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The 2012 IALEI conference 
on educational disadvantage 
brought together member 
universities to enable a 
mobility of ideas across 
nations and institutions. 
Over the course of a 
week, participants came 
together over a number 
of sessions to discuss the 
focus of the conference, 

as well as the purpose and potential of IALEI. 
These discussions culminated in the full-day 
conference program. The pages of this publication 
hold a knowledge base that universities and 
policy makers will find thought provoking, 
with clear strategies for change, underpinned 
by strong evidence and the best expertise. 

Educational disadvantage takes many different 
forms, but globally is a major barrier to the 
wellbeing of individuals and communities and the 
prosperity of nations. In developed and developing 
countries, there is wide acceptance that marked 
and persistent disadvantage can and should be 
ended. The OECD, which has led international 
policy research on equity, has summarized the 
goal as “No More Failures” (OECD 2007).

University schools of education are uniquely placed 
to contribute to the twin tasks of understanding and 
contributing to overcoming educational disadvantage. 

School systems are committed to improving quality 
and equity, but how do teacher training institutions 
help nations, schools systems and schools to achieve 
quality outcomes for disadvantaged children?  

What represents “disadvantage” differs from country 
to country. Institutions differ in the ways they 
contribute to reducing disadvantage. However, 
there are three main ways in which they do this:

•	 Educational research into the 
origins of disadvantage

•	 Education of teachers to work in 
disadvantaged settings, and 

•	 Policy development through independent 
and critical studies and through 
government-commissioned research. 

Research into the origins of disadvantage belongs 
to the fundamental business of university schools 
of education. Without the growth of knowledge 
in this field, neither the education of teachers nor 
service to community and government can be 
guided by what needs to change in educational 
policy and practice, institutional arrangements, or 
the social contexts that underlie disadvantage.

The complexity of the causes of educational 
disadvantage poses a major challenge to the 
content and organization of teacher education 
programmes. To what extent do university schools 
of education seek to adapt teacher education 
programmes specifically to educational disadvantage 
(and to what forms of disadvantage)? Do they 
have specific programmes or course components 
that introduce the issues of disadvantage that 
new teachers can expect to encounter?

Shaping policy through critical studies and 
commissioned research is the third major way in 
which university schools of education help tackle 
disadvantage.  Academics are both critics and 
servants of government. They live out an uneasy 
tension between public questioning of how well 
things work and trying to shape policy through 
expert advice, often given on a privileged basis.  . 

In this fifth year of the IALEI we build on the work 
of previous conferences and research themes:

•	 Teacher education (2008)

•	 Education for sustainable development (2009)

•	 Multicultural education (2010)

•	 Knowledge mobilisation (2011).

I would like to acknowledge the following 
people: Professor Richard Teese, who has done 
an outstanding job in leading this conference 
research program; Claus Home (IALEI Executive 
Director) and Eva Erikson (IALEI Secretariat), who 
have been an extraordinary support to the IALEI 
for the last five years; Fiona Luck and Heather 
Gorham, who worked so hard to support this 
conference, particularly over the conference week; 
and all of the researchers who have contributed 
to the research work of this conference.

Welcome

 
Professor Field Rickards 
Dean, Melbourne Graduate School of Education, University 
of Melbourne. 
2012 IALEI Chair
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Around the world, we all face profound and 
complex challenges as a result of rapid population 
growth, resource depletion and the movement 
of people and ideas across the globe on a scale 
and at speeds unparalleled in human history. We 
need to be smarter than any generation before us 
has been, more inventive and more open to new 
ideas, challenges and insights, more generous in 
our openness to others. Investment in education 
is now widely seen across the world as critical for 
long-term economic success and social cohesion. 

There is a pressing need for research-based 
contributions to our understanding of critical 
educational challenges. Until the establishment 
of the IALEI in 2007, no international 
organisation drew together the leading 
institutions concerned with educational research 
and teacher preparation around the world. 

The International Alliance of Leading Education 
Institutes (IALEI) fills this void, and constitutes 
a unique reservoir of experience, insight and 
knowledge about long-term and underlying 
issues in education. The distinctiveness of the 
Alliance lies in its ability to draw on some of 
the world’s leading institutes for education 
research and teaching, its independence of 
governments and the range of its reach. 

IALEI aspires to make an impact on policy 
decisions, influence funding and inspire research 
and interventions that have a meaningful 
impact on education locally and globally.

www.intalliance.org

OUR MEMBERS
IALEI consists of ten member institutions, 
each from a different country, representing 
leading education institutes around the globe. 
Our geographical range is wide, covering all 
continents. Membership of the Alliance is limited 
and by invitation only. Institutions are recognised 
worldwide by the academic community as centres 
for the highest quality research expertise.

Meaningful and impactful debate is central to 
membership participation in the Alliance. We are 
large enough to explore the issues and debate 
competing perspectives yet small enough to 
allow for the emergence of common positions.

