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Reducing educational disadvantage
Do not delete this return as it gives space between the box and what precedes it.
	Key points

	· Students’ individual, economic and social circumstances can impede them from achieving their educational potential. The schools workforce has an important role to play in reducing the adverse effects these factors can have on student outcomes, and in enabling all students (including gifted students) to achieve their potential.

· Educational disadvantage is more likely to be experienced by students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, students in rural and remote locations, Indigenous students, and students with disabilities, learning difficulties or other special needs. Many, especially Indigenous students, face multiple sources of disadvantage. 

· Despite a long history of policy efforts, outcomes for disadvantaged students generally remain well below the rest of the student population. Addressing educational disadvantage must be a high priority for schools workforce policy. 
· Overall, it is important that teachers (and schools more broadly) have the capacity to respond to students’ individual needs, recognise and act on underachievement, and maintain high aspirations for all students regardless of their background. An added challenge for schools with disadvantaged students is how to attract and retain a sufficient number of quality staff.
· Deficiencies in evaluation make it difficult to identify the most effective ways to address educational disadvantage, yet it is clear that a combination of initiatives is needed. Policies that improve the schools workforce’s overall effectiveness will assist, but need to be accompanied by targeted initiatives that include:

· amending teacher training to place a greater emphasis on the learning needs of disadvantaged students
· additional support for teachers working in disadvantaged communities, including enhanced induction, mentoring and professional development 

· greater use of pay differentials to attract teachers to hard-to-staff schools
· greater opportunities for workforce innovation, enabled by strengthened school leadership and increased school autonomy.
· There could also be a role for expanding initiatives that engage parents and the community in students’ schooling, lift the share of teachers from disadvantaged backgrounds, and make greater use of communication technology in schools.

· While recent reforms have added impetus for action, there is an urgent need for a more robust, systematic and transparent approach to the ongoing evaluation of initiatives that target educational disadvantage, and for policymakers to make greater use of this evidence in policy development. 

	


As noted from the outset of this report, reducing the impact of disadvantage on students’ educational opportunities is one of the key challenges for Australia’s schools workforce. This chapter examines the ways in which students’ individual, economic and community circumstances can disadvantage them from achieving their educational potential, and the challenges that are involved in lifting the capacity of the schools workforce to help students overcome these barriers. The chapter examines various policy options, which include targeted measures as well as relevant initiatives to enhance the overall quality and capacity of the schools workforce (as canvassed in more detail elsewhere in this report).
While there has been — and continues to be — much policy action aiming to improve the educational outcomes of disadvantaged students, a key message to emerge from the analysis is that policy making needs to put greater emphasis on undertaking rigorous evaluation, learning from past experiences, systematically gathering and sharing knowledge about what works or not, and using this knowledge in policy design.
9.1
Aiming for equality of educational opportunity

As discussed in chapter 3, the Commission has interpreted equity in educational outcomes to mean that all students should have equal opportunity to realise their educational potential — irrespective of their individual, economic or social circumstances, or their level of ability.
This principle was reiterated in the recent Review of Funding for Schooling, which asserted that mechanisms for funding allocations must ensure that:
… differences in educational outcomes are not the result of differences in wealth, income, power or possessions [and that] all students have access to a high standard of education regardless of their background or circumstances. (Gonski et al. 2011, p. xxxi)

While this chapter focuses on students who are at greatest risk of educational disadvantage, many of the measures discussed here apply to giving each and every student the opportunity to achieve their potential.
In what ways can students experience educational disadvantage?

Although each student’s performance is influenced by both school and non-school factors, comparisons of educational outcomes bring to light particular factors that can impede students from performing to the best of their ability. As presented in chapter 2 (box 2.4), educational outcomes are lower, on average, for students from low socioeconomic status (SES) households, rural and remote locations, Indigenous backgrounds, and for students with disability (where this is measurable). 
The ways in which a student’s individual, economic and social characteristics can impede them from achieving their educational potential have been the subject of intensive research. Compared with their counterpart student groups:
 
· Students from low‑SES backgrounds — who can already be at a financial disadvantage in affording an education — tend to experience lower levels of parental educational attainment and higher levels of parental unemployment. They often live in more deprived communities with fewer resources and a higher prevalence of dysfunctional societal behaviour. Such factors can make it difficult for students to attend school, reduce parents’ capacity to assist their children with schooling, and weaken students’ attitudes towards schooling and expectations of themselves. 

· Students in rural and remote areas are likely to face barriers to accessing educational resources and have fewer of the complementary resources and support services that are available elsewhere. 

· Some students from non-English-speaking backgrounds are more likely to face cultural and linguistic challenges, and their parents might be less capable of offering assistance with their schooling compared with English-speaking parents.

· Indigenous students are also more likely to have different cultural customs and experience linguistic challenges, particularly since many Indigenous families in communities do not speak Standard Australian English at home. Furthermore, Indigenous children are considerably more likely than non‑Indigenous children to be living in overcrowded conditions and acquire hearing impairments — both factors that can impede their learning (SCRGSP 2011). Given that proportionally more Indigenous students live in low-SES and/or rural and remote locations (relative to non-Indigenous students), they are also at greater risk of encountering many of the challenges described above. 
· Students with learning difficulties or disabilities (including dyslexia, dyscalculia, autism and attention deficit disorder), or other intellectual and/or physical disabilities, can require additional support to be capable of engaging in the same educational experiences as other students. 
In sum, these background factors have a potentially detrimental impact because they mean that ‘children are unequally prepared and supported to manage the cognitive and the cultural demands of school’ (Teese and Lamb 2009, p. 9). While not all students with these characteristics are low achievers, these factors generally place students at a greater risk of achieving less than their potential. Similar observations were made in the Review of Funding for Schooling (Gonski et al. 2011).
To give an example of the significance of students’ background characteristics on their outcomes, socioeconomic status was found to explain between 12 to 14 per cent of variation in Australian students’ scores in reading, mathematical and scientific literacy in the 2009 Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests (OECD 2011b). In a meta-analysis of all the possible factors influencing student outcomes, Hattie (2009) found that home environment, socioeconomic status and parental involvement were among the most important. These factors can also have a bearing on the way a school operates and how its workforce is trained and deployed. For instance, the quality of resources and staff allocated to a particular school has been shown to be correlated with its socioeconomic, demographic and geographic characteristics. In this way, educational disadvantage can be reinforced or compounded by the operation of school factors.
Based on the premise that educational equality means giving every student equal opportunity to achieve their potential, it is also important to recognise the learning needs of gifted and talented students who have the potential to excel beyond the achievements of an average student. Indeed, the fact that international comparisons reveal some decline in the achievements of Australia’s top-performing students over recent years (chapter 3) highlights the importance of ensuring that the needs of this group of students are also met. 

What is the schools workforce’s role in addressing educational disadvantage?

The goal of enabling every student to perform to the best of their ability means that, ideally, the schools workforce will take into account — and help to mitigate — the potentially adverse effects of students’ background characteristics on their educational performance. Given the varied and complex ways in which these factors can influence students’ educational experiences, schools workforce policy is just one part of a wider suite of responses needed to address educational disadvantage. Nonetheless, it is a vital part. 

Certain skills and attributes are particularly relevant for the schools workforce, including the capacity to recognise the individual attributes and circumstances of each student and how these factors might impact on student learning. Being able to detect any setbacks in learning is especially important early on in a student’s schooling experience, before learning problems become entrenched (Gonski et al. 2011; Masters 2007). 
The provision of appropriate learning opportunities for disadvantaged students can also require some specific pedagogical and classroom management practices. For instance, the schools workforce can have a role in compensating for the lack of support and encouragement that students might otherwise receive from home.
Disadvantaged students may need better than average experiences to be able to perform at high levels and overcome their difficulties. If schools are going to be a catalyst for social mobility they may need to provide disadvantaged students with higher quality experiences and work hard to improve the students’ motivation and confidence. (OECD 2011a, p. 82)
As highlighted by study participants and researchers (for example, Allard and Santoro 2004; Catholic Education Commission of Victoria, sub. 13; CPSU/SPSF Group, sub. 6; United Care Children, Young People and Families, sub. 8), desirable skills for school workers to attend to the learning needs of disadvantaged students would include the capacity to: 

· identify and appropriately meet the needs of students who have a learning difficulty or disability, physical or intellectual disability, or other special learning needs

· understand differences in the cultural and linguistic practices of different groups, including the Indigenous population

· meet the needs of gifted and talented students by, for example, recognising the scope for acceleration and modifications to curriculum
· encourage appropriate classroom behaviour among students 

· strengthen parents’ engagement in their children’s education
· collaborate with other workers and services within the community who are also involved in students’ education and welfare 
· foster a school culture which embraces diversity within the student population.
In addition to specific skills, certain personal characteristics are likely to be relevant in enhancing the capacity of school workers to attend to the needs of disadvantaged students. As noted by study participants, these include a willingness and desire to ‘make a difference’, resilience to take on a challenging working environment, and a long-term commitment to assisting disadvantaged students. The desirability of these types of attributes is usually explicitly acknowledged by education authorities and school operators when recruiting staff for rural, remote or Indigenous communities, in particular. 

