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Committee met at 9.14 a.m.

CHAIR—I declare open the first day of public hearings in Sydney of the inquiry into the
education of boys and welcome participants and, of course, others who have come to listen to
these hearings today. The purpose of this inquiry is to examine the social, cultural and
educational factors affecting the education of boys in Australian schools, particularly in relation
to their literacy needs and socialisation skills in the early and middle years of schooling. We are
also aiming to identify successful educational strategies and ways to promote their wider
adoption in schools. Over the next two days in Sydney the committee expects to hear evidence
about the nature and extent of boys’ educational problems and ways in which boys are affected,
how boys’ difficulties relate to broader social and economic change, why fewer males are
choosing teaching as a profession and whether gender differences in audio processing account
for boys lagging behind girls in early literacy development.
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[9.15 a.m.]

ALEGOUNARIAS, Mr Tom, Acting Director, Strategic Relations, New South Wales
Department of Education and Training

DAVIDSON, Ms Eleanor, Executive Director, Student Services and Equity Programs, New
South Wales Department of Education and Training

GRAHAM, Mr Martin, Relieving Manager, Liaison Coordination, Strategic Relations
Directorate, New South Wales Department of Education and Training

GREEN, Mr George, Assistant Director-General, Student Services and Equity Programs,
New South Wales Department of Education and Training

LEE, Ms Belinda Ann, Professional Assistant to Deputy Director-General, Policy and
Planning, New South Wales Department of Education and Training

McMORROW, Dr James Frederick, Deputy Director-General, Policy and Planning, New
South Wales Department of Education and Training

NIELSEN, Ms Joy, Manager, Gender Equity Unit, New South Wales Department of
Education and Training

CHAIR—I welcome representatives of the New South Wales Department of Education and
Training and remind you that the proceedings here today are proceedings of the parliament and
warrant the same respect as the House itself. The deliberate misleading of the committee may be
regarded as contempt of the parliament. The committee prefers that all evidence be given in
public but if at any stage there is anything that you want said in camera, please indicate that that
is the case and we will certainly consider that.

Dr McMorrow—I will just mention a few things in a couple of minutes for our opening
statement, and I might ask my colleague to more specifically address the department’s key
strategy for dealing with this issue. Just for the record, on behalf of the New South Wales
government, the New South Wales Department of Education and Training welcomes this
opportunity to participate in this hearing relating to the House of Representatives inquiry into
the education of boys. It is certainly a sign of the significance of this issue that, as committee
members, you have taken time out from the parliament when there is a very significant bill
before the parliament—and I just comment on that in passing.

The New South Wales public school system has been active in dealing with gender issues and
education for at least 20 years. The New South Wales gender equity strategy, which was
introduced by the Minister for Education and Training, the honourable John Aquilina MP, is
grounded on a broad commitment to equity based on the principle that all people are equal and
should enjoy equal freedom to achieve. Applied to schooling, this principle means that all
children and young people, boys and girls, should enjoy equal freedom and opportunity to
achieve their personal best. They should be free to achieve learning outcomes that have value
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and significance for them in their everyday lives, as well as leading to outcomes that are valued
in the wider society. I will not make this too formal, Chair. This is relatively informal. For the
record, these are things we would like to say.

The New South Wales public school system accepts freely and fully its obligations to
conform with the provisions of the country’s antidiscrimination legislation that exists to protect
freedom and opportunity. For New South Wales public schools, the gender equity strategy
reinforces its responsibilities under New South Wales legislation. The gender equity strategy
provides a strong framework within which schools can develop ways to remove barriers to
learning that arise from irrational, outmoded or damaging ways of expressing sex differences.
The complex and fluid ways in which such factors as social class and culture, including religion
and ethnicity and gender—which I understand to be the social arrangements relating to sex
differences—interact to influence schooling across school communities work in ways that can
help or hinder young people in learning.

The New South Wales department, over the last 20 years, has developed policies and
practices that reflect reputable research and scholarly insights that can be understood and
supported by schools and their communities. The strategy draws on experience of programs
concerned with gender that go back, for example, to the highly significant report of the
Commonwealth Schools Commission titled Girls, school and society in the 1970s—in 1975, I
think.

