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Executive summary 

This research explored the ways that school systems increase or decrease a child’s chances to improve on the lives of their parents or carers.

The focus was on comparing comprehensive school systems with those that track students into specific professions from a certain age. Human capital is derived from being part of a specific community and playing a meaningful part in it.
Australia since the 1960’s has traditionally followed a comprehensive system of education where students are able to follow their interests and academic requirements with no formal tracking until the students were about to leave school to either take up an apprenticeship, attend university or work.

Europeans have traditionally followed a model where children would be tracked into a specific type of school, catering for their specific future work needs, from the age of twelve to fourteen. The countries the research investigated were England, the Netherlands and Italy. The English system is closer to Australian systems with most vocational training taking place outside formal schools while Italy and Holland have long histories of tracking students into specific paths from young ages.

The research involved a study of the data available on the three systems, including Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Programme for International Student Assessment and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study data. It also involved coming to an understanding of the history of education in these countries and the forces that created the systems. No education system works in a vacuum and an understanding of the socio-political nature of a country is vital to comprehending the educational structures utilised by it.

The research has developed a deeper understanding of the five domains of the Department’s School Leadership Capability Framework. Within the educational domain it has allowed the researcher to compare and contrast the European education systems with what is used in New South Wales and share this information with fellow educators, both on the trip and on return to Australia.
Within the personal domain, the research has allowed the researcher to review successful pedagogy in various settings and explore how school systems effect what occurs within the classroom. 

With many countries reassessing whether they are giving the best opportunities to the population. This research was timely with the policies of new governments in Australia and the United States having a strong belief in the redemption of social capital through improved educational experience for the citizenry. 
What this means for educators and school leaders on the ground in public schools in New South Wales will become clear over the coming years but for now it is important that the Department of Education and Training and school principals create connections between educational leaders in New South Wales and those in other Australian states and with leaders in educational institutions overseas. 
1.
Overview of the research study
This work was produced by Andrew Fielding, a recipient of the Sydney Region Leadership Fellowship 2008–2009 awarded by the Deputy Director-General. 

This research revolved around the study of the way in which a school system can increase or decrease a child’s chances to improve on the lives of their parents or carers. The focus was on comparing comprehensive systems with those that track students into specific professions from a certain age.  

Defining what was to be researched was difficult but I decided to use the Programme for International Student Assessment and Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development measures to make comparisons. These are contentious as the ability of the tests to analyse student ability are focussed very tightly on what is tested and many unassessable outcomes are ignored. These limitations are discussed in the report.

The countries that were analysed during the research were England, the Netherlands and Italy. I also have used my findings from these countries to make comparisons between the system in New South Wales and trends that are emerging across Australia.
2.
Background information

I have always had an interest in sharing what works in schools with colleagues and taking what is successful in one school and modifying it to fit different circumstances. Schools can be isolating places if staff do not get the opportunity to visit other educational settings and take from them the positive work that is taking place. This fellowship was an opportunity for me to look at European systems of education and compare the equity present in their systems with ours. From this I hope to share with my colleagues in New South Wales some future directions that will affect our jobs as leaders in New South Wales public schools on into the future.

The schools that I visited while in Europe ranged from small, low socio-economic status primary schools to a vocational college of 12,000 students. This has allowed me to make some judgements upon the quality of provision to students in a range of age categories. The range of schools present in even quite small communities allowed for interesting analysis of the equitability of what the students have access to.

As part of a masters program from Melbourne University I have been analysing educational systems through the use of historical, social, political and statistical data. The introduction of Programme for International Student Assessment (the Programme for International Student Assessment – the OECD’s programme for international comparison) and the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (American university program) has given the modern researcher data that can be used to make some careful distinctions between what differing countries are offering their students and the subsequent outcomes that they are achieving. The use of international comparison data is fraught with danger but it does give us an opportunity to explore the different ways that cultures provide for their people’s education and the economic effect of these choices.
3.
Key research questions 

a) What constitutes tracked and comprehensive systems in Europe and how does this match up with our current structures in New South Wales?
b) What outcomes can be discerned from comparing the different systems using such measures as the Programme for International Student Assessment and the OECD’s economic measures and comparable statistics from New South Wales?

c) How do the different systems effect students from marginalised groups including low socio-economic status, migrant and Aboriginal?

d) What can be taken from the European model and applied in an Australian (specifically New South Wales) setting?