Australia 

Melbourne Graduate School of Education 
The University of Melbourne

Brazil 
Faculty of Education 
University of Sao Paulo

Canada
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education 
University of Toronto

China
Faculty of Education 
Beijing Normal University

Denmark
Department of Education 
Aarhus University

Singapore
National Institute of Education 
Nanyang Technological University

South Africa 
School of Education 
University of Cape Town

South Korea
College of Education 
Seoul National University

United Kingdom
Institute of Education 
University of London 

USA 
Faculty of Education, University 
of Wisconsin–Madison

It is our aim that the work of the 
Alliance makes an impact on policy 
decisions, influences funding and 
inspires research and interventions 
that have a meaningful impact on 
education locally and globally.

OUR MISSION 
AND MEMBERS
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Discussions of ‘disadvantage’ and the ‘disadvantaged’ 
all lead to the individual child. How can we 
teach all of our children in highly personalised 
ways that recognise their environment, their 
needs, while also utilising a high level of 
self-awareness of our own contexts?

The pressing recognition of the conference was 
of the need to generate a greater evidence base, 
upon which education policies and funding could 
be formulated and disseminated with greater 
accuracy and benefit. University schools of 
education act as archivers of best teaching practice; 
documenters of multitudes of anecdotes, case 
studies and examples of disadvantage overcome.

The challenge and imperative becomes, how do we 
collect and record this evidence on an international 
scale in order to inform and assist governments 
to raise all children to equality of opportunity?

In the area of disadvantage, the evidence base is 
particularly fraught. Much empirical research takes 
notions of disadvantage at face value. This includes 
approaching disadvantaged people and populations 
with a ‘deficit’ perspective. The evidence base for 
education policy and funding must include a built-in 
awareness of how positions of privilege can utterly 
muddy the basic question of what constitutes 
disadvantage and how we define the concept.

The conference program provided an overview of 
how each member country identified categories of 
disadvantage and how focus on varying categories 
was subject to variation. For example, across a range 
of presentations it emerged that the meaning of the 
term ‘migrant’ can significantly differ across nations.

Geography and place are of great significance 
when analysing lack of learning opportunity. The 
importance of looking at which government or 
other apparatuses construct geographies emerged 
as a strong, recurrent message throughout the 
conference program. School and education 
performance indicators may only really show us the 
value of the real estate in an area, nothing more.

Teacher training plays a mandatory role in ensuring 
trainees think broadly and openly about his or 
her own personal beliefs around disadvantage. The 
‘disequillibrium’ strategy was one explored by a 

number of conference participants. If university 
schools of education are able to build into their 
curriculums experiences whereby trainees are ‘jarred’ 
out of their assumptions around disadvantage and 
disadvantaged groups, we can produce teachers 
who have made real progress in self-awareness and, 
therefore, carry with them an increased capacity 
to truly individualise learning for their students.

Conference participants were passionate 
about the need to train teachers to think 
critically about their practice, government 
policies and the research. Teachers need to 
be research-aware and research-driven.

If teachers can anchor their practice in research 
and evidence, they are better placed to make 
government policies work for them, their classrooms 
and their students. Such teachers can go some way 
to alleviating the effects of badly targeted or failed 
policies. The power of critical thinking and of up-
to-date research knowledge can enable teachers 
to more astutely manage the implementation of 
shifting government policies in a classroom reality.

A solid anchor of stable, high quality practice 
can also increase teacher capacity to deliver 
personalised or individualised learning and better 
address deprivation in the kids they teach.

The expert leaders in education must be teachers, 
who are research-driven, rather than governments. 
Governments have an enormous knowledge 
resource in their university schools of education, 
and their level of exchange varies nation to nation.

An increasingly entrenched side effect of this lack 
of exchange is that teacher education institutions 
are asked to reproduce what is already out there 
when creating curriculums. We are all searching for 
the ‘Rolls-Royce’ teacher education curriculum. 
Pedagogical approaches outside the globalised, 
accepted paradigms are quickly deemed radical. 

The 2012 IALEI conference on 
disadvantage has provided multiple ways 
forward through this difficult terrain. 

Eradicating  
educational disadvantage  

in our schools
How we teach our children and what constitutes ‘best practice methods’ is an area 

endlessly debated. We need the of guidance of experts who live and breathe the issues. 
Those experts are teaching our teachers.

Professor Richard Teese, 2012 IALEI Conference Convenor

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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DENMARK

In Denmark, we have a tradition 
of comparing ourselves with other 

Nordic countries, as we have almost 
the same historical and cultural 

backgrounds. Despite our similarities, 
OECD PISA data shows that 

Denmark rates lowest for student 
performance of the Nordic nations.

Professor Bente JensenProfessor Jensen explains that  VIDA is, “A 
resource-oriented and asset perspective on 
socially disadvantaged children where children 
are seen as individuals with potentials not deficits. 
Participants in the program, i.e. children, teachers 
and parents, are viewed as active, reflective 
learners. It also includes an organisational 
learning perspective, i.e. the qualifications of 
daycare managers and staff qualifications.”