Overseas studies on the characteristics of successful teachers in disadvantaged schools reinforce the importance of these attributes. An analysis of several provinces in Canada — a country which demonstrates relatively strong outcomes in educational equity (OECD 2012a) — found that: 

Educators in [disadvantaged] schools seem to require special qualities, as many of their students come from homes on the margins of … society. Educators must assume some parenting responsibilities, extend special efforts to reach these students both emotionally and intellectually, and be highly imaginative in the selection of content and teaching approaches. High expectations coupled with support and warm relationships are especially effective in schools serving at-risk populations. (Henchey et al. 2001, p. 6)

Alongside teachers and principals with these skills and attributes, specialist and support staff can play an important complementary role. For example: 
· Literacy or linguistic specialists and cultural liaison officers can assist with teaching students from non‑English speaking backgrounds.
· Allied support staff can help identify the needs of students with learning difficulties and students with the potential for accelerated learning. 
· Teacher aides and teacher assistants can help students with disabilities perform practical tasks. 
· School counsellors, welfare support staff and youth workers can encourage students from low-SES communities to remain engaged in education by, for example, providing career guidance and co-curricular activities.
· Support staff, including nurses, can provide services to help meet students’ essential needs (such as nutrition, medical attention and transportation to school) where these are not being provided by parents or other community services.
· Transitional support staff can assist students move from rural or remote locations to boarding schools in metropolitan centres (as often occurs in later years of schooling).
The contribution of these specialist and support staff towards students’ educational outcomes means that the ability to collaborate effectively is also a very important skill for teachers and principals.

Perhaps the most important attribute for all types of staff who are involved in the schooling of disadvantaged students — as emphasised by many study participants — is the practice of maintaining high aspirations for their students. International studies also highlight this as a hallmark of high-performing schools (Henchey et al. 2001). 
Identifying these skills and attributes matters insofar as policy initiatives can attempt to foster these traits within the schools workforce or attract workers who have them. Given the research and comments by study participants that the needs of educationally disadvantaged students are not currently being met by the mainstream schooling system (Burnett Youth Learning Centre, sub. 4; Teese and Lamb 2009), the present arrangements for recruitment, training and deployment might not be generating a workforce sufficiently equipped with these skills and attributes.
9.2
 Challenges in reducing educational disadvantage
Some common, and often longstanding, challenges confront the schools workforce in attempting to better address the needs of disadvantaged students. While these challenges are encountered by many schools, they tend to be more pronounced in schools with disadvantaged students. 

Attracting and retaining staff

As discussed in chapter 4, many schools with disadvantaged students report persistent difficulties in attracting and retaining sufficient staff with appropriate skills and attributes. Data from the 2010 Staff in Australia’s Schools (SIAS) survey show that recruiting and retaining suitably qualified teachers is more difficult for schools whose students are more likely to be in disadvantaged circumstances (table 9.1). The extent of these recruitment and retention difficulties is reflected in their perennial nature. For example, the question of how to effectively alleviate teacher shortages in rural and remote locations has been an issue confronting policymakers for many years. 

Recruitment difficulties apply not only to general teaching staff, but also to specialist and non‑teaching support staff who play an important role in supporting disadvantaged students, including teachers of English as a Second Language (ESL) and special needs teachers (National Disability Services, sub. 21). In the case of some disadvantaged students, staffing shortages are exacerbated by the need for higher teacher-student ratios. Staffing requirements for students with disabilities are a case in point (Burnett Youth Learning Centre, sub. 8).

The greater prevalence of recruitment and retention difficulties in disadvantaged schools can have significant repercussions for the quality of education being delivered to the students. As discussed in chapter 4, staff shortages can intensify the workload placed on existing staff and lead to ‘out-of-field’ teaching. High turnover can discourage investment in teachers’ professional development and create unstable learning environments for students (Lamb and Teese 2005). Due to teacher shortages, some schools in rural and remote schools report that they are unable to offer a full curriculum (McKenzie et al. 2008). In some cases, subjects as fundamental as English or science cannot be offered (Australian Secondary Principals Association (ASPA) 2006). Shortages of ESL teachers have repercussions for students from Indigenous and other cultural backgrounds; shortages of special education teachers mean that the learning needs of some students with learning disabilities (such as dyslexia) are not properly identified or adequately accommodated; and an undersupply of school counsellors and guidance officers means that students who require assistance can face long waiting times for their welfare issues to be addressed (Uniting Care Children, Young People and Families, sub. 8). 
Table 9.

 SEQ Table \* ARABIC 1
Proportion of schools that had difficulties in recruiting and retaining staff, 2010a
	
	Difficulty in suitably filling staff vacancies
	Difficulty in retaining suitable staff

	
	Major difficulty
	Moderate difficulty
	Minor difficulty
	No 
difficulty
	Major difficulty
	Moderate difficulty
	Minor difficulty
	No 
difficulty

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Primary schools
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	School SES
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Low SES
	10.7
	24.8
	28.6
	35.9
	7.7
	8.7
	31.8
	51.8

	Medium SES
	5.6
	22.5
	41.3
	30.6
	6.6
	10.0
	30.0
	53.3

	High SES
	2.5
	16.4
	25.6
	55.5
	1.2
	11.9
	20.2
	66.7

	School location
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Remote
	9.5
	29.2
	26.3
	35.0
	14.6
	9.5
	24.8
	51.1

	Provincial
	9.1
	17.9
	35.3
	37.7
	6.9
	8.3
	25.0
	59.8

	Metropolitan
	4.1
	22.2
	30.0
	43.6
	3.2
	11.5
	29.0
	56.3

	Indigenousb 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	ATSI focus schools
	29.5
	35.5
	24.6
	10.4
	27.7
	26.6
	16.8
	28.8

	All other schools
	4.4
	20.0
	32.2
	43.4
	3.4
	9.1
	28.2
	59.3

	Secondary schools
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	School SES
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Low SES
	15.1
	27.2
	35.4
	22.3
	12.5
	12.7
	37.4
	37.4

	Medium SES
	9.2
	33.6
	41.8
	15.4
	1.8
	29.3
	43.6
	25.3

	High SES
	2.8
	33.7
	36.2
	27.4
	4.7
	9.1
	36.0
	50.2

	School location
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Remote
	23.2
	42.9
	16.1
	17.9
	10.7
	46.4
	23.2
	19.6

	Provincial
	14.7
	27.2
	38.6
	19.6
	5.9
	32.5
	32.7
	29.0

	Metropolitan
	5.8
	33.0
	39.3
	21.9
	5.6
	10.1
	43.7
	40.6

	Indigenousb 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	ATSI focus schools
	37.5
	35.8
	18.3
	8.3
	24.4
	16.0
	47.9
	11.8

	All other schools
	6.9
	31.2
	39.8
	22.0
	4.5
	18.3
	39.0
	38.3


a Based on principals’ responses to the Staff in Australia’s Schools survey. b Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) focus schools, which were identified as high-need schools as part of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan 2010-2014. 
Source: McKenzie et al. (2011).
In part, difficulties recruiting and retaining staff in schools with disadvantaged students can be attributed to the challenging work conditions. For instance, schools in low-SES areas report higher rates of student truancy and disorderly classroom behaviour, and staff in schools with low retention rates (as typifies many low‑SES schools) are more likely to encounter verbal abuse and disrespect from students, face difficulty managing their classes, and spend time concerned with their students’ personal problems (Angus, Olney and Ainley 2007; Helme et al. 2005). 
In rural and remote locations, staff face the impediments of remoteness and isolation, such as having limited access to everyday goods and services and support networks. In impoverished communities, staff can confront the challenge of children turning up to school without their essential needs being met (such as nutrition, health and hygiene). The Commission heard first‑hand from school staff who encounter these challenges and provide additional support to their students. Surveys of pre-service teachers have found that concerns about these types of challenges can deter them from applying to work in rural and remote locations or other types of disadvantaged schools (Faculty of Education, University of Tasmania, sub. DR86; Sharplin 2002).
Also contributing to recruitment difficulties, as observed by study participants, is a general preference among some teachers to return to the type of school and geographic locality where they themselves were educated. This ‘localisation effect’ imposes recruitment challenges for schools in low-SES, rural and remote, and Indigenous communities, because their students are less likely to attain tertiary qualifications. This leaves the school system with a disproportionately smaller pool of teachers who are from these communities and who might, therefore, be more likely to prefer working in these locations. 

There are indications that shortages of general teaching staff could be having a detrimental impact on filling vacancies for the types of specialist staff needed for disadvantaged students. For instance, 2010 SIAS survey data estimate that around one‑third of teachers with specialist qualifications in teaching special-needs students were not actually teaching in that area.
 Rather, they were assigned to other teaching areas, such as English, mathematics and science. Although some of these teachers might be unable to find suitable employment in their specialist field, this could also reflect a decision by schools to give higher priority to filling vacancies in mainstream teaching roles that generally cater for a larger number of students. While several universities offer teacher education courses which specialise in teaching special-needs students, these courses appear to attract relatively few enrolments and are likely to be more resource intensive than general education courses. 
Teachers in disadvantaged schools also tend to have less experience than those in other schools. Research commissioned by the Australian Primary Principals Association (APPA) found that the average salary costs of teachers in high-SES schools considerably exceeded that of teachers in low-SES schools, which was partly reflective of differences in their experience (Angus, Olney and Ainley 2007). Insofar as teaching quality is a function of experience, this differential suggests that the highest quality teachers are generally not being placed in schools where they are needed the most (Deakin University — School of Education, sub. 24). APPA (sub. 41, p. 10) argued that ‘if low SES students are to achieve their potential, that trend must be reversed’. 
Attracting teachers to disadvantaged schools, in part, entails giving prospective teachers an accurate perception of the teaching environment, especially during their training. However, a study of pre-service teachers enrolled in rural education subjects found that they were generally under-informed about teaching in rural and remote areas, and that their reliance on ‘narrow stereotypes’ was detrimental to the recruitment of teachers in these schools (Sharplin 2002). Similarly, a longitudinal study of trainee teachers’ who undertook rural practicum during their training course detected that there is a considerable need for universities to provide trainees with better information about the issues they can expect to encounter during their rural experiences (Reid and Hastings 2011).

