not always have the support or training they need to undertake the myriad of tasks they perform.
A more systematic and evidence-based approach to determining the roles and responsibilities of teaching assistants and support staff, and their appropriate use would be beneficial, including to free up teacher time. 
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	Recommendation 7.3
Parties should design the next intergovernmental school reform agreement so that it focuses on maximising the value of teachers’ and school leaders’ time.

	Parties to the next school reform agreement should ensure state-specific reforms in bilateral agreements to support teachers and school leaders (developed in consultation with teachers and school leaders) identify how they maximise the value of teachers’ and school leaders’ time, including by reducing low-value tasks.
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	Finding 7.4
Building on efforts to improve teacher workforce demand and supply data would enable governments to better identify and respond to workforce shortages.

	All governments recently committed to enhanced workforce data collection and nationally consistent teacher workforce projections. This will require ongoing and full participation by all Governments in the Australian Teacher Workforce Data initiative, including the provision of teacher demand data. 
To maximise the value of these commitments, a labour market model could be developed that would allow governments to better identify and predict teacher shortages and evaluate the impacts of different policies on the workforce.


Chapter 8: School leadership
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	Finding 8.1
Improving school leadership can boost students’ learning. Workforce planning, mentoring and professional development for school leaders can help ensure a sustainable supply of effective school leaders.

	School leaders are second only to teachers in improving student outcomes. Improving the effectiveness of leaders, especially principals, would generate sizeable benefits.
Long lead times for teachers to move into leadership roles, and the emergent pressures on the current cohort of school leaders, underscore the importance of effective leadership planning to ensure a sustainable pipeline of future school leaders.
School leaders would benefit from greater guidance on specific measures they can adopt in their schools to improve student outcomes.

	



	[image: ]
	Recommendation 8.1
Governments should improve the local evidence base on school leadership in an Australian context as a national policy initiative in the next intergovernmental school reform agreement.

	Parties to the next school reform agreement should commission education bodies, such as the Australian Education Research Organisation and Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, to improve the local evidence base on effective school leadership practices. This would form a research agenda involving:
identifying the most important gaps in the school leadership evidence base
conducting high quality studies to fill these gaps
ensuring that the results of the studies are used to inform leadership practice, such as through professional development for current and future leaders.
Once an evidence base is available, each jurisdiction should update their bilateral agreements to identify specific reforms they will undertake to incorporate the evidence base, and publicly report on progress implementing these reforms.


Chapter 9: The National Measurement Framework 
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	Finding 9.1
The Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia is not appropriate for measuring progress on National School Reform Agreement outcomes.

	While reliable, and largely relevant, the Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia is not a complete means of reporting progress on National School Reform Agreement outcomes.
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	Finding 9.2
Performance data to help assess progress against the National School Reform Agreement outcomes and sub-outcomes is not readily accessible.

	The visibility of governments’ progress against the National School Reform Agreement sub-outcomes and targets is diminished by the absence of a standalone report and the reliance on the broader National Report on Schooling in Australia and Key Performance Measure dashboard for performance reporting.
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	Recommendation 9.1
Parties should introduce standalone performance reporting against the National School Reform Agreement outcomes.

	Australian, State and Territory Governments should commit to standalone reporting on progress against the National School Reform Agreement sub-outcomes and targets. To achieve this, Australian, State and Territory Governments should either: 
publish a new report for the purposes of reporting on progress against the National School Reform Agreement sub-outcomes and targets, or
augment the National Report on Schooling in Australia with a new sub-section. 
At a minimum, the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority should clearly identify in the Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia and the National Report on Schooling in Australia, which key performance measures are sub-outcomes or targets for the National School Reform Agreement. 
The report should be tabled annually in the Parliament of Australia.
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	Recommendation 9.2
Parties should improve the performance reporting framework of the next  intergovernmental school reform agreement.

	Parties to the next intergovernmental school reform agreement should improve the performance reporting framework of the next school reform agreement by:
clearly articulating the role of the Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia in enabling the reporting of the sub-outcomes and targets of the agreement
developing data to enable reporting on outcomes for students with disability. This may include by exploring opportunities to use the National Disability Insurance Scheme outcomes framework data, options for data linkage, or asking students to state whether they identify as having a disability as part of NAPLAN and National Assessment Program sample assessments
publicly reporting on each outcome by jurisdiction for priority equity cohorts (students with disability, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and students in regional and remote areas) 
adding new sub-outcomes for learning gain, post-school outcomes and the measure of student wellbeing proposed in recommendation 5.1
updating the NAPLAN sub-outcome to use proficiency standards rather than learning bands.
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	Recommendation 9.3
ACARA should identify and implement improvements to the Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia as part of its next review.