The program is a randomised trial that includes 
7000 children, 120 centres, and four municipalities. 
The participating day-care centers are divided 
into three groups. In one group, focus is on 
the children’s wellbeing and learning (i.e. the 
VIDA basis model program). In another group, 
focus is on parental involvement as well as the 
children’s wellbeing and learning (i.e. the VIDA 
basis + parent model program). A third group 
of day-care centers is left to continue with their 
ordinary practice (i.e. the control group).

Importantly, built into the study is a recognition 
that, “Implementation of positive strategies is very 
challenging. Implementing government policy, 
converting that to practice, translating practice into 
genuine results for children, can be really difficult.”

The second of the three research projects 
investigating disadvantage in education focuses 

on schools – the compulsory school system. 
Professor Jensen prefaces a discussion of this 
project with, “In Denmark, we have a tradition of 
comparing ourselves with other Nordic countries, 
as we have almost the same historical and cultural 
backgrounds. Despite our similarities, OECD 
PISA data shows that Denmark rates lowest for 
student performance of the Nordic nations.”

The PISA study shows that Danish children 
experience inequality to a lesser degree than students 
of many other nations. However, Danish students 
experience patterns of inequality that will be familiar 
to those of other nations. “A child’s economic, 
social and cultural status has the most influence of 
inequality of opportunity. The next most prevalent 
influence is the individual school a child attends – 
variations in performance between schools is high.”

For immigrant students, the same patterns of 
inequality are observed. “However, within immigrant 
groups, socio-economic background only accounts 
for part of the disadvantage, seen in reading score 
gaps. Other factors are at work here, and they 
have not been captured by the PISA research.”

Weak readers and social background in PISA 2009 
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Professor Grant elaborates on the reality of these 
programs in practice. “That the intent of these 
programs was to help academically and socially poor 
students and students of color is without question; 
however, understanding of disadvantage in the US 
proceeded from a deficit perspective that views the 
targeted students as culturally deprived or not having 
the right culture and that they must have white 
middle class experiences and knowledge to succeed 
in school. This leads to a blaming of the individual.” 

In the 1960s the rise of students from diverse 
racial and ethnic backgrounds increased on 
the Madison campus. These students joined 
in a national movement for greater racial and 
socio-economic equality taking place in other 
cities and on other college campuses.

“In addition, this was a movement to an outward 
celebration of ‘blackness’: ‘Black is beautiful!’ 
and a pushback against racial integration that 
was proceeding exceedingly slowly. A movement 
toward black solidarity on the Madison campus 
increased as University officials were dragging 
their feet and stonewalling against the demands of 
students of color for a socially inclusive campus.”

Many university administrators hailed a resolution 
to this conflict in the Doyle Five–Year Program, 
initiated in 1965 and explicitly targeted students that 
showed potential despite not meeting the mandated 
admission criteria. The first program of its kind 
in the US, it also aimed to enrich the institution 
through increased diversification of its population.

Professor Grant and Ms Allweiss argue that the 
Doyle Plan was, in practice, an assimilation plan 
characterised by superficiality. “Bureaucracy was 
not inclusive; the curriculum was not inclusive. The 
Plan claimed to ask students who were ‘different’ 
to assimilate into the mainstream. But there was a 
distinction between true assimilation and providing 
some small additional opportunity.” Black students 
demanded that reforms transform the curriculum 
as well as the student population, with diversities of 

intellectual traditions and contributions represented 
in all courses and in academic staff hiring.

Throughout the 1970s and 80s, debate on the 
UW–Madison campus continued, with the 
unanswered demands of students of colour giving 
rise to the Holley Report. “The Holley Report 
is cited as the seminal document that gave rise to 
formal efforts to deal with the disadvantage and 
campus unrest in the late 1960s and early 1970s.” 

The Holley Report (1987) is remarkable in its 
far-reaching scope and vision for a truly diverse 
institution. It made recommendations for the 
highest levels of university bureaucracy; across all 
categories of teaching staff and students; for the 
creation and nurturing of on-campus multicultural 
organisations; curriculum initiatives that would 
imbue all courses with ethnic study topics; 
student orientation initiatives and, importantly, 
community outreach across the town of Madison.

Once again, the vision of meaningful inclusivity held 
by many students and staff was reduced, this time in 
the Madison Plan (1988), which again brought an 
assimilationist approach to bear on diversity issues. 
This 10–year plan was followed by another, in 2008. 
“An evaluation of the overall success of Plan 2008 
shows that while the initiative has experienced 
some success in the increase in recruitment and 
retention of students, faculty and staff, these 
increases have been minimal and the University 
still has a long way to go to achieve a welcoming, 
inclusive and diverse academic environment.”

Following on from an interrogation of their 
campus’s history on equality issues, Professor 
Grant and Ms Allweiss surveyed the current set 
of university initiatives that explicitly set out to 
address disadvantage and increase equality of 
opportunity for all students. Ms Allweiss emphasises, 
“These various histories are very much connected 
to the efforts of the School of Education. We 
thought about how important it is to look at 
how these histories and visions for equality have 
impacted  those who are being trained to teach.”