In attracting staff to work in disadvantaged communities, the availability of professional support, the adequacy of the community’s amenities, and (in some cases) the suitability of employment and educational opportunities for a teacher’s spouse and their family members, can also be key considerations. The fact that not all of these factors are within the scope of schools policy reflects the need for a wider policy approach.

Another recruitment issue is that disadvantaged groups are under-represented in the schools workforce. This is particularly evident for Australia’s Indigenous population. While Indigenous students comprise around five per cent of the student population (chapter 2), SIAS 2010 survey data indicate that less than one per cent of school teachers and leaders identified as being Indigenous (McKenzie et al. 2011 page 22). 
This discrepancy matters, as Indigenous staff can help adjust teaching methods and curriculum content to be culturally suitable, their presence can make Indigenous students feel less intimidated by the school environment, and they can provide positive role models by exemplifying the gains of attaining an education and making a difference to their community. In assessing the value of having Indigenous staff, it has been noted that:

If the students do not see the school, its English speaking staff and its curriculum as relevant to their emotional and educational needs, then the incentive to attend is reduced. (Giles 2010, p. 57)

Evidence from Canada — which is also striving to lift educational opportunities for its Indigenous population — shows that schools which successfully overcome disadvantage are characterised by a high share of Indigenous staff (SAEE 2007). 

However, it can be particularly difficult for people from Indigenous backgrounds to undertake the necessary training to become part of the schools workforce:

Attracting Indigenous students from remote locations is even more difficult as they have little access to resources such as the Internet, libraries, computers and other students. They are not able to travel and stay in larger centers to attend courses internally. Completing a professional experience placement in another school would be a daunting task for an individual to organize, given their extensive family commitments, and lack of resources and confidence. (Giles 2010, p. 58)

A more representative schools workforce would enable teachers and other school staff who come from disadvantaged backgrounds to serve as motivational role models, and potentially establish a stronger rapport with their students, which could enhance student outcomes (OECD 2012a). Schools workforce policy needs to acknowledge that the types of barriers that can impede students from disadvantaged backgrounds from achieving their best at school (as discussed in section 9.1) can also impede them from undertaking the post-secondary qualifications that would enable them to join the schools workforce. 
Equipping teachers with the skills to meet the learning needs of disadvantaged students
Alongside the important role of specialist teachers and other support staff for disadvantaged students, the diverse composition of Australia’s student population makes it fundamental that all teachers have a sound awareness of the learning challenges that can confront disadvantaged students. This entails being able to recognise signs of learning difficulties or other incidences of disadvantage, and knowing how to respond effectively. Responses can entail adapting their teaching methods to better suit the students, enlisting the assistance of support staff, and referring students to specialists for proper diagnosis. 

Even if not all graduate teachers are expected to work in schools with large concentrations of disadvantaged students, it would be extremely unlikely for any teacher not to encounter a student who is at risk of disadvantage or has a special learning need. Participants in this study agreed that most teachers should expect that they will need to draw upon these skills at some stage of their teaching career. As noted by Karen Starkiss from Dyslexia Assessment and Support Services:

Every teacher is going to meet students with learning difficulties in every class that they teach. This will happen from the first day that they start teaching (sub. DR49, p. 2).

Similarly, the NSW Government observed that:

 … a very high proportion of early career teachers in the jurisdiction are appointed to ‘challenging’ (low socioeconomic status) schools. (sub. DR84, p. 10)
International evidence supports the value of equipping all teachers with an understanding of the learning needs of disadvantaged students. This was highlighted in the OECD’s recent report on equity in education: 

[I]n Finland, all teachers are trained in diagnosing students with learning difficulties and in adapting their teaching to the varying learning needs and styles of their students. It is also the case in Sweden where … all teachers receive a specific preparation to teacher students from diverse backgrounds. The contrary can be an obstacle to student improvement. In Germany, for example, one of the weaknesses that may explain the country’s low result on the PISA 2000 test was that the teachers were ill-equipped to deal with students from an immigrant background. (OECD 2012a, p. 131)

Furthermore, it is increasingly recognised that, in most cases, students with special needs will achieve better outcomes when integrated in mainstream schooling arrangements, rather than be segregated in separate classes (Maher 2011). In an inclusive schooling system, it is therefore also to the benefit of all students that all mainstream teachers know how to appropriately attend to the special needs of any individual student, so as to minimise the disruption that could be experienced by other students in the classroom, and to exemplify the importance of respecting diversity within the population (Maher 2011).

Investing in all teachers’ skills can also help address recruitment issues by raising the interest, motivation and readiness of teachers to apply to work in schools with disadvantaged students.
Ensuring that all teachers are adequately prepared to work with disadvantaged students is the responsibility of all training providers, not just the ones located in these communities. With respect to rural teaching, for example, researchers have commented that:

… the shortage of rural teachers in schools must not be the sole responsibility of rural communities or rural and regional universities alone, rather this is an issue that requires a targeted and synchronised approach by all education providers and education stakeholders to take responsibility for rural students (White et al. 2009, p. 3)

However, a survey of trainee teachers who took up practicum placements in rural schools found that the pre-service teacher education curriculum was too metro‑centric, and more attention needs to be afforded to how to deliver education to rural and Indigenous students (Reid and Hastings 2011).
There are other indications that many pre-service training courses lack sufficient focus on the skills that are particularly relevant for teaching disadvantaged students. Data from the 2010 SIAS survey show that between 20 to 30 per cent of early‑career teachers felt that their pre‑service teacher education course was ‘not helpful at all’ in equipping them with such skills as how to teach students with learning difficulties, how to teach students from Indigenous or different cultural backgrounds, and how to collaborate with parents (table 9.2). Among all the skill areas of teaching included in the survey, these ones stood out as those for which early‑career teachers felt the least prepared. Among other relevant areas — how to use a variety of instructional methods for diverse student needs and how to handle a range of classroom management situations — teachers reported slightly better levels of preparedness, yet there still appears to be scope for improvement.
Table 9.2
Early‑career teachers’ perceptions of their pre-service training, 2010a
	
	Not helpful 
at all
	Of 
some help
	Helpful
	Very helpful

	
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Primary school teachers
	
	
	
	

	Teaching students with learning difficulties
	19.6
	49.8
	22.8
	7.8

	Teaching students from Indigenous backgrounds
	27.4
	43.1
	22.6
	6.9

	Teaching students from different cultural backgrounds
	20.8
	50.2
	21.3
	7.7

	Working effectively with parents/guardians
	24.5
	38.6
	29.1
	7.8

	Handling a range of classroom management situations
	9.4
	43.0
	35.7
	11.8

	Using a variety of instructional methods for diverse student needs
	7.4
	41.2
	40.4
	11.1

	Secondary school teachers
	
	
	
	

	Teaching students with learning difficulties
	27.8
	44.4
	21.9
	6.0

	Teaching students from Indigenous backgrounds
	33.5
	40.5
	20.8
	5.1

	Teaching students from different cultural backgrounds
	23.0
	46.3
	24.5
	6.2

	Working effectively with parents/guardians
	31.3
	37.9
	24.8
	5.9

	Handling a range of classroom management situations
	15.0
	40.1
	33.8
	11.2

	Using a variety of instructional methods for diverse student needs
	9.4
	33.3
	43.1
	14.1


a Based on responses to the Staff in Australia’s Schools survey. Early-career teachers were defined as those who had been teaching for five years or less.

Source: McKenzie et al. (2011).
A similar perspective was evident among school principals. In the 2010 SIAS survey, no more than 30 per cent of principals felt that recent teacher graduates were ‘well’ or ‘very well’ prepared to understand and cater for differences among students, or to communicate with parents (McKenzie et al. 2011).

Several study participants gave first-hand accounts that support these findings. For example, Karen Starkiss from the Dyslexia Assessment and Support Services, who has been a teacher for 30 years, commented that: 

I have not yet met a teacher who has told me that initial training about learning difficulties has adequately prepared them to meet the needs of their students in the classroom. I have not met one teacher who has had any training about dyslexia at university. (sub. DR49, p. 2)

Likewise, Jo-Anne Woodward — a teacher who works with children with learning disabilities or specific learning difficulties — observed that:
Most teachers currently have little or no knowledge of specific learning difficulties. When I use terms such as dyslexia or auditory processing disorder, teachers ask me what they mean … [There is a] gaping hole in teachers’ knowledge. (sub. DR76, p. 2)
Teachers’ lack of training in how to recognise signs of learning difficulties, or other forms of disadvantage, has clear repercussions for the educational prospects of these students. This was an issue also identified by Jo-Anne Woodward: 

Because teachers are kept in ignorance of specific learning difficulties, students are under diagnosed and under supported. Teachers are not able to recognise the signs which should lead to testing by a psychologist or specialist in specific learning difficulties. Furthermore, they often don’t know who the student should be referred to. (sub. DR76, p. 2)

Difficulties engaging parents in their children’s schooling
Staff in some disadvantaged (especially low-SES) schools report that it is often difficult to engage some parents in their children’s education. Such engagement is important as it can build on the effectiveness of teachers’ contributions to the students, and can also make a considerable difference to students’ attendance rates (Berthelsen and Walker 2008). Research indicates that over 20 per cent of students’ learning takes place out of school, through such activities as homework and tutoring (OECD 2008). Yet many parents are unable to help their children with their homework, are reluctant to visit the school to discuss their child’s performance with teachers, or fail to ensure their child’s attendance. Attendance issues are discussed in box 9.1.
Do not delete this return as it gives space between the box and what precedes it.
	Box 9.1
School attendance among disadvantaged students 

	Schools workforce initiatives ideally need to be accompanied by a wider suite of reforms that address other dimensions of educational disadvantage. Strategies to lift attendance rates among some groups of disadvantaged students are a case in point.