	For its next review of the Measurement Framework for Schooling in Australia, the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) should:
develop a performance indicator framework, whereby Key Performance Measures (KPMs) are mapped to the National School Reform Agreement sub-outcomes and targets, and the goals and commitments of the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration
categorise the indicators in the performance indicator framework as either student outcomes of schooling, external influences on outcomes and system performance measures
seek and consider feedback from students, educators and communities on a draft performance indicator framework and draft recommendations for new or amended KPMs
seek to include a new measure and data on school disciplinary absences
publicly document which National School Reform Agreement sub-outcomes and targets are unreported in the National Report on Schooling in Australia and KPM Dataset
publicly document which goals and commitments of the Mparntwe Declaration are unreported.
ACARA should work towards filling reporting gaps by exploring the use of State and Territory Government data that are comparable over time, even if it is not nationally complete or comparable across jurisdictions. Well-established State and Territory Government surveys of students, parents and carers, and teachers should be given due consideration. 
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Parties agreed to 8 National Policy Initiatives

And state-specific bilateral agreements

Aims for Australian schooling to provide a high quality and equitable education 

for all students

• 5 Achievement

• 1 Attainment

• 1 Engagement

• Outlining local initiatives

• Including reforms to 

lift outcomes for priority 

equity cohorts

• Progressed by all jurisdictions

• Concentrated on ‘key enablers’

• Building on existing national and 

state-based reforms

• Achievement

• Attainment

• Engagement

• Lift educational 

attainment by 2031

(two targets, one 

applies for Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait 

Islander students)

• Lift international standing by 2025

Specifies three reform directions … 

Supporting teaching, school 

leadership and school improvement

Enhancing the national 

evidence base

Supporting students, student 

learning and student achievement

… to be progressed through national and state-specific initiatives …

… with reporting and public transparency to give the community confidence

Parties agreed to report 

on implementation …

… and progress towards 

meeting targets …

… and an 

independent review

• Reported under COAG 

arrangements

(National Measurement 

Framework)

• Annual public reports on 

national initiatives

• Annual reports on state-specific 

initiatives

• To assess effectiveness of 

National Policy Initiatives and  

appropriateness of the National 

Measurement Framework

… and 3 existing targets

… to be assessed against 7 

performance measures      

(sub-outcomes) …

Sets out 3 outcomes …
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                                                      Expected outputs Online Formative  Assessment Initiative  Teacher  workforce review Unique Student  Identifier (USI) Evidence institute  Improving  national data quality Initial Teacher  Education (ITE)  accreditation    N ew learning progressions and  formative assessment capability  aligned to the Australian  Curriculum  and n ationally available online on - demand formative assessment  resources, from 2022. Education Council to have  implemented, or be progressing,  agreed recommendations by the  end of the Agreement. Education Council to  have  implemented a national teacher  workforce strategy to respond to  workforce needs. National quality assurance activities  to have commenced from January  2019 , with states and territories  ensuring that accredited ITE  programs require final - year  performance assessment before  graduation. Schools and systems to  progressively work to create a  national  USI for each student from  2021. T he national evidence institute to  commence operations from 2020,  and develop and implement a  national research and evidence  plan. Education Council to agree equity  and proficiency standards and   consider opportunities to enhance  the national evidence base  through a number  of data projects  over the lif e of the Agreement.  Complete?        NPI Senior secondary pathways review  P = Partly                     P     Is sues AERO has been established as  planned.  It will take time for  AERO to raise awareness of its  work and see its advice translate  into classroom practice. Progress towards the unique  student identifier has been slow.  Ministers have  agreed on a model  to roll out a USI nationally and a  baseline use. Proficiency standards have been  developed. Some projects (such  as measures of student learning  gain) are complete, while others  are well underway. Progress has been slow. Some  jurisdictions have pressed ahead  with their own tools, which will  now be the basis of a less  ambitious national bank of  assessments. The senior secondary pathways  review is complete, but it has not  given rise to substantial national  reforms. It is not clear  how jurisdictions will  employ the outputs of the review.  The new National Teacher  Workforce Action Plan may help  respond to workforce needs. Teaching  P erformance  A ssessments have only recently  been implemented and are only  one aspect of ITE. Governments  should monitor their quality.                              
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Attainment below 2031 targets, including for
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Few of the National School Reform Agreement sub-outcomes have been achieved
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Could include new 

measures under a future 

Measurement 

Framework for Schooling 

in Australia. 

• Near-term options 

include teacher 

workload, retention 

and attrition and rates 

of out-of-field teaching. 

• Longer-term options 

include teaching 

practices.

Set out:

• actions to reduce low-

value teacher tasks 

and out-of-field 

teaching

• actions to better 

develop and deploy 

expert teachers to 

disseminate 

evidence-based 

teaching practices.

