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NSW curriculum review interim report: First impressions 

The overriding impression of this interim report is that change is about to occur which 
reduces the content of the curriculum in favour of improving the ways students learn and 
their skills for life and employment. The key features are the construction of the 
curriculum in attainment levels that are independent of age and grade with a focus on 
the school assessment of achievement, including in senior years modules of new 
advanced and vocational courses.  

The following comments add to the NSWTCF submission to the Review in which issues 
were raised from a Christian perspective as partly outlined in that submission.  

Some issues and clarifications 

Literacy and numeracy 
The Review outlines falling standards, as measured internationally and through national 
tests recognising a need in part for curriculum change to address these trends. How this 
might be interpreted is open to question. If it means more of the literacy and numeracy 
focus which has failed to produce any turnaround in these scores, then the reviewers 
need to come up with something far more creative and universal. (See: Wrong way: 20 
years of literacy and numeracy http://www.tcfofnsw.org.au/htmarticles/Literacy-and-
numeracy.html) The review states these areas of learning and development should be 

prioritised over other areas of the curriculum. Is this more of the same? 
 
Rate of learning 
The Review recognises that the lock-step content often forces students to move too 
quickly through that content without due regard to their rate of learning. This is 
particularly the case with Year 11, where schools rush to finish preliminary courses by 
the end of Term 3 so that they can then start the HSC year courses at the 
commencement of Term 4, irrespective of how well students have coped with the 
preliminary courses. The proposed modular structure for Years 11 and 12 might help 
solve this problem where assessment is cumulative over the two years based on 
achievement in each module. 
 
Curriculum-examination nexus and resultant pedagogy. 
The problem caused by the amount of content in the curriculum is real, but not the only 
problem. In senior years, the examinations at the end of Year 12 are high stakes and 
favour rote learning and therefore drive the pedagogy. This nexus between curriculum 
and examinations needs to be broken to give way to changes in pedagogy to improve 
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learning. Failure to break this nexus will not change the way learning occurs or how 
teachers teach. 
 
Levels 
The creation of levels of achievement within the curriculum that are independent of age 
and grade raises some interesting questions. Immediately, one’s mind is cast back to the 
eight levels of the proposed national curriculum of the early 1990s. While political 
reasons might have finally sunk that proposal, it was incredibly threatening to teachers 
who asked how they could have students within a class potentially working towards three 
or four levels. The Review acknowledges a six-year learning gap exists currently in some 
classrooms, so this question remains very relevant. The answer always laid in the nature 
of the tasks that teachers would set, that is, the pedagogy. Hence this proposal will 
demand much of teachers and costly professional development. 
 
Vocational education 
The Review redefines vocational education to bring it into a rigorous study of higher 
qualifications and not an easy alternative to advance courses. This change is welcomed 
and will lead to an expansion of vocational education and the industries represented.  
However, there remains doubt about the nature of senior courses. The review talks about 
advance courses and vocational courses. Are these the only two types of courses? How 
will a mix of these courses be viewed for university entrance? Remember, the universities 
have autonomy to decide how to use results and this could mean that their requirements 
not only drive the curriculum but student choices. Good intentions about curriculum and 
pedagogy could be undermined by university entrance requirement.  

Core 
The Review acknowledges attempts to cater for increasing numbers of students in Years 
11-12 by developing courses of differing difficulty and vocational courses. It firstly takes 
the approach that students should not be locked out of courses or provided with some 
alternative less rigorous curriculum, but it does not explain the comment about a core of 
study or, as mentioned above, clarify if advanced courses are to be the only ones 
available. The bigger question is what studies might constitute a core or curriculum 
guarantee to the community and whether this core will extend into Years 11 -12. Already 
there has been discussion of mathematics being compulsory, yet this is the most 
stratified of all subjects with multiple courses at different levels. Could this core be 
conceived as something totally different to specific subjects and integrated into the 
whole curriculum?  
 
Prioritising what is central 
The review makes a point about content reduction by prioritising what is central. This is 
far more contentious then the review reveals. It goes to the heart of what knowledge and 
skills are seen to be foundational for all students. Where the emphasis is can affect a 
whole society. For example, since the 1980 a priority has been given to teaching about 
Australia at war and particularly events surrounding Anzac Day. As a result, we have an 
Australian community that has increasingly reverenced the Anzac legend giving it almost 
a religious status. Similarly, geography has had an environmental focus and made 
compulsory in the 1990s leading to a community that is very demanding about improving 
the environment. My comment is not to belittle the importance of these studies but to 
highlight that what is included in a core curriculum affects how generations view the 
world. Similarly, as Christians, many of us have been concerned by the lack of general 
religious education in the curriculum and as a result seen not simply growing secularism 
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but antireligious viewpoints dominating some issues and media. Who will decide what is 
core and what will be the longer-term outcomes of these decisions? 
 