Although students’ attendance can be influenced by a range of factors (including the quality of their school and its workforce), comparisons between different student groups suggest that their background characteristics can also have a bearing. In particular, attendance rates for Indigenous students are significantly lower than non‑Indigenous students. In the Northern Territory, attendance rates for Indigenous students average 70 per cent, compared to 90 per cent for non-Indigenous students, and are even lower in some individual schools (SCRGSP 2012).

As an example of a high-level initiative to complement schools workforce policies, the Australian Government has been administering the Improving School Enrolment and Attendance through Welfare Reform Measure (SEAM) program. The program aims to lift attendance rates by making the receipt of income support and family assistance payments conditional on a family’s school‑aged children attending school regularly. 
The program was initially trialled in several Indigenous communities in Queensland and the Northern Territory, before being recently expanded across the Northern Territory. An evaluation of its effectiveness found that the SEAM program had a positive impact on student attendance rates, although the effect was generally short-term with relapses commonly occurring after the compliance period. The evaluation also pointed to the importance of other forms of support to promote student attendance, such as the role of social workers and other school-level initiatives (DEEWR 2012a).
While it is outside the scope of this study to assess these types of policy approaches, they are a reminder that strategies to improve the capacity of the schools workforce to address educational disadvantage will have limited impact if other school-related policies, as well as the broad community conditions, are not also taken into account.

	

	


There are a number of possible reasons for a lack of parental engagement. For instance, some parents may have had a negative experience of school themselves. In this respect, there is evidence that students whose parents have lower levels of education are found to be less positive in their attitude towards school and more likely to have learning problems (Considine and Watson 2003). Many parents also struggle to find time to spend with their child due to long work hours. Further, while many parents in disadvantaged communities have high aspirations for their children, some do not. For some, the costs of a post‑school education seem unaffordable (Helme et al. 2005). Low aspirations can be reinforced by others within the community and through wider societal attitudes. 

Low expectations among the schools workforce

Teachers’ capacity to set expectations that align with their students’ potential is critical to quality teaching. Overseas evidence supports the conclusion that some of the most successful disadvantaged schools are ones where staff set high expectations for the performance of their students (Henchey et al. 2001). 
Teachers’ motivation and commitment to improve the outcomes of their students, however, can start to wane when they are working in difficult conditions or placed in schools with a reputation for underachievement. In these circumstances, there is a risk that students with characteristics associated with disadvantage can be improperly cast as low achievers in the eyes of their teachers and other school staff, and that these expectations will be self‑fulfilling (Maher 2011). The practice of setting high expectations can be shaped by teachers’ training experiences. It is also a product of the wider school culture, as influenced by school leaders and other staff members. 
Logistical impediments and resourcing
Several logistical impediments arise for many schools with disadvantaged students, affecting their efficiency of operation, the effectiveness of their workforce, and their funding needs. 
Such constraints obviously apply to rural and remote schools where geographical isolation and low population density make the delivery of education more costly per student, where access to resources (including opportunities for professional development) is limited, and where there are generally fewer amenities in the community to supplement students’ learning needs (Independent Education Union of Australia, sub. 8; National Catholic Education Commission, sub. 7). 
Schools in some rural and remote areas report logistical difficulties in providing adequate standards of infrastructure and quality housing for staff, where this is part of the education authorities’ or school operators’ policy.
Some schools with disadvantaged students face the challenge of operating at a very small scale. This occurs not just in isolated regions with small populations, but also in some metropolitan areas where student enrolments have been falling due to such factors as the poor reputation of the school, the declining local economy or the ageing of the local population.

Although funding considerations are outside the scope of this study, these logistical impediments highlight the need for adequate funding allocation mechanisms to complement schools workforce policy. The effectiveness of even the best quality teachers will be compromised without necessary resources to support their teaching practices, and inadequate resourcing can also deter teachers from working in disadvantaged schools. 
The need to take into account sources of educational disadvantage was a key issue examined in the Review of Funding for Schooling. Among its recommendations, the review advised that reducing educational disadvantage should be made ‘a high priority in a new funding model’ (Gonski et al. 2011, p. 27). It recommended that additional funding be provided to schools with relatively larger shares of students who are from low-SES backgrounds, are Indigenous, have limited English proficiency, or have a disability, and to schools in remote locations, especially those of small scale. The review noted that a nationally consistent method is needed for collecting data on the educational performance of students with disability, in order to identify their resourcing requirements.
9.3
Recent policy responses 
The goal of reducing the level of educational disadvantage in Australia has been a policy focus for a considerable time. Consequently, an extensive array of policies aimed at promoting equality of educational opportunity have been, and continue to be, implemented across both the government and private school sectors. While much policy activity continues to happen at the jurisdictional and more localised levels, the COAG reform agenda has recently strengthened the national focus via the National Education Agreement (NEA) (chapter 3). 
State and territory governments, as well as non-government education authorities and schools, have an extensive array of policy initiatives in place that directly contribute to, or complement, the COAG goals. There are also many specific programs in place at the classroom, school or community level. Some programs are operating in partnership with other parts of the community (such as youth centres) or research bodies (such as university departments). Several not-for-profit organisations and private sector companies outside of the education industry are also collaborating in research and policy work.
Approaches of current initiatives

Within the range of policy initiatives currently in use across various jurisdictions and school sectors, there are programs and policy arrangements designed to:

· attract teachers to hard-to-staff schools in rural and remote locations via financial allowances, subsidised housing, and guaranteed permanent teaching positions in their preferred locations following their rural or remote placements

· attract high quality candidates to the teaching profession who would otherwise be unlikely to join, via specialised selection and training programs, with a view to placing them in hard-to-staff schools

· attract people from disadvantaged backgrounds or locations to the schools workforce through tuition subsidies and specialised support programs, in anticipation that they will be more willing to take up jobs in disadvantaged schools 

· facilitate more suitable job-matching in hard-to-staff schools, with the aim of reducing turnover, by screening applicants more rigorously to select those with the personal attributes that will help in a challenging work environment (noting the necessity for there to be a sufficient number of quality applicants)
· help trainee teachers become more familiar with disadvantaged communities, in anticipation that this will heighten their interest in teaching in these locations, by offering more incentives and opportunities to train in rural, remote or low‑SES areas, and by including specialist curriculum in their training

· lift the employment of the Indigenous schools workforce via specialised training programs and designated job roles for Indigenous workers in schools

· create a schools workforce mix that better caters to the learning needs of the student population, and helps ease the workload placed on teachers in hard‑to‑staff schools, through the deployment of more specialist and support staff. 

Though far from exhaustive, box 9.2 presents some specific examples of the range of strategies being applied.

National education reforms

Underpinning the COAG national education reforms is the Melbourne Declaration on Education Goals for Young Australians (2008) (chapter 3). Among its multiple goals, the Melbourne Declaration specifies a need to focus on improving the educational outcomes of students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, Indigenous students, and other students experiencing disadvantage. Building on these goals, the NEA articulates that schooling should aim to promote social inclusion and reduce existing educational disadvantage among children, especially Indigenous children. 
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	Box 9.2
Examples of policies in action

	An array of specific policy initiatives are in place aiming to lift the supply and skills of teachers in schools with disadvantaged students. 

· State and territory education departments, as well as non-government education employers, offer financial allowances to teachers in rural and remote schools. If teachers are not residents of the local area or jurisdiction, housing can be provided or subsidised. Other benefits, such as utility payments, travel allowances and accelerated rates of leave entitlement, can also be offered. Following their employment in rural and remote schools, teachers can be rewarded with fast‑tracked opportunities to work at a school location of their preference or be awarded permanent employment. 

· Several education departments offer scholarships and other support programs to Year 12 students from rural and remote communities or from Indigenous backgrounds. An example is the ‘Make A Difference: Teach’ campaign by the Queensland Department of Education and Training.

· The newly created Teach Remote scheme, run by the National Alliance for Remote Indigenous Schools, attempts to broaden the recruitment drive for school staff across state and territory borders. The jurisdictions involved (New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia, Western Australia and the Northern Territory), with support from the Australian Government, share processes and resources for staff recruitment, induction, networking and professional development. 

· The WA Department of Education’s Remote Teaching Service works with universities to identify quality pre-service students who are suitable candidates for remote teaching, and suitable mentors to support their practicum placements.

· The NT Department of Education and Training has applied a more rigorous assessment of applicants’ motivation for teaching in its screening process for employment. This aims to better ensure that teachers have the personal attributes to cope with the challenges of rural and remote locations, and match the school’s culture and student profile. 

· Teach for Australia and Teach Next offer accelerated training for prospective teachers who are able to work in hard-to-staff subject areas, including special needs and languages other than English. In most cases, trainees must be willing to teach in rural, remote, or low-SES schools.
· The Queensland Department of Education and Training facilitates a community‑based training program for Indigenous teachers, called the Remote Area Teacher Education Program. Training is delivered via distance education with the support of on-site coordinators at the placement schools, and in collaboration with vocational and tertiary education institutions. A similar program, called Growing Our Own, is run by the Catholic Education Office in the Northern Territory.

	(Continued next page)
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	Box 9.2
(continued)

	· The Stronger Smarter Institute, run out of the Queensland University of Technology, guides school and community leaders towards lifting their expectations of Indigenous students and fostering a more positive sense of Indigenous cultural identity, via its leadership and community learning programs.

· The Cape York Aboriginal Australian Academy, run by the Cape York Partnerships, incorporates Indigenous culture and language programs in its curriculum, alongside mainstream curriculum in English literacy and numeracy, as a way of supporting Indigenous students’ bicultural identity.

