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At the end of three days of discussion, it is time for us to spend a little time reflecting on what it is we have heard and discussed and shared on the topic of social inequalities and school success and consider any possible outcomes to propose to EI and also our own organisations.

As Sandra Feldman reminded us in the opening session of this Conference on Monday, the matter of the differences in achievement, the so-called ‘achievement gap’ goes to the heart of what we do as teachers, as teacher unions and as trade unions – the social and economic inequalities which result in many children in our countries not achieving a level of success that they deserve and have a right to need to be examined.

Andreas Schleicher from the OECD provided us with an important analysis of the PISA results.  The context or framework in which he placed this analysis was equally important to our discussions – we live and work in a time of change, with an ageing population, increased movement of people from one country to another, the job market is changing with less and less employment in the traditional manufacturing sector and even more than at any other time, knowledge is the key to economic success, the overcoming of poverty and the opportunity for a better life.

Andreas’ excellent analysis of the PISA study helped us examine to what extent the connection between social background and achievement is inevitable or to what extent can school systems influence and overcome the inequities.  

There are some important messages for us all in this analysis.

· The PISA study shows us that we do not have to trade off quality to achieve equity or vice-versa – it is possible to achieve quality and equity together and we must examine more closely the systems and strategies of those countries who have achieved this.

· The study also importantly tells us that success can be achieved for all students in all schools and that schools can make a significant difference.

· Student engagement in learning is a higher factor of success.

These conclusions force us to examine issues such as governance of school systems, organisation of instruction, support for teachers and funding and resourcing of public schooling.

While we may not all agree with all of Andreas’ proposals (for many the proposals around school autonomy strike a chord of concern) this presentation provided us with much ammunition to fight the inequalities which exist.

The relevance of schools and school curriculum as to student achievement was further explored in the presentation by Dr Leland Cogan.

While the TIMSS studies do not show us some of the glaring inequalities within our countries and between schools and students, what it does tell us is equally important – the message from the TIMSS study is clear – there are strong relationships between student achievement and courses studied, the curriculum of such subjects, the text books used and the standards expected.

This once again places an emphasis on teacher training but also on the need for teachers to be involved in decisions around curriculum, course structure, etc.  This is necessary to ensure common, coherent and challenging curriculum to enable all students including, the less able students, to learn and achieve success.

The structure of the Conference into three workshops allowing participation in each has generated considerable discussion, debate and sharing of best practice.  

We have all participated in these and I do not intend to go over the matters but rather outline the proposals and observations from those workshops.

1. The Finnish model – ‘Narrowing the Gap Between Success and Failure’

This workshop explored the specific details of the parameters of education in Finland in an attempt to understand the reasons for the success of the Finland school system.

These included:

· A well resourced public comprehensive school system.

· Emphasis on quality teaching and learning, resulting in highly trained teachers who have a high status and recognition in the community and broader society, and a focus on student engagement in learning, particularly development of reading.

· Devolution of responsibility to schools within a strong system.

· Small class sizes.

· Free education from preschool to higher education including university and vocational.

Questions and issues examined included:

· Can the specific features of the Finnish system be replicated and are there features which cannot, even in similar sized countries?

· Is affordable access to higher education crucial to success?

· How can the Finnish model assist us in challenging the idea which increasingly exists in may countries – that public education cannot provide the high level of achievement which private school systems can?

· What impact does globalisation have on a country’s capacity to provide the necessary resources for education?

· What will be the impact on of increased immigration to Finland?

2. The last matter was of course examined in detail in the second workshop ‘The Challenges of Education and Immigration’.  This workshop looked specifically at the experiences of Sweden and Germany, but of course the participants were able to contribute experiences from many other countries with high immigration and also specifically the issue of refugees and asylum seekers – Australian and Ireland for example.

Strategies/Issues discussed included:

· Good pedagogy practice and curriculum is important.

· Perception of teachers and attitudes of teachers to immigrant children is important, teacher training and professional development is necessary to provide teachers with a deeper understanding of the issues.

· Language describing immigrants can often be negative.

This workshop has proposed some clear directions for the future work of EI.

· Education International must take further the work started at its conferences in 1995 and 2002 on the topic of anti-racism, recognising in particularly the need to help individual unions to tackle racism amongst their own members in order to take forward the anti-racism agenda internationally as well as in our own countries.

· Recognising the importance of bi-lingual and first language education programmes in raising the achievement and enhancing the educational experience of immigrant pupils, we must campaign for these programmes to be set up in member countries.  We can learn from countries who have successful programs and we cal also learn from each others mistakes.

· We must campaign against the international tendency to cut funding for anti-racist programmes in schools where they exist.

· We must campaign for the introduction of wide ranging support systems for immigrants in schools, not only in the form of linguistic help but for example through counselling and help for pupils suffering from the traumatic effects of forced migration.

· We must recognise the effect of privatisation internationally in violating the educational rights of pupils, knowing that this will disadvantage in particular children from immigrant families and re-affirm the policy of EI against privatisation.

· We must press for multi-cultural education being central to all teacher training programmes for all teachers.

· We must recognise that multi-culturalism is a central issue for all adults working in schools.

· We affirm that diversity is not a problem for schools but a strength to be celebrated.

3. The third workshop ‘Bringing up the Bottom: Improving Student Engagement with Learning’ focussed on the Italian Early Childhood model.

The issues and discussion covered the following:

· Widespread agreement about importance of high-quality early childhood/preschool education.

· Struggles exist to improve access and quality: wide variation within countries in quality and in monitoring standards; public provision tending to be superior educationally.

· Quality is linked to teacher qualifications and ongoing training.  There are various successes in increasing qualifications of teachers, with a growing tendency for university qualifications.

· Qualifications are also linked to salaries.  Various experiences exist – some countries pay of early childhood teachers is much lower than formal school teachers while other have achieved parity or near parity.

· Increasing awareness of benefits of high quality preschool for children with special needs, immigrant children, etc.

· Crucial to work with families and social service agencies, when necessary.  Focus on catching problems early before they escalate into larger problems.

· There is often a need for assisting early childhood teachers to identify and deal with children with special needs.  More attention is paid to this for children with ‘certified’ disabilities than for children with modest problems (eg: learning disabilities, social problems).

· Proper funding is an ongoing concern among many problems.  Experience of cutbacks are common.  The more private fees/private providers are relied on, the less access there is for poor families.

· Some countries are seeing the emergence of for-profit providers of early childhood education.  Quality tends to be poor and focus is more on baby-sitting than child development.

Conclusions

We set ourselves some ambitious aims for this Conference – it is worthwhile to remind ourselves of these at the end of our time together.

· Examining student achievement gaps, causes, consequences, consider social inadequacies that provide obstacles to student achievement.

· Focus on government responsibilities and how education systems either worsen the gap or close the gap.

· Share our own knowledge and experiences.

· Look at ways EI and teacher unions can work to overcome these inequalities both across countries and within countries.

· Examine the OECD project – attract, develop and retain effective teachers.

The opportunities provided in these discussions will strengthen our resolve to work together to overcome the existing inequalities in education – inequalities which only result in many children missing out on the opportunities to achieve their full potential and be able to be active citizens in this increasingly diverse, troubled world.

Let us take back these learnings and shared experiences.

Susan Hopgood

November 2003 
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