These include: A set of guiding principles and 
strategic aims for the School of Education that 
explicitly name inclusivity and diversity; goals set 
for faculty recruitment and retention; the operation 
of a Student Diversity Programs Office; a College 
Access Program that operates at undergraduate, 
graduate and summer school levels and provides 
curriculum services to American Indian students; 
opportunity fellowships; and a number of excellence 
programs designed to foster talent in identified 
‘disadvantaged’ student cohorts. Retention of 
talented students through these programs is 
an ultimate goal in all of these initiatives.

While these programs have seen improvements 
in retention and graduation rates, Ms Allweiss 
points out, “The total population of targeted 
minority groups on campus still sits at 9.9%.”

USA

Various histories are very much 
connected to the efforts of the 
School of Education. We thought 
about how important it is to look 
at how these histories and visions 
for equality are carried through 
to those who are training to teach 
while they are training to teach.
Alexandra Allweiss
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In principle, schools can push back 
about one third of the negative effect 
of low socio-economic status if they 
can get students highly involved 
in reading from an early age.
Professor James Cummins

connecting to students’ background knowledge). 
Language teaching must take place across the 
curriculum to enable students, with English as 
a second language, to catch up academically. 

Teachers and administrators need to 
understand their role in reversing the effects 
of inter-generational social discrimination 
experienced by marginalised communities.

Backed by the weight of this research, Dr 
Gagné adds, “As the largest faculty of education 
in Ontario, we prepare many teachers for 
diverse classrooms. We have been aware of the 
mismatch between our student population, 
and the student population in schools.”

Research shows that diversity in Canadian schools is 
increasing; this is not matched in teacher education 
student cohorts. The University of Toronto has 
approached this issue through the following areas:

•	 Recruitment strategies

•	 Admissions policies

•	 Research into student population 
and applicant population

•	 Curriculum leaders are charged with 
addressing awareness in student cohorts.

As the Ontario Institute, all data collected as part 
of investigations into recruitment, admissions 
and retention of teacher candidates, and Dr 
Gagné and colleagues have ensured that, “We 
use various categories that are also used by the 
federal Canadian government to collect data.”

Within the curriculum, equity topics are being 
included in foundation and subject matter courses; 
psychological and social foundation courses; 
field experiences, practicums and internships. 
These topics cover inclusive pedagogy, equitable 
assessment, ESL-friendly teaching strategies, 
the history of discrimination in Canada 
and the impact of poverty on learning.

In addition to this permeation of awareness 
in course content, the University of Toronto 
also offers a specific Inclusive Education 
course. Dr Gagné explains, “It is designed to 
start teacher candidates on the career-long 

journey of learning about diverse learners and 
understanding how to include them in the life 
of the school. Inclusion is presented as a human 
right; sensitive teachers must constantly investigate 
the nuances and complexities of such a right.”

Teacher candidates learn techniques for getting to 
know and assess learners as a first step to making 
inclusion successful, and they are introduced to 
different methodological and pedagogical options 
that enhance all students’ chances of success. 

In addition to their classroom experiences, 
the students in Inclusive Education do a field 
placement, where they tutor a student who is 
learning English, or has a particular special need. 

The field placement is an opportunity to 
develop a deeper understanding of one particular 
student, and also to see how the rhetoric about 
inclusion matches with the reality manifested 
in school and community contexts.

The Inclusive Education students, in small groups, 
discuss and confer about their placements, as 
a way of developing the skill of learning from 
the professional experiences of others.

Dr Gagné contends, “This is a very powerful course 
and contrasts in some ways with the infusion 
approach, which imbues equity, social justice 
and diversity topics into all of our programs.”

Gaps still remain despite inclusion efforts. Professor 
Cummins describes new efforts to gain more detailed 
evidence to investigate how teacher education 
programs can be further improved: “We conducted 

CANADA
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Over the course of the twentieth century, until 
the early 1980s and early 1990s, the philanthropic, 
private special education sector grew in strength 
and reach. This era also saw an absence of 
sustained academic research and publication in 
the area of special education and in relation to 
people with disabilities, global developmental 
disorders or high intellectual capacity.

This has had a direct impact on teacher training, with 
special education pedagogies historically absent from 
most curriculums in Brazilian schools of education.

During the 1990s, as awareness and discourse 
around vulnerable groups grew, a number of 
actions coincided to draw attention to the 
right to receive an education in mainstream 
schools for those with special needs. Professor 
Silva and Professor Mrech point to the, “Social 
movements led by people with disabilities and 
the academic debates that began to question the 
idea of ‘impairment’ and deficit definitions of 
that concept. National and international debates 
about social public policies also contributed to 
the shift, which called for the end of works that 
didn’t promote human rights and equality.”