New South Wales was subsequently an active participant in the development of a national
policy for the education of girls—a policy that was a model of collaborative effort among the
states and territories, with the Commonwealth, through the Schools Commission, playing a
facilitating and coordinating role. Over the last 20 years, extensive research has been focused on
the educational implications of the dominant beliefs and practices about what constitutes
‘femininity’. This was a response to widespread concerns at that time about the
underparticipation, and therefore underachievement, of girls as a group in valued aspects of
education and training. This has led in turn to a growing understanding of the ways in which
masculinity is understood and expressed in society and in schools. It affects boys’ engagement
with learning, their learning behaviour, their patterns of participation and the outcomes they
achieve. The current gender equity strategy was developed in consultation with a broadly
representative group from the education community. It focuses on the real work of schools of
teaching and learning, school culture and the relationship between the school and its
community.

We think it is important in this House of Representatives inquiry to acknowledge the
constructive contributions that successive Commonwealth governments have made. Various
initiatives undertaken in close collaboration with states and territories over the years have
helped systems and schools to improve their understanding of complex gender issues. I guess
the bottom line is that we would want that collaboration to continue as a result of this inquiry.

These understandings in turn have informed such important aspects of schooling as literacy
teaching and learning and behaviour management. We think that a key aspect of what we need
to continue to do is to provide high quality professional development of our teachers. New
South Wales has valued the work done by governments acting collaboratively through, for
example, the Ministerial Council for Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs in its
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work around gender equity. The New South Wales gender equity strategy draws on and
complements that work. The Commonwealth Department of Education, Training and Youth
Affairs has funded projects such as the project on the educational performance of males and
females and their destinations, undertaken by Collins, Kenway and McLeod, through Deakin
University and the University of South Australia. We think that is an example of a constructive
contribution to an informed debate.

Such collaborative work is critical at a time when familiar patterns of transition from school
to work and from childhood to adulthood have changed radically, in response to global
economic changes and technological advances. The increasing premium being placed on
knowledge and skills which are both specialised and transferable, the growth in information
technologies and the increased marketisation of schooling are placing pressures on systems
resource capacities. Gender issues and concerns relating to the education of boys need to be
seen in this context. They need to be dealt with in education systems and schools as issues
which are central to education and to teaching and learning.

What education research and experience tell us clearly is that, other things being equal, those
who will succeed best at school are generally those for whom school is a safe and secure
learning environment, who become fluent readers early in their school careers and who engage
actively with learning and spend most time on learning tasks. The challenge for public
education systems in New South Wales and in the other states and territories is to establish in all
public schools the conditions most likely to encourage and enable that active engagement with
learning and time spent on worthwhile learning tasks. This has to happen for students with a
wide range of abilities, interests and aspirations, from the full range of socioeconomic
circumstances. The key means by which schools can do this comes down in the end to effective
teaching across the curriculum at all stages of schooling and, I would add, across all sectors of
education and training—I am not sure that that has been adequately emphasised in this inquiry
so far; you might like to touch on that in some questions—complemented, of course, by specific
interventions where necessary.

I turn briefly to the States Grants (Primary and Secondary Education Assistance) Bill 2000,
which is currently before the federal parliament. From a New South Wales perspective, it is
disappointing that the Commonwealth has paid so little heed in the bill, and in the related
debate, to the unique responsibilities of public school systems. I do not need to tell you that.
The Commonwealth’s interest in the education of boys will ring a bit hollow with some if the
parliament fails to give an explicit commitment to public schools— including by amending the
bill—to remove the enrolment benchmark adjustment. This mechanism is already being used
without rational justification to take from the states resources of $20 million—and there is
potentially much more to come—for teaching in public schools. I am sure the committee
understands that the vast majority of boys are in public schools. Those groups of boys and girls
who are most at risk of leaving school prematurely, ill-prepared for the realities of the so-called
new economy, are very largely dependent on the public school system for their future life
chances.

That is some of the background to our submission in a number of respects. But, with your
indulgence, I will ask my colleagues to say a couple of things about our gender equity strategy,
which is the cornerstone of the department’s strategies in this important area.
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Mr Green—I must apologise for my voice. I think I will have to go and find a good doctor as
I have a bit of laryngitis. I will not speak for very long—I will explain why in a moment. You
have in front of you what we might call the broad document: the original document that was
published on the strategy and signed off by Minister Aquilina in the early part of the first term
of the Carr government.

Mr SAWFORD—The good old pink and blue.

Mr Green—Yes. We have moved on, but somebody probably thought that it was an
appropriate colour scheme at the time. The strategy is unlike other documents we find in
education jurisdictions from time to time in that it is underpinned by a very solid program of
action that has impacted upon every school in the system and has now been in place for some
five years. The strategy led to the implementation of training and development programs across
the state, raising a whole range of issues with teachers about gender and the development of
substantial resources that had been made available to schools across the New South Wales
public education system.