· Several education departments have appointed regional Aboriginal Education Coordinators and established consultative groups comprising members of the local Indigenous community. The NSW Aboriginal Consultative Group runs a Connecting to Country cultural-immersion program to improve teachers’ and principals’ understanding of Indigenous culture.
· The Priority Schools Program, run by the NSW Department of Education and Communities, provides additional funding and resources for schools serving the highest densities of low‑SES families in the state. The program supports supplementary staffing and innovative approaches to staffing arrangements.

· The Positive Behaviour for Learning program has been implemented in several schools in the Western Sydney region where classroom management has proved challenging. It provides resources to staff to teach students socially acceptable behaviour, intended to reduce the need for suspensions and other disciplinary action.

· The Exceptional Teachers for Disadvantaged Schools program, at Queensland University of Technology, offers a specialised curriculum and placement opportunities to prepare pre-service teachers to work in disadvantaged schools. The program aims to steer the highest quality teachers towards schools where they are needed most by selecting the highest-achieving trainee teachers, based on their performance in the first two years of the degree.

· The Linking to Learn And Learning to Link program is a collaborative project between Griffith University and Mission Australia that provides professional development for teachers to help them engage parents more effectively in their children’s education.

· Several universities offer community service placements as part of their teaching degrees to help teachers better understand the communities they could be working in. Placement settings include Indigenous communities (both remote and urban), rural schools, after-school homework centres and refugee support programs.

· The Australian Government’s Positive Partnership initiative has provided 2250 teachers with additional training in how to support students with autism.

· The Northern Territory Emergency Response initiative funded the training and retention of extra teachers in Indigenous communities, as well as the construction of additional teacher housing and professional development opportunities for teaching staff, including scholarships, mentoring, on-the-job training and workshops. 

	


The NEA has set specific targets to improve the outcomes of disadvantaged students, and made additional Commonwealth funding available to the states and territories to achieve these goals. The specific performance targets set by the NEA, as well as some of the National Partnership Agreements (NPAs) and various high‑level initiatives designed to support these targets, are summarised in box 9.3.
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	Box 9.3
Addressing educational disadvantage in the National Education Agreement

	The COAG National Education Agreement (NEA) proposed the following performance indicators to measure the progress of reforms aimed at addressing educational disadvantage:

· school enrolment and attendance rates of Indigenous children and children from low socioeconomic status (SES) communities 

· literacy and numeracy outcomes of Indigenous children and children from low‑SES communities, based on national testing of students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9

· the share of the Indigenous and low‑SES populations who have attained at least a Year 12 Certificate (or equivalent) or Australian Qualifications Framework Certificate II by 19 years of age 

· the share of Indigenous students completing Year 10.[COAG 2011, p. 10] 
Specific targets have been set for the Indigenous student population, to be facilitated through the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan 2012-2014:

· to halve the gap for Indigenous students in reading, writing and numeracy within a decade

· to at least halve the gap for Indigenous students in Year 12 or equivalent attainment rates by 2020.
These specific targets will contribute towards the broader target of lifting the total population’s rate of Year 12 (or equivalent) attainment to 90 per cent by 2020.
The NEA is supported by National Partnership Agreements (NPAs) on: Low Socio‑Economic Status School Communities; Literacy and Numeracy; Improving Teacher Quality; and More Support for Students with Disabilities. 
These agreements have generated several National Key Reform Projects focusing on educational disadvantage, including the Innovative Strategies for Small and Remote Schools Project and the Parental Engagement in Schooling in Low SES Communities Project.
Also part of COAG’s reform agenda — and encompassing education-related initiatives — are the National Disability Agreement, the National Indigenous Reform (Closing the Gap) Agreement, the Closing the Gap in the Northern Territory NPA, and the Indigenous Clearinghouse NPA.

	

	


Alongside the COAG reform agenda, broad funding arrangements have recently been examined in the Review of Funding for Schooling (Gonski et al. 2011). Improving equity of access to education, by way of funding allocations, was a key objective of the review.

The National Professional Standards for Teachers, newly developed by the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL), require teachers to have a knowledge and understanding of the learning needs of students from a range of diverse circumstances that can be associated with disadvantage (box 9.4). To gain accreditation, teacher education programs must demonstrate that graduate teachers are being equipped with this knowledge. Although these standards tend to reflect the requirements that are largely already in place in each jurisdiction, they provide a platform for a nationally cohesive approach to policy development that can be applied to addressing educational disadvantage.
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	Box 9.4
Addressing educational disadvantage in the 
National Professional Standards for Teachers 

	The National Professional Standards for Teachers require initial teacher education programs to provide their graduates with a demonstrated knowledge and understanding of:
· teaching strategies that are responsive to the learning strengths and needs of students from diverse linguistic, cultural, religious and socioeconomic backgrounds
· strategies for differentiating teaching to meet the specific learning needs of students across the full range of abilities 
· strategies for setting learning goals that provide achievable challenges for students of varying abilities and characteristics

· the impact of culture, cultural identity and linguistic background on the education of students from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander backgrounds, and an understanding and respect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories, cultures and languages

· legislative requirements and teaching strategies that support the participation and learning of students with disability
· practical approaches to manage challenging behaviour

· strategies for involving parents and carers in their children’s education, and for working effectively, sensitively and confidentially with them
· teaching strategies for using information and communications technology to expand curriculum learning opportunities for students.

	Source: AITSL (2011c).

	

	


The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) is in the process of developing nationally-consistent curriculum and assessment programs, and data collection and reporting systems for schools. To help take account of the learning needs of disadvantaged students throughout these developments, ACARA has established a range of advisory groups — including groups to advise on students with disability, equity and diversity, English as an additional language or dialect, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages. 

A number of other national-level initiatives will contribute to the objective of equal educational opportunity. One example is the National Disability Strategy (COAG 2011) which highlights the important role of teacher training in ensuring that education is equally accessible to all students. Although this strategy is focused on students with disability, its policy principles can be applied to all types of students who encounter educational disadvantage:

An inclusive and accessible educational culture based on the principle of universality will assist students of all abilities. Teacher training and development is critical to ensure that teachers can meet the diverse educational needs of all students. Many people with disability cite low expectations from those around them as a major reason for not reaching their full potential. It is vital that education providers have the same expectations of students with disability as of others, and collaborate with and support families in their aspirations for family members with disability. (COAG 2011, p. 54)

As part of the National Disability Strategy, the More Support for Students with Disabilities initiative is designed to facilitate more teacher training in this area, and the Schools Disability Advisory Council has been established to advise the Australian Government on how to provide better services to students with disability. Furthermore, work is underway to develop a nationally-consistent model for identifying students with disability and collecting data on their educational performance, in order to better understand their learning needs and resource requirements. The recent Review of Funding for Schooling reiterated the importance of this data development (Gonski et al. 2011).

Another example of a national-level initiative is the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Action Plan (MCEECDYA 2011a, 2011b). The action plan highlights the need for teachers to have a strong understanding of students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds. As part of the action plan, AITSL and state education departments are developing material for universities to use in their teacher training programs, as well as strategies to lift the number of hours of professional development in Indigenous education undertaken by teachers who have already undergone their training. The action plan also aims to improve the representativeness of the Indigenous population in the schools workforce through the use of scholarships. A large number of other policies and programs (including several cited earlier in box 9.2) fall within the scope of the action plan.
Recognising the extent of educational disadvantage experienced in many communities in the Northern Territory, the Australian Government’s Stronger Futures policy package is designed to facilitate investment across a range of areas which will lift teaching quality and assist with recruitment in schools. These include: boosting the supply of housing for teachers in remote communities; equipping all remote teachers with the specific skills needed to support disadvantaged students; and investing in the professional development of Indigenous school staff as a way to lift their representation within the schools workforce (Macklin et al. 2012). The SEAM program targeted at lifting attendance of Indigenous students (box 9.1) is a component of this policy package.
9.4
What could be done differently to reduce educational disadvantage?
In examining what could be done to improve the schools workforce’s capacity to reduce educational disadvantage, the Commission acknowledges that Australia already has a long history of policy efforts to address this goal, and that an extensive range of initiatives is currently in place. Yet, the fact that these efforts have, so far, had limited success in improving the outcomes for disadvantaged students attests to the complexities and difficulties of addressing this goal.