With the introduction of a new Federal Constitution 
in 1988, national legislation began to directly 
express the rights of the handicapped in all areas 
of social policy. Citizens with special needs were 
not acknowledged in the previous constitution.

Despite these gains, until 2002, the Brazilian Ministry 
of Education provided both legal and financial 
support for the development of special education in 
both segregated and inclusive settings, claiming that it 
was, “Still not the moment for a more radical stance.”

A year later, the Ministry of Education initiated 
a series of debates that indicated they were 
considering a change in policy, specifically regarding 
the special schools. In 2007, the Ministry released 
a document, Special Education Policy from 
the Perspective of Inclusive Education, which 
proposed a total overhaul of special education 
funding. Special education would take place in 
mainstream schools or in private schools through 
‘specialised educational services’ designed to serve 
individual students and their requirements.

First areas of attention were the funding of 
equipment, furniture, pedagogical materials, 
accessible learning materials, and renovations to 
school buildings in order to make them accessible 
for students with disabilities affecting their mobility. 
“The Accessible School Program benefitted 1,969 
schools in 2008, increasing to 9,336 in 2009.”

Professor Silva and Professor Mrech highlight a 
number of areas where challenges still exist. She 
argues that the influx of funding and material 
inclusion strategies does not guarantee that special 
needs students have their problems with inclusion 
solved. Dynamics of, “Exclusion-inclusion and 
special school-regular school remain. Physical 

space is not the only determinant of feelings 
of belonging, and, therefore, of inclusion.”

There is now a challenge to ensure that services 
are equitable. “Service to the specificities of each 
group and each person are still far from being equal. 
This situation applies particularly to people with 
intellectual disabilities and hearing impairments.”

There is also still a lag in teacher training programs 
and government programs, which, “Still don’t take 
special education into consideration, in the same 
way that there’s an absence of courses directed 
towards the training tied to the service to the specific 
needs of these groups. Most Brazilian municipalities 
don’t have any kind of direct public action in this 
area, which generates a continued dependence 
on private institutions for the development of 
specialised educational services. Other areas of the 
social policy have not yet mobilised for this reality, 
mainly in the areas of health, culture and sports.”

Is it possible to determine whether the recent 
policy shift in special education has been a success? 
Professor Silva and Professor Mrech present a 
nuanced response. “Statistical data from the Ministry 
of Education shows that the influence of the 
‘inclusion policy’ has grown, based on analyses of 
enrolment rates in mainstream schools. Generally, 
the mere enrolment of a special needs student in a 
mainstream school is regarded as policy success.” 

In 1998, 13% of student enrolments in mainstream 
schools were defined as special needs enrolments, 
with 87% in special schools. In 2009, 60.5% of 
mainstream school enrolments were defined as 
special needs enrolments, with 39.5% in special 
schools.7 Professor Silva and Professor Mrech 
elaborate on these figures. “A student receives 
special education following on from a medical or 
psychological report. It’s also important to remember 
that the municipalisation of services to students with 
special needs took place without any study into the 

Brazilian society is characterised by 
extreme social, economic and cultural 
contrasts that require certain groups 

to exist in continuous vulnerable 
conditions; and some institutions, 

such as schools, which have a 
constitutional prerogative to meet 

social rights, may actually entrench 
inequalities instead of promoting 
the possibility of social mobility.

Professor Leny Mrech

BRAZIL
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different capacities of Brazilian municipalities and 
states. Objective definitions of different impairments, 
their orientations and requirements were only 
minimally established. There has been an assumption 
at work, that the more than 5,500 Brazilian 
municipalities and 27 states had reasonably similar 
economic, social and educational situations, which is 
not true. We’re not a poor country, but a continental 
country, with major differences and inequalities.”

At this point, when some real analytical work of 
the policy shifts should have begun, the Brazilian 
government began to redirect special education 
funding back into segregated private education 
institutions. Professor Silva and Professor Mrech 
point to, “Strong pressure from the NGOs, 
which provided, for many decades, the supply 
of education services to people with disabilities. 
The state and municipal governments, induced by 
this decision and still waiting for much-needed 
additional funding, began to supply special needs 
education in the same new patterns as those 
proposed by the Ministry of Education.”

Professor Silva and Professor Mrech also 
highlight the fact that people with disabilities, 
with global development disorders, or people 
of high intellectual capacity have not been 
visible in public debate around these changes. 

“According to the Populational Demographic 
Census of 2010, in the State of São Paulo, 605,262 
people between 18 and 24 years old stated that 
they had some type of impairment. This range 
includes both those who should have concluded 
the basic education and those who have attended 
some higher education. In either situation they can 
work. Yet among those people, only 197,195 stated 
that they attended school, that is, only 32.5%.”

In this shifting policy environment, the impetus 
to address gaps in teacher training curriculums 
remains. “Currently, training of teachers begins 
with a general curriculum and progresses to areas 
of care such as special education, with an emphasis 
on teaching students with impairments. There is 
a sense that it is generally ‘understood’ that the 
training of the pedagogist is enough to serve the 
specificities of the students. However, as educational 
policies have ensured the enrolment of students with 
special needs in mainstream schools this proposition 
is questionable. The response of public higher 
education institutions to this is still inconsistent.”

