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The National Curriculum

The Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA) provides the following three part paper to inform the development of a National Curriculum in English, Science, History and Maths.

Part 1 – A Platform Statement which briefly outlines the diverse Australian student population and their learning needs and provides foundational directions for the development of curricula which will meet those needs

Part 2  - A Framing Paper which provides a more detailed account of the language learning needs of the student population, with simple examples of how these needs are exemplified everyday in classrooms around Australia and suggestions for how a national curriculum document might address them.

Part 3 – A suggested format which provides a concrete example of what a flexible, descriptive and inclusive curriculum document  might look like.
ACTA is keen to discuss the ideas and suggestions in this paper with each of the curriculum committees and would welcome the opportunity to be a part of the curriculum development teams as advisors on the inclusion of linguistic and cultural outcomes.
Misty Adoniou

President Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA)

Misty.adoniou@canberra.edu.au
02 62012471

A Platform Statement on the provision of National Curricula which meet the linguistic and cultural needs of all Australian children.

From the Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA)
We understand the following about Australian students and schooling.

· Good English language skills are required in order to succeed in any subject area in Australian schools
· 25% of Australian students come from language backgrounds other than English 
· These students are not a homogenous group. They may be migrants, refugees with age appropriate schooling, refugees with traumatic backgrounds and no literacy, international students, 2nd generation speakers of other languages, Indigenous students who speak indigenous languages or Aboriginal English 
· Many of these students, notably indigenous students and refugee students, are over- represented in the ‘tail’ of students who fall below national benchmarks in literacy nad numeracy
· The language needed for academic success at school requires the use of specialised forms, genres and vocabulary which are specific to subject areas such as maths, history, science and so on.  
· It takes around 7 years of informed and consistent language instruction to reach native-like proficiency. For refugees with interrupted schooling and low levels of literacy  it can take as long as 10 years  
· First language literacy  is the most critical factor in acquiring a new language and in academic learning 
To address the needs of these students in schools each National Curriculum document needs to include:
· explicit teaching of subject-specific literacies within each curriculum area

· professional development and support for teachers to recognise, identify and address in their teaching the language forms, features and structures specific to their curriculum area

· ongoing monitoring and assessment of EAL/D (English as an Additional Language or Dialect) student progress on a language proficiency scale 
· a description of specialist TESOL support for the language development and enhancement of literacy skills of EAL/D learners entering and/or accessing the curriculum continuum at different ages and/or stages of education
· teaching and learning opportunities which address the cultural and linguistic diversity of Australian society
pedagogical guidance in addressing the needs and accessing the skills of learners from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds


Guidelines and principles for developing National Curricula which meet the linguistic and cultural needs of all Australian children.

A framing paper from the Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA)

The National Curricula must aim to improve the learning outcomes of all students. They must support mainstream teachers to achieve this goal and they must describe ways in which specialist teachers can contribute to achieving these goals.

Learners and language

Each curriculum - History, Maths, Science and English – must reflect the understanding that knowledge is constructed through language, and that different content areas make distinct and different language demands upon the learners. These language differences are most effectively taught within the contexts they occur and must be made explicit within the curriculum documents for each content area.

Each curriculum document must have the capacity to account for the needs of the broad range of Australian students for whom the language of learning – Australian school English – is not the home language. Each curriculum must also then have the capacity to describe what teaching and learning for these students might look like.

These students will include newly-arrived non-English speaking children who have escaped from years of trauma and turmoil, who have no mother-tongue literacy skills and must now study History in a Year 9 classroom in rural Australia, or newly-arrived non-English-speaking children who are the children of skilled migrants and have been successful school achievers in their home country. They will include children who were born in Australia to second generation immigrants as well as Australian-born children of Anglo-Celtic heritage whose home English is not the same as the English required to succeed in schools. These students will include Aboriginal children, who may speak one, two or three Aboriginal languages in the home or Aboriginal children who may speak a dialect of English in the home.
Each curriculum must flexible enough to both describe and support this diversity of language learners in the classroom.

Teachers and language
Each curriculum document must have the facility to make explicit the specific language demands of content areas and to provide guidance for mainstream teachers on supportive pedagogical practices for embedding subject-specific literacy instruction within their content lessons.
Each curriculum document must also provide access to a language development continuum upon which students who speak English as an additional language will be variously placed. This continuum accounts for language development and is not linked to age or stage. For example, A Year 10 student who arrived in Australia a year ago from refugee camps in the Sudan may have the same language proficiency rating of a Year 2 Australian born child of immigrants. This will allow a year 9 Science teacher, for example, to view the language development continuum and better understand the current language capacities of the three Sudanese students in her class and thus better target her assessment and learning tasks to their needs. By linking language development and the Science curriculum in this way the mainstream teacher and specialist ESL teacher can work together to seamlessly scaffold the language learning of these students whilst remaining within the Year 9 Science curriculum outcomes.