Enabling quality 

teaching and leadership

Sets out:

• a national initiative to 

create a common 

bank of high-quality 

curriculum resources 

for teachers and 

school leaders, 

drawing on the 

expertise of AERO, 

ACARA and ESA

• a national initiative to 

better understand 

what drives 

differences in 

outcomes across 

schools and the 

leadership practices 

that can reduce them.

Priority

Main 

Agreement

Bilaterals

Performance 

reporting
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Sets out: 

• requirements for each 

jurisdiction to have a 

target in place

• the design of the 

target.

Ensuring all students 

have basic literacy and 

numeracy skills.

Could be based on:

• existing sub-outcomes, 

such as lowering 

(increasing) the share 

of students in the 

bottom (top) levels of 

performance in 

NAPLAN for Years 3, 

5, 7 and 9; or

• a new sub-outcome 

based on proficiency 

levels.

Set out: 

• actions to reduce the 

proportion of students 

who do not meet basic 

levels of literacy and 

numeracy

• the level of the target.

Priority Target Main Agreement Bilaterals
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Sets out:

• relevant commitments 

under the National 

Agreement on Closing 

the Gap and Australia’s 

Disability Strategy

• priority equity cohorts, 

including any new 

cohorts

• the educational barriers 

that are to be 

addressed

• requirements for each 

jurisdiction to have 

targets in place.

Reducing differences in 

achievement across 

student cohorts.

Targets could mirror 

general population sub-

outcomes, such as:

Lowering (increase) the 

share of students from 

priority equity cohorts in 

the bottom (top) levels of 

performance in NAPLAN

for Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. 

Developed in partnership with 

the community, set out:

• any other state-specific 

outcomes for students in 

each cohort

• actions to address 

barriers to students 

reaching their potential 

and to achieve targets 

and outcomes 

• actions to implement 

commitments under 

Closing the Gap and 

Australia’s Disability 

Strategy

• the theory of change 

linking reforms to long-

term outcomes

• the level of the targets 

for students in each 

cohort.

Priority Target Main Agreement Bilaterals
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Set out:

• actions to achieve 

new outcome

• actions to give effect 

to core requirement to 

ensure all schools 

have wellbeing 

strategies in place.

Sets out:

• the new wellbeing 

outcome and sub-

outcome

• core content 

jurisdictions must 

address as part of 

their bilateral 

agreements: 

ensuring schools 

have wellbeing 

strategies in place, 

that clarify training 

and support for 

teachers, the role of 

wellbeing staff, and 

student pathways for 

support.

Promoting student 

wellbeing so that 

students can engage 

and learn at school.

This could be adapted 

from the vision from the 

Australian Student 

Wellbeing Framework, 

endorsed by Education 

Ministers, such as: 

‘Students experience 

wellbeing, safety and 

positive relationships at 

school.’

Progress to be tracked 

by a new sub-outcome 

(indicator) and reported 

on annually.

Priority New outcome

Main 

Agreement

Bilaterals
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       Parties should  commit to existing and new  National Policy Initiatives (NPIs)  State - specific bilateral agreements should  have more rigour  Retain the aim  that Australian schooling provides a high quality and equitable education for all students  Set out  4 outcomes  …  • Keep existing national  targets • Develop firmer targets  on achievement   (R 3.2), including target  to reduce the share of students not meeting basic levels of literacy and numeracy (R 4.1)  • Systematically set out reforms  (R 4.1, 4.3, 5.1, 6.1, 7.1, 7.3, 8.1) and  outline how they contribute to specific  outcomes and targets, including for  priority equity cohorts (R 3.2, 4.4)  • Complete NPIs under the former  agreement (R 3.1) • Consider new NPIs on quality curriculum  resources (R 6.2) and building the school  leadership evidence base (R 8.1)  • Keep achievement, attainment and engagement • Add wellbeing  (R 5.1) • Consider adding new priority  equity cohorts (R 4.2)  • Refine indicators of achievement and attainment  (R 9.2) • Develop new  national wellbeing  indicator  (R 5.1)  Retain the three reform directions  …  Supporting teaching, school  leadership and school improvement  Enhancing the national  evidence base  Supporting students, student  learning and student achievement  … to be progressed through national and state - specific initiatives …                              …  with enhanced r eporting and public transparency to give the community confidence  Including more information  in progress reports…  … more accessible, complete  performance reporting …  …  and a  more expansive independent review  • Introduce standalone  reporting  (R 9.1) • Fill data gaps for priority equity  cohorts (R 4.3, 9.2) • Report on new and refined  indicators (R 9.3)  • A nnual reports on state - specific  initiatives should report against  outcomes and targets  ( R 3.2, 4.4)  • To assess all aspects of agreement                                      …  and set  new and refined  sub - outcomes  … adopt a broader range of  targets  to drive activity …            
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