4. Research methodology
The research for this project took place in two phases, professional reading and research using journals followed by the trip itself. The first phase of the research involved the use of the University of Melbourne’s online journal collection. Through this portal I was able to access hundreds of relevant articles and refine my research to the specific areas of study. I was also assisted by Associate Professor John Polesel from the University of Melbourne, Graduate School of Education, who sent me numerous journals that related to my area of research.
The travel component of the Fellowship took place between Saturday 13 September and Saturday 4 October 2008 in England, The Netherlands and Italy. 
The educational institutions visited in each country were:

England:
· Cambridge University, St Catherines College – Professor Tony Watts

· Parkside Federation of schools – two secondary, one primary, one pre-school

· John Kelly Girls Technology College 

· Petchey Academy

· Lewisham College

· University of London, Institute of Education –  Professor Michael Young

The Netherlands:
· Fons Vitae Lyceum (Academic High School)

· Bredero College 

· ROC Leiden

· Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, The Hague

· University of Twente – Education Faculty

Italy:
· Instituto Comprensivo A. Gramsci (Primary School)

· Instituto Technico Commerciale Statale P.Sarpi

· Instituto Prof. Albergheire Barbarigo

· Istituto Technico Zuccante

· Liceo Classico M.Foscarini

The findings were developed through interviews with teaching staff, directors, principals, students and members of the public. A detailed diary was kept and further readings noted. With the number of visits it was important that personal responses were noted after each visit to minimise confusion, particularly in non-English speaking countries. 
Each research question was analysed and synthesis with current practice in New South Wales complete the findings.

5.
Findings
What comes together to constitute a nation’s education system is a mix of history, cultural values, politics and most importantly the students and teachers who interpret these concepts and create the physical system. The research conducted as part of this fellowship has identified some key considerations when looking at how educational systems effect the transmission of human capital. 
What constitutes tracked and comprehensive education in Europe was debated by many of the stakeholders visited. While appearing to be similar to New South Wales in staging the majority of vocational training outside of the school setting, the English education system is facing some great challenges. At many of the post-school settings students as young as 13 were enrolling in programs of study previously the domain of school leavers. 
The majority of students in England still follow a comprehensive educational track until they leave school to attend university, vocational training or employment. In The Netherlands and Italy the system of secondary schooling is different. In The Netherlands and Italy high schools are highly tracked with students deciding at thirteen which educational track they wish to follow. These systems are very hierarchical with very limited scope for movement between the streams once a student had started high school. The close correlation between the socio-economic background and the stream studied was explicit.
The New South Wales model is of much more comprehensive nature with students having the opportunity to experience a range of academic and vocational experiences before they finish school. The New South Wales model of vocational education has historically been in Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institutions and not within schools. This is changing slowly but schools still only offer Certificate 1 and sometimes Certificate 2 level Vocational Education and Training. This is different to some of the European models offering Certificate 4 equivalencies in a school setting.

The data that is available on the Programme for International Student Assessment and through other OECD studies shows a correlation of comprehensive education with better outcomes in standardised testing. There are issues with the validity of this data and what is assessed and the fact that Vocational Education and Training students are by design not going to be as experienced at written assessment as those following an academic track. 
The highest achieving countries, as defined by the Programme for International Student Assessment, are Finland, Korea and some other Asian nations. Most of these systems rely upon a comprehensive educational structure and support students to aim for university or adult Vocational Education and Training to complete their education. Australia has traditionally done very well in Programme for International Student Assessment and has out-performed the Dutch and the Italians in the majority of these tests. I believe that this has occurred because the Australian system, in particular  New South Wales, has given students the opportunity to take various pathways without creating blocks where students can face dead ends if their situation changes. For the students who have completely disengaged with formal education there may be some benefit in their becoming part of an adult learning institution but even this has to be seen as a pathway and not an end in itself.

Disadvantaged communities have the most to gain from the educational system that is present in their area. In all of my visits it became very clear that the educational systems in Europe had been created with a two tier system in mind. These systems aligned very closely with social economic status, country of origin and to some extent aboriginality. 
In The Netherlands I visited a school offering the high academic stream involving the study of Latin, fine arts, history etc and was stunned by the homogeneity of the student body. Amsterdam is an international city but the students at this high school were almost all white, well dressed and confident. Later on the same day I visited a college in northern Amsterdam which had a range of courses from low level Vocational Education and Training through to university entrance ability courses. It was clear at the Vocational Education and Training campuses that the majority of the students were of a migrant or refugee background and that many of them did not even complete this level of schooling. The more academic classes at the campus contained migrants who had mainly come from China and India while the Vocational Education and Training classes contained students were Surinamese, Somali, Libyan and Algerian.