When it comes to enhancing the schools workforce’s capacity to address educational disadvantage, a combination of initiatives is necessary. While strategies to improve the overall effectiveness of the schools workforce will assist, initiatives that are targeted to the needs of disadvantaged students are also required. The need for a multi-faceted approach is reflected in the OECD’s recent examination of policies designed to achieve equity in education:
The key to the success of some countries … which combine equity and high performance, resides in ensuring excellent teachers for all students. It is therefore fundamental to design mechanisms to attract competent and qualified teachers to disadvantaged schools. This issue is both complex and multi-dimensional, as it reflects several challenges: how to expand the pool of qualified teacher candidates, recruit teachers to the places they are most needed, distribute teachers in equitable and efficient ways, and retain qualified teachers over time. Therefore, the appropriate solution to these teacher staffing concerns must be multi-dimensional. (OECD 2012a, p. 130)
The need for a combination of strategies was highlighted in several submissions to this study. For example, the Australian College of Educators observed that, in trying to attract high quality teachers to disadvantaged schools:

Reliance on the traditional economic tools used to influence demand and supply may not be enough … While pay differentials may play a role in addressing hard to staff areas of teaching, in relation to hard to staff schools specifically there are a number of other aspects about the quality of a school experience that could be addressed to improve the attractiveness of hard to staff schools to high quality teachers. (sub. DR93, p. 17)
Likewise, the Review of Funding for Schooling recommended that the additional funding provided to schools to overcome disadvantage should be invested across a variety of policies, including strategies that:

… improve practices for teaching disadvantaged students; strengthen leadership to drive school improvement; focus on early intervention for students at risk of underperformance; are flexibly implemented to address local needs, [and] encourage parent and community engagement. (Gonski et al. 2011, p. 145)
The way in which various policies complement each other is another important consideration. For example, there is limited use in offering higher remuneration to try to attract teachers to disadvantaged schools without simultaneously equipping them with the necessary skills and support they need to be prepared to work in these challenging conditions. The maintenance of standards for high-quality teaching, and a professional environment which is attractive to high‑calibre staff, are also fundamental. 
This section discusses the ways in which mainstream policies to improve the schools workforce’s overall effectiveness (as canvassed throughout this report) will contribute to addressing educational disadvantage. It also examines the numerous targeted initiatives which are likely to play an important role in the package of policies that are required.
However, as noted in section 9.3, the lack of rigorous evaluation of policies for cost-effectiveness means that it is difficult reach a conclusion about exactly what combination of mainstream and targeted strategies should be pursued. While this section discusses the potential gains of various policy approaches, the Commission emphasises that a more rigorous analysis of their effectiveness is imperative for improving the outcomes of disadvantaged students in Australia.
Measures to improve the schools workforce’s overall effectiveness

To address educational disadvantage, overall it is important that all teachers have the capacity to identify and respond to the needs of every student, recognise and act on underperformance early on in a student’s learning, and maintain high aspirations for all students. Strategies that aim to enhance the overall quality and effectiveness of the schools workforce — as discussed in earlier chapters of this report — are highly relevant for improving the outcomes of disadvantaged students, especially when it comes to ensuring that school staff are being deployed where they are most needed. These strategies, in many respects, can therefore offer the prospect of the largest gains to disadvantaged students.
Workforce innovation
As discussed in chapter 7, promoting more flexibility and innovation in staffing arrangements can enable schools to meet the particular needs of their students more effectively. Given the important role of specialist and non-teaching support staff in addressing the needs of disadvantaged students, the capacity for schools to recruit staff with the skills to match the needs of their students matters greatly. Indeed, overseas evidence shows that the schools which most successfully overcome disadvantage are those that have the flexibility to select and assign their teachers, which allows them to operate more innovatively (Henchey et al. 2001; Wendel 2000). Several policies are already in place to support more innovative and flexible staffing arrangements targeted to the needs of disadvantaged students. For example, the NSW Department of Education and Communities’ Priority Schools Program (PSP) encourages principals to customise their workforce mix.

A mixed workforce composition means that promoting professional collaborations among the various types of staff — teachers, specialists, school leaders, non‑teaching support staff and community workers — is vital, so that all staff are working towards the same shared goals for their students. Schools which successfully address disadvantage are also characterised by leaders who foster a highly collegial spirit among all staff (DEECD 2009d; Henchey et al. 2001; Wendel 2000). 
Enhancing school leadership and expanding school autonomy

Being able to pursue many of the policy directions that will support disadvantaged students requires some level of school autonomy, accompanied by quality school leadership. As discussed in chapter 8, states and territories are moving towards more autonomous arrangements for school governance, facilitated by the Empowering Local Schools NPA. 
Greater autonomy can provide schools with more discretion over their workforce mix, allowing principals to recruit the types of teachers, specialist and support staff that match their students’ needs. There is also evidence that a more autonomous environment can attract better quality teachers, because they place a higher value on this aspect of their work (Australian College of Educators, sub. DR93). 

However, increased autonomy could, in several respects, work against the interests of disadvantaged students. For one, it could become more difficult for disadvantaged schools to compete for high-quality staff in school‑level negotiations. Complementary strategies to steer high‑quality teachers and leaders to disadvantaged schools, and appropriate resourcing, are therefore also necessary. Secondly, a more devolved system of school governance requires school leaders to make the goal of reducing educational disadvantage a priority for their own school. Otherwise, as noted by some study participants, greater autonomy could result in schools becoming more selective in the types of students they accommodate (Ian Keese, sub. DR77). 

To be effective, greater autonomy needs to be matched with systems for accountability. In the context of educational disadvantage, this would imply that school leaders need to set goals for their school, measure and assess their progress, and be held accountable for outcomes (United Care Children, Young People and Families, sub. 8). As an example of how this could be facilitated, the PSP in NSW requires principals of participating schools to submit a formal plan explaining their progress indicators at a school level. In addition to academic outcomes and attendance rates, other indicators to measure a school’s progress towards overcoming educational disadvantage could be used, including whether students have a positive attitude towards school, how strongly students feel connected to their school, and the strength of their parents’ involvement. These types of measures have been proposed in Victoria’s School and Network Accountability and Improvement Framework (DEECD 2011a). 
Parental involvement and community collaboration

Parental engagement has been identified as a significant factor in overcoming educational disadvantage. As found by US research (Shannon and Bylsma 2007), special effort may be needed to involve the parents of disadvantaged students, who are generally under-represented in school activities. This can involve schools offering alternative ways for parents to communicate with school staff, devising activities that enable parents find a worthwhile place in the daily rhythm of the school, and helping parents feel comfortable in approaching teachers and principals. Parents and citizens groups have traditionally played a helpful role in this regard. 
Building community links is also very relevant for schools with disadvantaged students, especially given the significant role that a school tends to play in the economic and social life of many small communities. In this respect, it is valuable for school staff to develop a good understanding of the characteristics of the local community, including the social and cultural norms. Schools’ collaboration with local businesses and community services can be helpful in rural and remote areas, where it can be cost-effective to share limited resources, and where the building of support networks for school staff can involve members and leaders of the community. Links with local community services can also be valuable for providing relevant and timely responses to the welfare needs of students. Furthermore, schools’ efforts to build ties to businesses in their local communities can be useful for helping disadvantaged students make a successful transition from school to work or further study. These types of initiatives can involve the joint efforts of schools and community welfare groups (Black, Lemon and Walsh 2010).
Strategies for building these types of links can be incorporated into teacher training and professional development programs, as well as into school leadership development.
Mentoring and networks
The value of mentoring and networks can be especially significant for teachers and other school staff working in disadvantaged school communities. Staff who are likely to benefit include those in rural and remote schools who have to cope with isolation and limited resources (NCEC, sub. 7), in low‑SES schools where they are more likely to encounter difficult classroom behaviour and dysfunctional behaviour within the community, and in Indigenous communities where they need to develop an understanding of cultural practices. Case studies of rural schools which report strong retention rates point to the benefit of mentoring programs (White et al. 2009). Moreover, study participants noted that hearing stories of other teachers’ success and fulfilment working with disadvantaged students is one of the most motivating factors influencing teachers’ choices to work in this field (Catholic Education Office — Diocese of Toowoomba, sub. 11). 

The Commission heard from some study participants that school staff in isolated locations tend to establish informal mentoring arrangements fairly naturally, while the systemic arrangements of some education departments and organisations also help facilitate this. For example, the recently-established National Alliance for Remote Indigenous Schools (NARIS) aims to promote networking across jurisdictional borders (box 9.2). Again, quality school leadership helps to facilitate such developments.

Targeted policies to address educational disadvantage

A range of measures are also needed that are more closely targeted to the objective of delivering equal educational opportunities to disadvantaged students. This is already occurring to some extent, as evident from recent initiatives (section 9.3), but more needs to be done. Importantly, as noted above, each of these policy directions should be seen as a complementary component of the total package of policies that are needed, since they are likely to have limited value on their own. 
Improve all teachers’ understanding of disadvantaged students’ learning needs
A large number of submissions to this study expressed the view that the standard training system is not placing sufficient focus on disadvantaged students. Many commented that this should become a mandatory part of all teachers’ training, especially with respect to improving all teachers’ capacity to understand the needs of students with learning difficulties (Ann Williams, sub. 43, sub. DR50, sub. DR59; Carolyn Cullin, sub. DR56; Dyslexia Support Group, sub. DR62; Gift of Dyslexia Society, sub. DR54; Karen Starkiss, sub. DR49; National Disability Services, sub. DR78; Nola Firth, sub. 44, sub. DR47; Specific Learning Difficulties Association of NSW, sub. DR57; United Care Children, Young People and Families, sub. 8). The need for all teachers to be trained in understanding the needs of gifted and talented students was also highlighted (Tasmanian Association for the Gifted, sub. DR65). Additionally, study participants voiced a need for more funding to be allocated for trainee teachers to undertake their practicum placements in disadvantaged school communities, including rural and remote schools (Flinders University — School of Education, sub. DR55). 
Based on the newly-introduced National Professional Standards for Teachers (box 9.4), the national system of Accreditation of Initial Teacher Education Programs in Australia — due to take effect in 2013 — will require training programs to equip all teachers with a range of skills and knowledge that apply to teaching disadvantaged students. To the extent that jurisdictions’ course accreditation requirements currently fall short of these new criteria, the new system may raise the scope and quality of relevant training that teachers receive in the future. Yet, as noted in chapter 5, to ensure that training courses are delivering the prescribed standards, it will be essential that appropriate processes are developed to assess courses for accreditation (recommendation 5.1). Assessments of the accreditation arrangements will need to pay close attention to the adequacy with which pre‑service training courses deliver the standards relevant to the learning needs of disadvantaged students.
While these accreditation reforms apply to pre-service training arrangements, consideration must also be given to the capabilities of existing teachers, many of whom undertook their training many years ago. Opportunities for teachers to refresh or improve their knowledge and skills relevant to educational disadvantage — via professional development opportunities — are therefore important. However, there is also a need to be cognisant of the difficulties involved in giving staff time off from teaching to undertake professional development in many disadvantaged schools, where finding sufficient numbers of teachers for all classes is already a challenge.