Documenting progress 
Documenting the progress of students towards the proposed levels poses an issue for 
teachers. Already teachers claim excessive report work and documentation of student 
progress are affecting their teaching. In this proposal of levels, teachers will have to 
document exactly where each student is up to, not only in levels, but what they have 
achieved towards the next level, otherwise the next teacher will not know what to plan 
to move the student to their next level. Finding a way to document this achievement and 
progress, so that teachers are on side, represents one of the biggest challenges of the 
review process.  
 
Closing the gap and teacher expectations 
The review acknowledges a learning gap of up to six years exists in many classrooms. 
Levels will help to identify these gaps, but not of themselves do anything to close them. 
Only teachers can do that. In providing for these differences, will those ahead get further 
ahead, and either increase or maintain this gap. There is nothing in the review about 
closing the gap and I wonder how Aboriginal communities might view this proposal. In 
addition, this aspect of the reform does not address one of the greatest issues: the low 
expectations of many teachers, especially towards low socioeconomic students. This 
reform has the potential to feed into these beliefs and open, not close, the gap.  

Tasks 
If students in the one class are working towards different levels of achievement, then the 
tasks that they do will need to be constructed to allow for this. Tasks that are open-
ended to allow for different levels of achievement are already used by competent 
teachers. However, in the broadening of this methodology teachers will need help by the 
provision of good open-ended tasks to not only provide examples but to take some of the 
preparation burden from teachers. There is considerable literature about the type of 
tasks that will accommodate this multi-level learning and many teachers will be on a 
steep learning curve.  
 
A smaller number of demanding, high level, advanced courses. 
Does this mean that there will continue to be the current extension courses in English, 
mathematics and history? How will a decision be made about these courses? Every subject 
has the potential for “extension” or “higher level” and the existing extension courses 
have been controversial and the source of much jealousy by other subjects. Why should 
some subjects be elevated in this way? 
 
External verification 
A senior curriculum, comprising modules that are assessed by teachers, raises a question 
about how consistent teachers might be in assessing this work. A lack of understanding of 
standards, mistrust between schools and varying subject expertise might see different 
grades awarded. Will some form of verification, as occurs currently in TAFE courses, be 
implemented to ensure comparability in marks? 
 
Discipline fixation 
This Report talks about subjects with a focus on disciplines. There does not seem to be 
any discussion or affirmation of multidiscipline subjects that could capture some of the 
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core learning that might not be entirely subject related. There is still much to be 
explored in this area as the reviewers grapple with what constitutes core learning that 
might be different to simply time on the content of some subject.  

John Gore 

A different sort of teacher.  

At our TCF October Getaway we looked at the way Jesus taught as recorded in some of 
the Gospels, noting that he was called teacher more often than by any other title.  

We examined how Jesus used questioning when he was teaching. Most of his recorded 
questions were rhetorical to challenge, shape and rebuke the hearer’s thinking, 
reflecting the clear and serious aim of his mission in speaking words leading to eternal 
life.  

He used teaching methods and techniques we often employ such as repetition in speaking 
on themes such as the kingdom of heaven. He linked ideas and concepts with previous 
knowledge. For example, many of the parables refer to familiar occupations such as 
builders, sowers, stewards; types of people, thieves, kings, wealthy men; everyday 
objects, lamps, bread, salt; and nature with the fig tree, mustard seed, sheep and 
wheat.   

Physical objects were taken as the starting point for teaching deep truths such as him 
being the bread of life and the provider of water welling up to eternal life. Of course, 
he used many narratives in the form of parables to convey deeper spiritual meanings for 
those ready to receive them – at least 63 different parables across Matthew, Mark and 
Luke. (Story telling is a powerful tool not used enough in our classrooms.) 

Pupil participation was seen in testing the faith of several individuals, for example, a 
blind man was sent to wash in the Pool of Siloam. Simon was asked to put out into deep 
water to catch fish after already fishing all night and catching nothing. We decided that 
Jesus tended to engage in conversations with people, rather than discussions that we set 
up in a classroom situation. 

The Gospel accounts of Jesus’s teaching often seem to be summaries of what he said and 
did, setting out to communicate important truths rather than the methods of how he 
conveyed them. As well, the material presented is usually selected to support a 
particular approach by each Gospel writer, not present a treatise on teaching methods. 
But most strongly presented, looking at Jesus’s teaching in the Gospels, is the authority 
he speaks with. He is, of course, the teacher who has come from God and he certainly 
demonstrates that authority in a way we never could. His questions are often very 
critical of his hearers – How long shall I put up with you? He quickly arrived at the heart 
of matters directly challenging peoples’ motives and desires such as telling the rich 
young ruler to sell his possessions to have treasure in heaven.  

His teaching also reflected his integrity. What he taught was exactly in harmony with his 
life. He was the one and only son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. It 
is probably this integrity which we, as teachers, need to reflect more in our classrooms 
more than any of the great teacher’s methods.  