I believe that the New South Wales system of education offers all students the opportunity to take part in a variety of learning experiences as they go through school. We must be very careful not to create the same two tiered system where student background and geography decide what educational opportunities will be afforded the children of a specific area. We must make sure that students from all backgrounds are expected to achieve at their very best and to not assume that Vocational Education and Training is a way around engaging the disadvantaged and therefore creating an impression of it as a lower level of achievement with less validity as a preparation for life.
There are many exciting new reforms taking place in Europe and the United Kingdom at the moment. These reforms include establishing qualification frameworks and capability across disparate education systems. The new Federal government is attempting to start implementing some of these ideas within the Australian context. These initiatives include restructuring education within universities, introducing new models of undergraduate study, negotiating a national school curriculum and establishing National partnerships. I see the process of reinvigoration of the educational landscape as a potentially positive experience. The creation of new school cultures creating communities or federation of schools has allowed for greater teacher professional learning and enhanced opportunities for all students. 
In pre-schools in the United Kingdom support has been directed at young mothers and those at greatest risk of not supporting their child’s cognitive development. This has been achieved through a variety of measures including the use of support nurses, enhanced childcare opportunities in deprived areas. These changes appear to be bringing many benefits including giving equitable opportunity for future success and lifelong learning to children. Careful support for mothers from high risk groups has allowed for greater participation rates in higher grades. 
All change in education must have at its core the improvement of learning outcomes for students and the creation of a community that believes in lifelong learning. My experiences on this fellowship have allowed me a clear view of how systems can get in the way of improving the learning conditions for the most disadvantaged of students. Systems that track students from a young age are most disadvantageous to those students coming from poorly educated families. In the vast majority of cases students are placed into the same or similar stream that their parents were placed and a student’s geography (where they live) can have devastating effects on future educational and work opportunities. I reviewed the OECD statistics for Italy and the Netherlands and these statistics were clearly identifiable. We must be careful in Australia to not follow this regressive model in education.
6.
Comments on the implications of the findings for the practice of leadership

Throughout my travels it became apparent that the effects of each education system rely upon how leaders at a school and systemic level focus upon the student as an individual. I believe that the system of education in New South Wales is more attuned to the needs of the individual. European education systems place a greater emphasis on the needs of society as a whole rather than on individual needs.
While investigating each school system I used the School Leadership Capability Framework to scaffold my response to the leadership being displayed at the various schools and learning institutions.

Within the Educational Domain I was able to see the value of expanding my own professional learning community. It is vital that all school leaders look beyond their school and local network and create connections with schools in other countries and different sectors. The similarities far outweigh the differences when discussing educational issues with colleagues from different sectors. The core business of leading a school and ensuring that the students are being given the best possible learning experience is at the heart of all educational leadership.

While travelling I was also able to make new networks with my Australian colleagues. Many of these teachers were from the Vocational Education and Training, secondary and private sectors so I was given a clear insight into the demands facing these schools and was able to give them fresh perspectives from a government primary school perspective.

The experience of travelling and meeting with educational leaders in three different European countries has given me a greater appreciation of the Personal Domain and the need for me to keep abreast with current educational debate and study. 
Many of the issues with which Australia is currently trying to grapple have already been witnessed in Europe. Such issues include targeting limited resourcing, transparency and growing numbers of students coming from dysfunctional family lives. My experiences have shown me that to successfully create schools for the twenty first century we have to look at successes across global borders.
The ability to take successful programs and apply them to my own schools will be evident through my enhanced understanding of the Strategic Domain. My research has clearly expressed to me the need to ensure that students are given clear pathways at school and that options chosen early in schooling should not limit future possibilities. As a school leader it is critical that I plan for educational programs that target individual need and not set students up for failure or disengagement.

The different methods of school administration that I witnessed while researching this topic have improved my understanding of the Organisational Domain. While not the core work of an educational leader it is critical that all educational leaders have an understanding of the need to work within the administrative structures that have been established. It became clear while researching the paper that schools and institutions that streamlined administration and avoided it getting in the way of learning were the most successful learning environments. 

By spending three weeks travelling through Europe with 25 other school leaders I was able to refine my Interpersonal Domain skills. I have created a new network of colleagues with whom I will interact and resolve issues as they arise. I have also discussed my research with my colleagues at a local, regional and state level. This has created discourse on what issues confront us and what we can learn from our European Colleagues.
7.
The recommendations arising from the research study

The following recommendations are made as a result of this study:

That the Department of Education and Training Professional Learning and Leadership Directorate develop:

1. a strategy to create connections between educational leaders in New South Wales with those in other states of Australia and overseas;

2. create a suite of professional readings covering current movements in educational research and practice across the world; and

3. create closer relationships with educational research faculties in universities to ensure that principals are developing a global picture of developments in our profession.

That the New South Wales Primary Principals’ Association and the New South Wales Secondary Principals’ Council create:
4. a list of principals interested in forming relations with colleagues in other states and overseas; and

5. a link from their websites to the Department of Education and Training Professional learning and Leadership Directorate to promote professional learning activities amongst members and creating connections across districts and regions.

That principals in schools:

6. take an active interest in developments occurring across Australia and the world with regard to school systems and educational leadership;

7. develop an increased interest in research through exposure to current studies and utilising new concepts in their schools; and

8. take a proactive approach to educating their school communities as to current educational research and how it affects their school.

That aspiring leaders in schools:

9. be given the opportunity to take part in collegial environments that extend beyond their current school; and

10. be actively encouraged to take further study, both formally and informally, in the area of educational leadership and systems comparison.
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