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Rudd has a long way to go to become the education prime 
minister 
Brian J. Caldwell  
December 6, 2007  

It is possible that Kevin Rudd's idea of an education 
revolution was drawn from a book that inspired New Labour's election in Britain in 1997, when its three top 
priorities were famously declared to be "education, education, education". The book was The Learning Game: 
Arguments for an Education Revolution. Its author, Michael Barber, former research officer for England's largest 
teachers' union and later professor of education, became Tony Blair's chief adviser on education the day after the 
election. He now works for McKinsey & Company and is co-author of McKinsey's report How the World's Best-
Performing School Systems Come Out on Top, which is currently the most widely read study worldwide of what 
should lie at the heart of an education revolution. 

Rudd is certainly off to a flying start. It is striking that his first act after the election was to visit a school. Blair did 
the same in the days following his historic win in 1997. 

Bill Clinton promised to be a "real education president". Kim Beazley wanted to be remembered as the "education 
prime minister". The current presidential hopeful Bill Richardson declares that "I want to be the education 
president". 

Rudd's intentions have been welcomed in the school community. There is bipartisan political support for strategies 
such as a national curriculum, a priority on early childhood education, national testing, an even stronger focus on 
literacy and numeracy, more school autonomy, and technical education that is better connected to the skill needs of 
the nation. 

However, none of these address the "big picture" issues. The McKinsey report contained seriously disturbing 
evidence that Australia has nearly trebled its per student expenditure on school education since the early 1970s but 
average attainment by students has not increased. No other country has such a poor investment record. The gap 
between our high- and low-performing students is among the widest in Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development nations. Up to half of all teachers plan to leave the profession within 10 years. The number of 
students in private schools has jumped by 21.5 per cent in the past 10 years compared with 1.2 per cent in 
government schools. Despite some promising commitments in recent state and territory budgets, most of our 
government schools and many non-government schools are in run-down condition or are educationally obsolete. It 
is no wonder teachers do not wish to stay in the profession when they are forced to work in substandard facilities. 

So what strategies should underpin an education revolution, a key aim of which should be to rebuild trust in public 
schools? Today I launch a book with Jim Spinks, Raising the Stakes: From Improvement to Transformation in the 
Reform of Schools. Drawing on its themes, we propose the following: 

Every teacher in Australia entering the profession from a university should have a master's degree - as in top-
performing Finland. 

There should be incentives to attract outstanding graduate practitioners from fields other than education in 
disciplines of high priority in schools, with further higher degree work blended with professional practice.
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At least 20 days per annum of professional development should be required of all teachers. 

There should be significant increases in starting salaries and upper-level salaries for teachers as well as for 
principals and other school leaders. Allowances of up to 25 per cent of salary or equivalent in negotiated benefits 
should be available to ensure top-flight professionals take up appointments in remote or difficult-to-staff schools. 

There should be financial and non-financial rewards to acknowledge high-performing teachers and principals, on 
either an individual or team basis, with these weighted to favour achievement in challenging circumstances. 

Targets should be set to rebuild or refurbish in a major way schools judged to be run-down or educationally 
obsolete. 

There should be a personalised learning plan for every student in every school. Special schools already do this well 
but it should be an expectation for all. 

Targets should be set to ensure that within five years every primary and secondary school has a partnership with a 
business that operates in an area of a school's specialisation or in other ways makes good educational sense. 

Targets should be set to reduce the amount of system-wide testing of all students and public/semi-public release of 
results. There is a place for sampling of student performance to ensure that standards are maintained. (It should be 
noted that Finland - the highest-performing nation in international tests - does not have a national system of tests.) 

None of these strategies can succeed without unprecedented levels of co-operation between the different levels of 
government. Success will attract attention around the world, because no other country with multiple levels of 
government each with a major role in education has been able to achieve it. 

The world is watching Kevin, but you'll need to go further and faster. 

Brian J. Caldwell is managing director of Educational Transformations and a former dean of education at 
the University of Melbourne. 
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