To help inform policy directions in this area, more data on graduate teachers’ training experiences, and consequential career decisions, are required. As detailed in chapter 5, the national Longitudinal Teacher Workforce Study (LTWS) would be one means for collecting such data (recommendation 5.3). It would be valuable for the LTWS to collect information on the factors that encourage graduate teachers to take a teaching position in a disadvantaged school — including the adequacy of their pre‑service training and practicum experiences. These data, in combination with other research and evaluation, may help to identify what type of training best prepares and motivates teachers to meet the learning needs of disadvantaged students and whether any aspects of existing training arrangements are contributing to recruitment problems in disadvantaged schools. 
Placing trainee teachers in disadvantaged schools as part of their practicum experiences can be helpful, yet requires careful consideration. Ideally, trainees need to be given adequate support, such as quality mentoring. Additional resources might be required to finance the costs for trainee teachers to temporarily relocate to disadvantaged schools to undertake their practicum.
Strengthen support for teachers to work in disadvantaged school communities

Alongside having an understanding of disadvantaged student needs, many teachers need to be given added support to be able to manage working in — and, in some cases, living in — disadvantaged communities. As noted earlier, the availability of these support resources is likely to be a factor influencing teachers’ willingness to apply to work in disadvantaged schools.

Strategies for coping with the challenges encountered in disadvantaged communities should be a component of teacher training courses. This includes strategies to cope with, for example, the isolation and logistical challenges encountered in remote locations; cultural differences in Indigenous communities; and the higher threat of crime and violence in some low‑SES communities. Supporting teachers to work in disadvantaged school communities also entails providing them with ongoing professional and logistical support once they are employed, which can be facilitated via induction, mentoring, and professional development opportunities. 
Another relevant consideration for policymakers is the need to also have suitable housing and other community amenities to attract school workers (and, where applicable, their spouses and families) to disadvantaged communities. This highlights the need for schools workforce policies to be coordinated with other arms of government policy.
Higher remuneration for staff in disadvantaged schools
The Commission sees merit in offering higher remuneration for hard-to-staff positions as a way of signalling vacancies of the highest priority across the schools workforce. 
When it comes to the goal of reducing educational disadvantage, remuneration differentials recognise that teaching disadvantaged students requires a particular set of skills and attributes — including the willingness and resilience to work in challenging conditions — that are in short supply among the current workforce. Offering higher remuneration to attract a higher supply of teachers with these skills is similar to the rationale applied to addressing shortages of mathematics and science teachers (chapter 4). Furthermore, differentiated remuneration recognises that teachers are not all working in the same conditions, and there are certain job characteristics that they might need to be compensated for if they to be expected to switch from more favourable environments. 
Allowances in some hard-to-staff schools are already on offer, most commonly for rural and remote locations (box 9.2). There is evidence that such allowances can make a difference, but this depends on the individual characteristics of the teacher (Bradley, Green and Leeves 2006). An assessment undertaken by ACER in 2003 on the effectiveness of recruitment initiatives concluded that ‘financial incentives and permanency have been among the most effective strategies for encouraging teachers [to] particular … locations’ (Lonsdale and Invargson 2003, p. 38).

However, as noted in chapter 4, such allowances are already offered with varying degrees of transparency and yet vacancies persist. This suggests that current levels of allowances might be insufficient, not publicised widely enough, or need to be better complemented by other supportive resources. 

As per recommendation 4.3 (chapter 4), the Commission considers that there is scope to investigate the use of more explicit, and possibly larger, differentials in remuneration for teachers, principals and support staff in low‑SES, rural, remote and Indigenous communities and for specialist staff to support disadvantaged students, where these positions prove to be genuinely hard to fill. At the same time, the Commission acknowledges that implementing a differentiated remuneration scheme would be complex, and that such an initiative would need to be accompanied by other supportive strategies in order to make a difference. Furthermore, as per recommendation 10.3 (chapter 10), it will be critical to assess the effectiveness with which remuneration differentials help to address recruitment difficulties in disadvantaged schools.
Scholarships and other training subsidies
An array of scholarships, bursaries and other types of financial assistance (such as student loan repayments) are already available to university students to undertake their teaching qualifications (box 9.2). These arrangements often require teachers to undertake their placements or employment in disadvantaged schools settings, and are commonly offered to prospective teachers who are from disadvantaged backgrounds themselves.
‘Grow-your-own’ staffing initiatives
Programs to encourage people from disadvantaged backgrounds to enter the teaching profession can help strengthen the supply of teachers willing to work in disadvantaged schools, by tapping into the benefits of the ‘localisation effect’ discussed earlier (section 9.2). Such a pool of prospective school staff are more likely be familiar with the community conditions, motivated by a desire to make a difference to their own community, and remain at the school over the long-term (ACER 2011b). Studies of ‘grow-your-own’ programs observe that ‘frequently, Indigenous staff members are the only long-term employees of remote schools’ (Giles 2010, p. 63). A survey of secondary school students found that those from low-SES, rural or remote areas were more attracted to teaching as a career — compared with students from mid- or high-SES or metropolitan areas — because teaching allows them to stay in their region and serve a rewarding role in their community (DEST 2006). Similarly, Indigenous students were found to have a stronger cultural attachment and incentive to return to their community after study than other population groups (DEST 2006). 
In addition to scholarships and other types of financial support, some grow-your-own programs enable trainees from disadvantaged backgrounds to undertake their teacher training in their community. This helps overcome the barrier of distance, and the unfamiliarity of tertiary education institutions, that many people from disadvantaged background encounter. Two such programs (mentioned in box 9.2) include:
· The Remote Area Teacher Education Program (RATEP) in Queensland offers off-campus training to Indigenous teachers, accompanied by intensive on‑location support at placement schools and a modified program of coursework that is more relevant to Indigenous culture. Since starting in 1990, RATEP has produced 146 university graduates, 90 of whom are employed in Queensland government schools, and another 65 trainees were enrolled in teaching courses in 2011. This is a small number relative to the total size of Queensland’s schools workforce. Nonetheless, an evaluation of RATEP by ACER in 2003 concluded that ‘while costly, [RATEP] has been worth it to be able to increase the pool of Indigenous teachers’ (Lonsdale and Invargson 2003, p. 29). 
· A similar program for Indigenous teachers operates in the Northern Territory, called Growing Our Own. Early evaluation studies acknowledged that the program was resource intensive (Giles 2010), but that students’ attendance rates had improved in schools where Indigenous graduates of the program were employed (Maher 2011). 
It should also be noted that many of the grow-your-own programs have dual purposes — to help fill staff vacancies in disadvantaged schools and to provide employment pathways for people from disadvantaged backgrounds (which can, in turn, contribute toward improving the demographic representativeness of the teaching workforce, and the cultural relevance of teaching, in these schools). There are, consequently, multiple dimensions by which to evaluate these programs’ success.
Flexible delivery using interactive communications technology
Where it is difficult for teachers to relocate or travel over long distances, necessity has given rise to some innovative alternative modes of delivery. While ‘virtual classrooms’ are not a perfect substitute for face-to-face learning, the use of interactive communications technology — such as video- and web-conferencing — is being used as a way to deliver education services. Various Schools of the Air and Schools of Distance Education operate across Australia. To supplement their online contact, teachers generally visit each of their students in person at intervals throughout the teaching year. 
Flexible modes of delivery can also help to facilitate grow-your-own teacher training programs and provide professional development opportunities to school staff in locations where access is limited. The Western Australian Government (sub. DR90) emphasised that the use of communications technology as a tool in education access, delivery, learning and professional support cannot be underestimated.
9.5
Gathering evidence on ‘what works’ and using it

Identifying the most effective combination of initiatives needed to address educational disadvantage requires examining evidence of program and policy cost‑effectiveness. The recent Review of Funding for Schooling similarly emphasised that funding for disadvantaged students must be allocated towards strategies that are ‘based on robust data and evidence that can inform decisions about educational effectiveness and student outcomes’ (Gonski et al. 2011, p. 145).

Examining such evidence, however, presents a challenge in itself. The Commission has observed a lack of rigorous and comprehensive evaluation of policies in this area. Even where programs targeting educational disadvantage are evaluated, the results are not always made public, which reduces the scope for knowledge sharing and wider learning. As APPA (sub. 41, p. 9) noted, one of the most important requirements for developing policies to address educational disadvantage is ‘a candid sharing of what is working and what is problematic’. A lack of transparency also does little to assure the wider community that funds are being used in the most cost‑effective way. 
Similar conclusions about the lack of evaluation have been reiterated by others, including ACER in a comprehensive review of policies targeting disadvantaged students (box 9.5). Although deficiencies in evaluation are encountered in other aspects of schools workforce policy (as noted throughout the report and examined further in chapter 10), it appears to be more serious when it comes to identifying what can be done to reduce educational disadvantage.
A number of other deficiencies and impediments are also apparent with respect to gathering evidence on the effectiveness of policies targeting educational disadvantage.

· The volume, and possible overlapping effects, of different policy initiatives could be detracting from their potential effectiveness, or at least from the capacity to isolate and quantify their effects. 

· Policy settings to address educational disadvantage are often in a state of flux, with new policies frequently being introduced to reframe previous approaches, making it difficult to conduct quality evaluations.