At the University of São Paulo a set of 
curriculum strategies have been put in place:

•	 At the undergraduate level, a systematic offer 
of both obligatory and elective disciplines with 
special education at the core of the programs.

•	 Undergraduate extension and research fields

•	 The Didactic Laboratory of Special Education, 
which serves the university community 
–  mainly students from licensing courses, 
both of pedagogy and those from areas of 

human, exact and biological sciences.

•	 At the graduate level, research into 
special education is conducted for the 
masters and doctorate courses.

Underpinning such strategies should be a solid 
pedagogical foundation that remains sound even 
in a changing policy environment. Professor 
Silva and Professor Mrech argue that, “The 
proposition of services in the field of special 
education requires a unique format tailored to the 
specificities of different kinds of students first and 
foremost, rather than propositions that prioritise 
approaches that already exist in public education.

“Actions can be designed that will allow 
the sustainability of educational policies 
that serve the social model outlined by the 
International Convention of the Rights of 
the Handicapped, which also encompasses 
other areas that require special education.

“Within this context, the schools of education can 
and must carry out studies and microdata collections 
which establish a profile of groups of special needs 
students; analyse the concrete requirements of these 
groups; and ascertain which other needs must be 
addressed. This will require investment, since no 
doubt there will be students that will need both 
personal and technological support, without which 
their right to education won’t be realised.”

The University of São Paulo has an established 
four programs that serve other socially vulnerable 
groups which offer affirmative action strategies 
which may be transferable to the area of special 
needs education. In particular, these programs have 
involved the creation of university-government 
partnerships, and this working relationship has proved 
to be effective. Where these projects are particularly 
instructive is in their commitment to dialogue 
with the socially vulnerable groups they target.

The first three programs have combined and evolved 
over the course of a decade to focus on improved 
education for Indian tribes of the state of São Paulo.

•	 May, 2002 – December, 2003: Teaching 
Training Program of the Indian Teacher 
for Child Education and Initial Grades 
(1st to 4th) of Elementary Education. 

•	 May 2005 – present: Course of Higher 
Intercultural Training of the Indian 
Teacher of the State of São Paulo.

•	 Commencing in 2013: Intercultural 
Training of Indian Teachers.

These programs have built up a culturally-
relevant teacher training curriculum specific to 
the needs of the Indian tribes of São Paulo. The 
first programs’, “Basic purpose was to redirect 
elementary school teaching for the Indian tribes 
of the State of São Paulo, so that Indian teachers 
took over his or her school. Training was provided 
to 61 Indian teachers coming from 21 different 
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At the government policy level, the provision 
of quality teachers to rural, regional and remote 
communities is marked as a strategic priority. 
The Melbourne School of Graduate Education 
(MGSE) has been responsive to this aspect 
of policy through a number of initiatives:

•	 Research into effective practices at key sites 
and the use of data from this research to inform 
mainstream teaching practices in the core subjects 
in the Master of Teaching program. A key aim of 
the pedagogical practices developed through this 
research is to assist teacher candidates to take up 
Hannah Arendt’s proposal that we learn to ‘think 
what we do’ (Arendt, 1998 [1958]) and that we 
take responsibility for what we see in the world. 

•	 The development and delivery of the elective 
subject Education Practice and Place (EPP), in both 
the primary and secondary teaching programs. 
This subject seeks to introduce teacher candidates 
to some of the issues, practices and experiences 
of teaching in remote Aboriginal communities 
with the hope that a number of the candidates 
will return to teach in these schools (EPP: 
Anangu Lands; EPP: NE Arnhem Land).

•	 The training of Teach for Australia 
associates for placement within regional 
and remote communities in the 
Northern Territory and Victoria. 

•	 The introduction of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander perspectives to all Secondary 
Masters of Teaching candidates.

Dr Kameniar and Ms Windsor highlight two of the 
MGSE Masters of Teaching initiatives that enable 
pre-service teachers to begin to ‘think what they do’ .

The EPP: Anangu Lands elective subject was 
conceived through a partnership between the 
University of Melbourne and the Anangu Education 
Service in 2010. It built on a pre-existing partnership 
of some fifteen years that had been part of the 
original undergraduate teaching programs. 

The Anangu Lands are situated in one of the most 
remote regions of Australia. Candidates are selected 
through a process involving a written application 
and an interview. The Anangu Education Service is 
an active participant in the selection of candidates. 
Once candidates have been selected they are invited 
to participate in a day-long induction with two 
Anangu women and a walypala, or European woman.

During induction, members of the Anangu 
community speak to teacher candidates in 
Pitjantjatjara at some times, and at other times 
in English. In undertaking part of the induction 
in Pitjantjatjara, teacher candidates are invited 
into the world of the children they are about to 
teach. They are asked to consider what it feels 
like to speak a language other than the one that 
is used in a school classroom. This experience has 
a profound impact on the teacher candidates. 