I guess we have been quite happy with the reception and the commitment that we have noted
in schools on this issue. It has to be said though—I am sure that your report will bring this
out—that, since the publication of this report, the issue has moved on quite strongly. That is
apparent in schools and in what they are doing. Our plan now is to move to a comprehensive
evaluation of the implementation of this strategy during 2001, and we have plans under way for
that now. That will lead us into a new five-year strategy around the issue of gender equity. In
that sense, your inquiry is very timely and has the potential to provide us with an additional
source of advice with the benefit of a national, rather than a state, perspective.

I thought it would be useful, given that Joy Nielsen, who is manager of the Gender Equity
Unit, has just joined us, to have Joy talk more about what has happened on the ground during
this time. Until recently, Joy was the student services and equity coordinator in a district office,
which means that she had line responsibility for the implementation of this strategy. Prior to
that, Joy worked in south-western Sydney in a variety of roles working with what we might
largely call disadvantaged youth. I will now hand over to Joy, if that is appropriate, to talk about
what happened as a result of all this.

Ms Nielsen—Since the implementation of the strategy, we have held intensive professional
development courses for 40 student services and equity coordinators across the state and 80
gender equity network facilitators. In each of our 40 districts we have a primary and a
secondary network facilitator. We have carried out ongoing training for those people directly. In
addition to that, we have also carried out training through other programs which are more
indirect, such as the student at risk or disadvantaged schools programs, recognising that
connection between gender and the disadvantaged.

We have trained people across the state, looking at gender and literacy, particularly looking at
boys and literacy programs, and they have taken those up. Classroom teachers have access
training through those district networks; so they have gone on to do that training. We have
produced quite an extensive resource kit which includes training for teachers and resources for
use in the classroom. We have looked at gender as an educational issue and gone on from there
to support schools to take a whole school approach to gender and gender relations. We have
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produced resources to assist the work with parents because parents have a very big influence on
their children. We are developing further guidelines, particularly for schools that are considering
developing programs specifically for boys.

I will just talk a bit about what is actually happening in schools. In the Northern Beaches I
was out and about in schools and noticed that, for example, a lot of schools, in using the State
Literacy Strategy in collaboration with the boys in literacy program, have worked very much
with boys. One school I talked to recently have actually tracked their boys from year 3 to year 5
and found value for those students using the systematic explicit teaching, which is outlined in
our strategy. I was in the western suburbs last week and students from a boys school were
saying, ‘I feel differently now. I do things differently because I have been through these
programs.’ A boy was saying that he used to solve conflict by fighting and violence, and since
he had been through a program on looking at the construction of masculinity, at communication
and peer mediation and those sorts of programs, he actually was able to think: ‘No, it is not
right to be a boy by being violent but you need to have these skills for communications and so
forth.’

I saw an excellent teacher in the Mount Druitt area actually teaching both boys and girls
about the construction of gender and having girls and boys look at what they needed to be
feminine and what they needed to be to be masculine and how having these narrow ideas could
actually limit their opportunities. They were given the opportunity to choose a wider range of
HSC subjects not limited by those ideas of femininity and masculinity. I have been at another
school out in the Blacktown area—a primary school—where they are actually teaching students
about sex based harassment. That sex based harassment, which the research is showing is
happening in schools, can also limit what boys and girls do.

So they were looking at those sorts of things for students. That was being supported by
parents coming in and the parent training happening. So it was being reflected at home when
children went home. These sorts of programs are happening in schools. Schools are expected to
report on what they are doing. There are many gender programs reported across the state. They
are implementing them in many ways in different schools. What is important is that they are
actually doing things in schools that will make a difference for both boys and girls with respect
to the limitation that can be placed on both male and female students.

CHAIR—Firstly, I just thank all of you for coming along. I should say by way of
introduction that, whilst I appreciate that both the states and the Commonwealth have a
particular point of view about the funding issues, in this inquiry we are basically putting aside
our party political differences and our state-Commonwealth arguments over those issues and
focusing on the text of the inquiry—the substance of it, at least.

Secondly, I must say, having read the submission, that I congratulate you for what you are
doing and what you are trying to do, firstly in recognising that there is a problem and, secondly,
in initiating what seems to be some very good programs to deal with it. That New South Wales
has done better in boy/girl literacy benchmarking in the primary school is in no small way due
to the things you have been doing.

How do you react to the HSC results where the girls are outperforming the boys—and I think
the 1998 figures showed that in 64 out of the 70 subjects taken the average was by 11