· Published performance indicators are generally reported at a highly aggregated level or focus on what is conventionally or easily measurable (such as academic achievement and attendance rates), whereas alternative or supplementary indicators might be more appropriate for reflecting how progress is being made in reducing educational disadvantage.
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	Box 9.5
The lack of sound evidence on programs targeting educational disadvantage

	The Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) recently prepared a detailed report on the processes used to target funding towards disadvantaged students. This was commissioned by the Review of Funding for Schooling. As part of its analysis, ACER reviewed the evidence on how effective policies had been at addressing educational disadvantage. It concluded that:

There are insufficient data available to establish to what extent existing programs are effective because few have been evaluated, and fewer still have been evaluated with student outcomes as a focus. (Rorris et al. 2011, p. 87) 

This conclusion was informed by detailed information that governments had provided to ACER on major targeted programs. Of these programs, fewer than 30 per cent had evaluation measures in place to assess the impact on student learning.

Despite the lack of robust evidence, stakeholder interviews conducted by ACER as part of its study revealed a consistent opinion that existing programs were having positive effects and that the situation would be worse in their absence. This suggests that programs often gain support on the basis of anecdotal measures of success, rather than rigorous evaluation of their effectiveness or wider applicability.

This conclusion was confirmed by several other studies that have focused on areas of disadvantage. The Review of Funding for Schooling concluded that:

The lack of robust nationally comparable data on funding for disadvantaged students and its impact on improving educational outcomes is a significant concern. If Australia is to achieve greater equity in educational outcomes across its schooling system, these data will be paramount in ensuring funding is directed to where it is needed most, and improvements can be measured and strengthened over time. (Gonski et al. 2011, p. 136) 

Similarly, an examination of the Australian Government’s schools-related policies targeting Indigenous students concluded that:

Program effectiveness … is often questionable, with evaluation studies highlighting weaknesses in the evidence base and the difficulty of establishing any clear relationship between program inputs and outcomes achieved. (Department of Finance and Regulation 2009, p. 107)

Another example is a current review of NSW Government programs to improve the literacy and numeracy of underperforming students. The NSW Minister for Education recently stated that the review has already concluded that little is known about which policies work or not (Patty 2012).

	

	


· Existing methods for measuring student outcomes (such as National Assessment Program — Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) tests) might not be considered appropriate or relevant for some students who are at risk of disadvantage, including students with disability (Children with Disability Australia, sub. DR69). Moreover, there is no system for collating data on the educational outcomes of student with disability.
· Disadvantaged students may be less likely than other students to participate in the standard assessment processes (such as NAPLAN) because, for instance, they are more likely to be absent from school on any given day, they are unable to undertake the tests, or because schools request them not to participate in the tests if they are expected to perform poorly (Karen Starkiss, Dyslexia Assessment and Support Services, sub. DR49).
There is not a lack of research on educational disadvantage per se. As referred to in section 9.1, extensive analytical work has been conducted that pinpoints the sources of educational disadvantage and attempts to quantify their impact on student outcomes. This has been accompanied by many documented syntheses of what policy action has been, or is being, taken. However, this research work has not yet been matched by the same intensity of focus on assessing the cost-effectiveness of these policies in improving student outcomes. 

With respect to improving arrangements for evaluation, the current national reform agenda led by COAG is establishing systematic frameworks for performance reporting and evaluation, as elaborated upon in chapter 10. Aspects of the forthcoming evaluation arrangements which are of particular relevance to disadvantaged students are outlined in box 9.6. 
In addition, a number of promising developments suggest that greater effort is being made to undertake evaluations and make the results available to inform future policy making, especially with respect to Indigenous disadvantage. For example:

· The ‘What Works’ educational website, managed by DEEWR, provides a hub for schools to share their experiences about successful programs targeting educational disadvantage among Indigenous students. The website also includes resources that can be included in pre-service teacher education programs (Price and Hughes 2009).

· The ‘Closing the Gap’ Clearinghouse collates an extensive number of evaluations of education and other programs targeting Indigenous disadvantage. However, many of the programs documented by the Clearinghouse are identified as lacking arrangements for evaluating cost-effectiveness (Al‑Yaman and Higgins 2011).

· An evaluation was recently conducted to assess the impact of the Northern Territory Emergency Response initiative, relative to the goals of the Closing the Gap NPA. ACER (2011b) was commissioned to evaluate the effectiveness of school-based programs. While some programs were found to be effective in lifting student outcomes, others demonstrated no observable impact in improving student outcomes or teacher retention, or it was still too early to determine.
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	Box 9.6
Forthcoming national evaluation arrangements

	The COAG national education reform agenda is establishing processes for better evaluation of policies and programs that have the potential to improve the outcomes of disadvantaged students. 
· The National Evaluation Strategy for the Smarter Schools National Partnerships requires jurisdictions to report on their policy activity towards the National Partnerships and evaluation efforts. 

· This will include evaluation of jurisdictional activity pertaining to the Low‑SES National Partnership and the Closing The Gap initiative.

· The Australian Government has indicated that, in its analytical overview of jurisdictional activity and evaluation efforts, focus will be placed on: strategies to improve student attendance and engagement with their school; teachers’ use of in-class support; outcomes of Indigenous students; and the use of data to inform policy development. 

· The initial phase of these reporting and evaluation processes has already commenced, and subsequent phases are due to continue up to 2015. The Australian Government is due to publish its first analytical overview of jurisdictional activity and evaluation efforts in 2012.

· The evaluation plan for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) Education Action Plan has been developed and is in the early stages of implementation. 

· The evaluation is based on a sample of the ATSI Focus Schools (including Catholic and non-government schools). 

· It will use cohort analysis of student outcomes, as well as information drawn from case studies and interviews with focus groups (including the experiences of school staff and members of the community).

· The evaluation findings, as they become available, will be included in the annual reports of the Action Plan, with a view to producing a more comprehensive assessment by 2014.

· An evaluation of the More Support for Students with Disabilities initiative, due to commence in 2012, will publicly disseminate information about practices that support this initiative.

	

	


The evaluation arrangements under the national reform agenda have some limitations (chapter 10). For example, they are linked to the NPAs which have a limited life span and are dependent on funding from the Australian Government. As a result, the arrangements may not instil an ongoing culture of evaluation in all jurisdictions.

The Commission considers that taking action to further improve the rigor and transparency of program and policy evaluation, and using this evidence to inform policy making, are among the most important steps that can be taken to better address educational disadvantage in Australia at this point in time. Given the limitations of the national reform agenda’s evaluation arrangements, a systematic assessment of the effectiveness of schools workforce initiatives to address educational disadvantage should be a priority component of the wider arrangements for policy evaluation that the Commission is recommending (recommendations 10.2 and 10.3).

Many participants in this study acknowledged a need for a comprehensive evaluation. For example, the NSW Department of Education and Communities (sub. DR84) expressed support for a comprehensive evaluation of initiatives supporting the preparation of teachers for low-SES and Indigenous students. In a similar vein, Children with Disability (the national peak body representing children and young people with disability and their families) commented that:

The Australian education system is failing to meet the needs of student with disability and a review of the system to identify the most effective and efficient way to meet the needs of students with disability is long overdue. (sub. DR69, p. 6)
Moreover, while it is critical to gather evidence on ‘what works’, it is equally essential to use it. Yet, as noted by Uniting Care Children, Young People and Families (sub. 8), in the field of educational disadvantage policies, it is unclear how much attention is paid to evaluations in policy‑making decisions. Hence, the Commission also emphasises the need to build a culture of ongoing evaluation and evidence-based policy formulation. Other critical steps to facilitate quality evaluation and contribute to effective policy making — including the need to build productive links between researchers and policymakers — are elaborated upon in chapter 10. 
Finding 9.1

Reducing the adverse effects of individual, economic and social factors on student outcomes must be a high priority for schools workforce policy — especially for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, students living in rural or remote areas, Indigenous students, and students with disabilities or other special needs. However, progress is being impeded by a lack of concerted effort to systematically gather, publish and use evidence on the cost-effectiveness of measures (and how they can be best combined) when developing policies to address educational disadvantage. While recent reforms have added impetus for action, there is an urgent need for a more robust and transparent approach by all governments to the ongoing evaluation of initiatives targeting educational disadvantage, alongside a coordinated national review of existing evidence (recommendations 10.2 and 10.3).
FINDING 9.2

Policies that enhance the overall effectiveness of the schools workforce will assist in overcoming educational disadvantage. However, they will need to be accompanied by a combination of more targeted initiatives which provide the means to:
· increase the emphasis on the learning needs of educationally disadvantaged students in pre-service teacher training, drawing on a range of evidence including an expanded Longitudinal Teacher Workforce Study and research on different models of practicum
· provide additional support for teachers working in disadvantaged communities, including enhanced induction, mentoring and professional development

· explore greater use of pay differentials to attract teachers to specific hard‑to‑staff schools 

· introduce additional workforce innovations at the school level which are tailored to the needs of disadvantaged students, and enabled by strengthened school leadership and increased school autonomy.

There could also be a role for expanding the use of targeted initiatives that:
· engage the parents of disadvantaged students and their broader community

· increase the share of teachers from disadvantaged and under-represented backgrounds through ‘grow-your-own’ programs

· use communications technology more effectively where opportunities for face-to-face teaching and professional development are limited.
�	Drawn from Ainley and McKenzie (2007); Berthelsen and Walker (2008); Boese and Scutella (2006); Considine and Watson (2003); Cresswell and Underwood (2004); Helme et al. (2005); Le and Miller (2002); Teese and Lamb (2009); Thomson and De Bortoli (2007).


� 	The 2010 SIAS survey data estimate that 9.8 per cent of all teachers were qualified to teach special�needs students, yet only 2.8 per cent of all teachers do so (equivalent to one-third of the 9.8 per cent) (Weldon et al. 2011).
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