Dr Kameniar observes, “The journey to the Anangu 
lands begins on that day. The teacher candidates 
are shifted from thinking about what they will do 
and why they believe they are going to the Lands, 
to beginning to ‘think what they do’ and to take 
responsibility. That encounter with the Anangu and 
walypala women, through experience and through 
disequilibrium, changes what they do with what 
they have learnt at the university and in their lives 
up to that point. Thinking becomes plural.” 

All teacher candidates are exposed to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander perspectives with a 
learning activity built into the core subject 
Learners, Teachers and Pedagogy. This activity involves 
the presentation of different versions of the 
same story in order to guide teacher candidates 
towards an analysis of their assumptions. It 
involves a critical enquiry, built on earlier work 
by the South Australian educator Sue Sifa. 

The enquiry focuses on the Ted Egan song, ‘The 
Drover’s Boy’, and is part of a larger exploration of 
the role of cultural tools in learning. Ms Windsor 
explains, “The story tells us the tale of an outback 
Aussie hero who travels with an Aboriginal boy, 
who dies in a droving accident. Other drovers 
cannot understand why the hero cries over the 
death of the boy. Their relationship unfolds through 
the song. We learn that the boy is in fact a woman, 
the faithful wife and mother of the hero’s children. 
We learn that a massacre has taken place.” 

A set of images is shown to teacher candidates, 
who are led on a shifting emotional journey as 
they are asked to let their imaginations roam 
over the story. They are then asked questions 
that jar them out of their own thoughts and 
create an experience of ‘disequilibrium’. 

Ms Windsor observes that, “White Australians know 
how to play the game of historical engagement. 
But this story is a part of history that our teacher 
candidates have not learnt at school. Some are 
shocked at the story. Many argue a defence of the 
drover.” A second set of images, much more graphic 
and illustrating a different version of the same 
story, are then shown to the teacher candidates. 
“These images tell a different story, even though the 
words remain the same. The viewers are positioned 
differently in this second retelling of the story.” 

Ms Windsor describes how the learning activity 
asks teacher candidates to consider, “What happens 
to Australian society when one set of stories 
is told? When indigenous stories are not told? 
What happens to the children we teach when 
they are only given one set of histories?”

Dr Kameniar and Ms Windsor warn that, “We live in 
a time of compliance where ‘value’ is determined by 
one’s capacity to comply to ideologically construed 
and narrowly defined sets of norms rather than 
by one’s capacity to think, to question, to disclose 
and to act with one another. Ironically, this current 
move to compliance as a determiner of merit or 
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Australia, where we have the ‘horses’ – teachers 
and ask are they qualified – and the courses, what 
we teach. Nothing about the impact on students. 
Instead, we need to move towards a graduating 
students model, and a clinical impact model.”

Rank Influence Studies Effects ES

125 Matching 
learning styles 244 1234 .17

120 Mentoring 74 74 .15

134 Teacher education 106 412 .12

122 Ability grouping/
Streaming 500 1369 .12

123 Gender 2926 6051 .12

125 Teacher subject 
matter knowledge 92 424 .09

133 Changing classroom 
shapes (open) 315 333 .01

137 Television 37 540 -.18

138 Mobility 181 540 -.34

Professor Hattie argues that schools of education are 
asked by employers to, “Reproduce what is out there 
already, which helps explain the current recycling 
model of teacher education. Different models are 
a radical prospect.” Other areas that reflect a sub-
optimal teacher education effect include student 
engagement. “60–70% of class time is teacher talk. 
150–180 questions are asked of students in a day; 
students ask an average of two questions a day.”

Other entrenched factors, according to Professor 
Hattie, that stagnate the system, include:

•	 A ‘grammar of learning’ that filters into all schools

•	 Classrooms are dominated by teacher recitation

•	 A widespread attitude that says, ‘Just 
given ‘em the facts ma’am’

•	 Reward for student performance based on 
narrow NAPLAN/PISA-type measures.

 If classroom practice and systems of assessment have 
narrowed and stagnated, how can we jumpstart a 
calcified student experience? Professor Hattie argues, 
“We have to change the nature of teaching practice. 
Not subject knowledge, or more introducing more 
methods. Instead we need to start by asking, How 
can we make classrooms inviting places for students to 
learn, and, How can we find inviting ways to entice 
students to stay in this learning business called schools.”  

In New Zealand, up until recently, teachers and 
policy makers were concerned that only 80% 
of students were making it to the final year of 
schooling. “By accident, the government introduced 
a whole new system of assessment, and it was one 
of the worst implementations you can imagine. 
Because of that, teachers dramatically changed to 
fix the problem, and as a consequence they really 
changed how they taught. They looked much 
more to a formative involvement of students in the 
learning process, with teachers spending much more 
time helping students prepare for exams. As a result, 
in five years, the percentage of students making 
it to their final year of school jumped from 80% 
to 92%.” In Australia, the retention rate is 77%.