The National Curriculum documents offer an opportunity to foster further collaborative teaching between mainstream and specialist teachers, with the role of the ESL specialist foregrounded as an expert in the English language, a different though not unrelated expertise from literacy teaching. The difficulties these students face with the language are different from the difficulties faced by mother tongue speakers of English. As well as the more usual mainstream literacy challenges of spelling, punctuation, text and sentence construction, these students will struggle with features like tenses, subject-verb agreement, collocating words in English and idiomatic language – none of which are language challenges for the majority of native speakers of English. This is part of the ESL specialist’s field and the national curriculum documents if constructed carefully from the beginning to account for language within the content areas will provide a valuable common point of reference for mainstream teachers to call upon the expertise of the ESL specialist teacher to collaborate on ways to simultaneously work on language learning within the content of the curriculum.

The curriculum and diversity

As well as accounting for and teaching to diverse language learning needs, the curriculum documents must reflect the lived realities of the diverse student cohort. They must be intrinsically multicultural documents which embrace the broader agenda of cultural pluralism in Australia. 

They must also be flexible enough to allow teachers to account for and incorporate the different experiences and backgrounds of the students they have in their classrooms – the combinations of which will be different in every classroom in the country.

Ideally the documents will provide guidelines for teachers on where and how they might incorporate the varied cultural experiences of the students in their classes into their content area teaching. For example, in the English curriculum in Year 7 this might include links to resources which describe the studied poets and poetry of Afghanistan to help the teacher access and use the field knowledge of the Afghan students in the class as well as constructing classroom experiences that genuinely and routinely engage with Australia’s cultural and linguistic diversity within mainstream content. 

This kind of work is essential if students are to see themselves in the curriculum and to see its relevance to them as learners. This is also an essential part of the broader national agenda of citizenship and defining what it is to be an Australian. The national curriculum will provide the ideal vehicle for ensuring that all Australian children, including aboriginal children can identify as Australians, by ensuring that all  Australian children see themselves and their lives reflected, validated and valued within the national curriculum documents and their enactment in classrooms around the country.

By embedding diversity within the curriculum documents in this way, as opposed to identifying ‘multiculturalism’ as a topic of study or something to be demonstrated through public performance, we move closer to achieving genuine and deep intercultural understandings amongst students which in turn can lead to the achievement of broader national goals of developing well-rounded and resilient  ‘global citizens’ who can take Australia into the future.

What could each curriculum document look like: a suggested format.
The Australian Council of TESOL Associations (ACTA) has described a curriculum document for each of the curriculum areas - English, Science, Maths and History - which

· makes explicit the language of each curriculum area

· provides pedagogical guidance for teachers for how they can incorporate the language demands specific to their curriculum area into their content teaching

· identifies on a language learning continuum where each learner is

· describes the points at which an ESL specialist is the best resource for the classroom teacher

· necessitates teachers to take account of the diversity of student experiences in their classrooms

· provides guidance on how to incorporate that diversity into everyday teaching

To achieve a curriculum which can perform these functions it useful to think of the document as an online document with each of these functions as layered pages, which are hyperlinked via key words or concepts.

For example:

Layer 1 – statements of achievements/outcomes/content with indicators of what this achievement may look like.

History Year 9 – Analysis of political systems to explain current world events. Understanding may be evidenced through an explanation and contrastive analysis between Australian and other democratic systems.

Layer 2 – language demands of the content area – hyperlinked from the key words ‘explanation’ and ‘contrastive analysis’. This page contains model samples of the texts and explains the language features of these texts. This can be further hyperlinked to …

Layer 3 – pedagogy – a suggested teaching learning cycle for teaching these language features, including resources and ways in which the specialist teacher can advise and support this language specific teaching

Layer 4 – the language development continuum – which describes the typical stages of progression for an ESL student and where they might be operating when dealing with these kinds of texts. This helps the mainstream teacher understand the language challenges being faced by the ESL learner in accessing the content being taught and provides a common point of reference for the mainstream teacher and the ESL specialist teacher.

Layer 5 – inclusivity – a hyperlink from the key concept ‘democratic systems’ to a page which provides pedagogical support for the inclusion of democracies (e.g., India, Malaysia) which are beyond perhaps the lived experiences of the teacher, but certainly within the experiences of the students in the class. 
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