Harley Mills   
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Dr William E. C. Andersen    
 
M.A, M.Ed. (Sydney), Dip. R.E. (M.C.D.), 
PhD. (London), M.A.Ps.S., F.A.C.E., 
formerly Senior Lecturer in Education at 
the University of Sydney, and Warden of 
Morling Theological College, Sydney. 

 

Bill was a TCF member from 1949 to 2018. 

 
Here are some excerpts from speakers at 
the Thanksgiving Service at Gordon Baptist 
Church on 21st September 2019. Bill left 
strict instructions to be followed and 
directions for the Order of Service that he 
organised for this service. 
 

Rev John Merchant’s opening comments: 

William Edward Charles Andersen, father, father-in-law, grandfather, great grandfather, 
colleague, teacher, friend, counsellor, brother in Christ and a wonderful example to us. Bill 
loved God’s people gathered in worship. He loved to revel in the great Good News of God, 
Jesus Christ come to us. He delighted in seeing lives transformed by the Spirit of God to be 
more like Christ. He took pleasure in digging deeply into God’s communication to us, to meet 
God there in His Word. He was so happy when people responded to that, in prayer and praise 
to God. 
 
Rev Simon Flinders, Patron, Scripture Union NSW: 
Bill’s contribution to Scripture Union over many decades is greatly astounding. It would be 
impossible for me to give due credit in just a few minutes. His connection with Scripture 
Union began in 1936, the year he became a Christian at Fort St High School. His involvement 
in the ISCF group at Fort St began soon after that and not only did Bill benefit from the 
ministry of Scripture Union as a school student but he went on to be a leader in various 
Scripture Union ministries through his university years. He eventually became involved in 
various Committees and Boards taking significant load in the governance of Scripture Union in 
NSW and over time became a very significant leader in Scripture Union, not only in this 
country but across the Pacific and globally around the world. Bill really was a great servant of 
Scripture Union internationally and yet he always maintained a very strong interest and 
passion here in this part of the world. I would say to this day that there be no stronger an 
advocate for the place of ISCF in public schools than Bill Andersen. 
 
A conversation by Rev Dr Andrew Sloane and Rev Dr Gordon Preece: 
Andrew: Bill was one of four founding assistant editors of the Journal of Christian Education 
in 1958. Professor Anna Hogg, a great female role model, was the editor. Bill contributed 
regularly to the journal about the philosophy of education, about counselling, about inter-
denominationalism and now he is rejoicing in that and the fellowship and friendship of that. 
He wrote a wonderful piece at the conclusion of The Journal of Christian Education when it 
was being morphed into an interdenominational journal of Christian education, as a whole 
generation of great Christian educationalists were getting quite old by that stage. Classic Bill 
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and fairly autobiographical and because of his great love of music too, the piece was called 
“Journal and Journey and Concerto in 4 Movements”. It is well worth the trouble to Google it. 
 
Gordon: Bill was not just involved with Sydney Uni, but also trained people for pastoral 
ministry at Moore Theological College and Morling College. I think he was the only person who 
got a regular gig at both places. Says something about Bill and how deeply committed he was 
about raising up people to be shaped to serve the Lord Jesus in lots of different ways. He was 
someone who wanted people to understand the Scriptures but also how to understand to 
connect with people and the world. 
 
Andrew: Bill taught philosophy, apologetics, ethics, pastoral theology and lectured in MA in 
counselling. He was involved in The Baptist Union as a Vice Chair of the College Council. 
 
Gordon: In his early 90’s Bill wrote a book on counselling, which thankfully he finished with 
the wonderful title “Walking Along Side”. At 92 he actually wanted to write 2 more books! 
One of the last things Bill wrote was an article for Equip magazine, “On Turning 90”, full of 
gems and wisdom and you can almost hear Bill’s voice as you read it. One of the things Bill 
said in it was “I do want to see Jesus and be like Him. Christ took me by the hand and still 
does so and has called me friend”. And likewise, Bill called many others friend and we called 
him a friend and that was an enormous privilege and we thank God for that. 
 

John Hain arrives home safely 

Prayer points from John: 

• Give thanks for a productive and encouraging time in Bangladesh. 

• Pray for my cultural readjustment back in Australia. 

• Pray that the Christians I have met have been encouraged and feel supported and that 

the Muslims and Hindus would have seen Christ in me. 

• May the words I spoke at Devotions continue to resonate with the teachers. 

• Pray for more doctors in particular for LAMB Hospital.  

• Pray for wisdom for the leadership of the school through a difficult period. 

• Thank you for coming on the journey with me and for your prayers. They were really 

needed. 

 

Disclaimer:  The views expressed in articles and letters published in TCFNews are 

not necessarily those of TCFNSW. 
 

TCFNSW 

PO Box 3813 Marsfield NSW 2122 

Ph 0490 148 249. 
Email:  tcfofnsw@exemail.com.au 

Web www.tcfofnsw.org.au 
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