Here in Melbourne, Professor Hattie points to 
the way in which the University of Melbourne’s 
‘Melbourne Model’ curriculum has had a knock-
on effect in schools, where whole schools are 
changing their practice in order to prepare their 
students for a undergraduate-to-graduate school 
university education. “I think that is one of the 
most fascinating reasons why we can argue that the 
Melbourne Model is working. It means that schools 
are changing around our teacher candidates.”

In Professor Hattie’s role as Director of the 
Melbourne Education Research Institute, he is 
passionate about building a body of knowledge, 
research and evidence around teacher training, 
focusing on progress evaluation. “We’re looking at 
the progress of teacher candidates over the time 
they work through their program at university. 
Other colleagues at Victoria and Deakin University 
are looking at teacher candidates five years out, 
an incredibly difficult thing to do. I hope to 
turn our evaluation into a longitudinal study.”

A key part of this work is the development of a 
database that not only records teacher candidate 
performance in coursework, but in classrooms as 
well. “If we get this right, we want to offer it to 
all institutions, open source, for anyone to use.”

Professor Hattie and colleagues will also be 
building into the progress evaluation project:

•	 Develop a database of assessments 
relating to the graduating standards 

•	 Develop program logic with each institution 
about each program and their expected 
influences on student outcomes – logic 
of the assessments to these programs. 

Teachers need to be inculcated with 
the capacity to question their impact 
while they are being trained. They 
need to have generated a disposition 
to asking: How do I know this is 
working? What is the merit and worth 
of this influence on learning? What 
is the magnitude of my impact?
Professor John Hattie
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The political climate in the years leading up to the 
2008 curriculum review was conducive to a wider 
discussion about teacher training and a context 
for change. In 2005, the Victorian Government 
drove a national reform initiative, which included 
teacher qualification evaluation. Further reporting 
in this area occurred in 2007 and 2009, along with 
the formation of national partnerships between 
state governments and investment in programs 
designed to address educational disadvantage. 

The data that emerged during this period 
demonstrated that outcomes for students were highly 
variable. The PISA report delivered by the OECD 
showed that Australia is a, “High quality, low equity 
nation. The difference in performance between our 
top 25% of students and our lowest 25% of students 
is greater than the OECD average. Interestingly, 
nearly 80% of the variance between the top and the 
bottom performers is found within schools. About 
20% of variance is found between schools. Of that 
20%, 70% of variance in student performance is 
due to social background. In this country this is 
largely due to demographic differences between 
communities and because of the unique mix of 
government and non-government schools.”

Professor Rickards also points to the NAPLAN 
(National Assessment testing as being illustrative of 
wide differences in performance among Australian 
children. “21% of Grade 3 students are above the 
Grade 5 reading mean. 8% of Grade 3 children are 
above the Year 7 mean for reading. Looking at the 
other end, 27% of Year 7 students in this country 
are below the Grade 5 reading mean. Only 50% 
of students in any given classroom are going to be 

reading at their year level. The challenge for teachers 
is not to teach to the mid-range of the class.”

Professor Rickards explains that within the teacher 
education academic community, there was a 
recognition that, “Traditional teacher education 
does not prepare teachers to meet the individual 
needs of students through personalised learning. 
Teachers are being confronted with a considerable 
variation in student learning in their classrooms.”

The Master of Teaching graduates, educated under 
the new Melbourne Model teacher training 
curriculum, will address these challenges. Professor 
Rickards is specific: “Our aim is to develop 
graduates with the professional attributes to meet 
the needs of individual learners. Teachers need 
the right skills. The simplistic view of teachers is 
that they are passionate information-transmitters. 
Nothing could be further from the truth. Teaching 
is the most challenging and complex task.” 

The University of Melbourne has succeeded 
in creating a paradigm shift in how teachers are 
trained. Professor Rickards elaborates, “We had to 
break the apprenticeship model that had operated 
for many years, where teaching practices were 
simply recycled.” Built into the curriculum is a 
recognition that there is, for teacher candidates, a 
distance between university lectures and classroom 
experience, and that distance must be addressed 
as students progress through the Masters course.

Central to the new teacher training curriculum 
is the belief that teaching is a clinical practice. 
What is crucial, according to Professor Rickards, 
is that, “Teachers must have professional 

Educating teachers, 
transforming schools, ending 
disadvantage
The Melbourne Graduate School of Education has rebuilt its 
teacher training curriculum from the foundations. Professor Field 
Rickards (Melbourne Graduate School of Education, The University 
of Melbourne) argues that teaching is not art; it is clinical practice.

Clinical judgement for teaching: The Melbourne Approach

            What is the learner ready to learn and what evidence supports this?

            What are the possible evidence/research-based interventions?

            What teaching strategies are preferred and how will they be implemented?

            What is the expected impact on learning and how will this be evaluated?

            What happened and how can this be interpreted?

Teaching our teachers

*
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