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National Policy for
the Education of Girls

In Australia and throughout the world, attention has focused on the status of women
generally, on the need to improve the condition of their lives, and on the benefits of a
society where women and men participate as equals in all aspects of ecopomic, social
and political life. Schools have a role and responsibility in contributing to the
achievement of equality between the sexes and in improving the conditions of life for
girls and women. All Australian schools should ensure that what is being taught and
learned does justice to girls and women, taking account of their cultural, language and
socio-economic diversity, and is equally valuable for girls and boys.

POLICY FRAMEWORK

Educarional Values and Principles:
« Gender is not a determinant of capacity to learn.
- Girls and boys should be valued equally in all aspects of schooling.

» Equality of opportunity and outcomes in education for girls and boys may
require differential provision, at least for a period of time.

-  Strategies to improve the quality of education for girls should be based on a
recognition that action is required at both the primary and secondary levels.

- Strategies to improve the quality of education for girls should be based on an
understanding that girls are not a homogeneous group.

« Priority in improving the quality of education for girls should be given to meeting
the specific needs of those groups of girls most requiring support to benefit from
schooling.

« To improve schooling for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Istander girls, school
authorities will need to take account of the unique culture of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander communities.

« A high quality education for girls is a mainstream professional responsibility for
all educators in all primary and secondary schools and school systems.

 Schooling for girls and boys should reflect the entitlement of all women, in
their own right, to personal respect, eCONOMIc security and participation in and
influence over decisions which affect their lives.

« Schools should educate girls and boys for satisfying, responsible and productive
living, including work inside and outside the home.

«  Schools should provide a curriculum which in content, language and methodology

meets the educational needs and entitlements of girls and which recognises the
contributions of women to society.

= Schools should provide a challenging learning environment which is socially and
culturally supportive and physically comfortable for girls and boys.

« Schools and systems should be organised and resources provided and allocated to
ensure that the capacities of girls and boys are fully and equally realised.

+ The effective change and lasting improvements needed in schools will require
awareness and understanding of the educational needs of girls on the part of
students, parents, teachers and administrators, and institational support for
addressing those needs.

EIGHT NEW PRIORITIES FOR 1993-97

Examining the
construction
of gender

Reforming the
curriculum

Improving the
educational outcomes
of girls who benefit

least from schooling

Broadening work
education

THE FOUR OBJECTIVES
OF THE NATIONAL POLICY:

1 Raising awareness of the
educational needs of giris

2 Equal access to participation
in appropriate curriculum

3 Supportive school
environment

4 Equitable resource allocation
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Foreword

As 1993 Chair of the Australian Education Council, I am pleased to introduce the
National Action Plan for the Education of Girls 1993-97.

The National Action Plan tepresents a key developmental phase in national
policy setting processes which commenced in 1986 to improve educational out-
comes for girls. This major national initiative has involved all the State, Territory
and Commonwealth governments working together to bring about real improve-
ments in equality of educational outcomes for girls and boys.

The National Action Plan was developed through an entire year of extensive
consultation with girls themselves, with their teachers and their parents, and with a
wide range of interested groups and individuals. Based upon this detailed advice,
the Plan sets out what needs to be done and how to do it. Eight priorities for action
which emerged from the consultations have been clearly defined and supported by
arange of suggested strategies which may be used by systems, schools, teachers and
parents.

I commend this National Action Plan to all who are interested in bringing about
equality of educational outcomes and improving the school experiences of Austral-
ian girls.

Norman Moore MLA
Minister for Education, Employment and Training
Western Australia

Chair, Australian Education Council
March 1993
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Introduction

Education which leads to equality of outcomes for girls and boys has not yet been
achieved in Australia. That this should be true, in a culture priding itself on a fair go
for all, remains one of the disturbing contradictions of the Australian social
condition. Equal outcomes from education are still not available for most girls. More
disturbingly, for many girls, education and employment prospects have been
restricted by the gender constructs of Australian society — constructs which have
been assimilated in early childhood and which are often reinforced during the years
of schooling. The Australian Education Council’s 1987 National Policy for the
Education of Girls in Australian Schools was a welcome initiative to improve the
education of girls, and during the past five years has helped raise the awareness of
the needs of girls in Australian schools. ’

Itis obvious that the shift required in Australian culture to establish the outcomes
of the National Policy may take many years and will require continuing commitment
from the education community in all parts of Australia. Yet it remains a reasonable
expectation that a properly implemented policy for the education of girls in schools
will assist in establishing an Australia in which both women and men have equal
rights to responsibility and power.

The National Policy prepared in 1987 remains the basis of policies designed to
support the education of girls. When establishing the National Policy, the Council
also proposed that it be reviewed in 1991, after five years of implementation. This
publication is the outcome of that review. In preparing for the next five years, from
1993-97, the Review Committee considers that the educational and social needs of
girls in our schools can be greatly assisted through the provision of some sort of
practical addition to the National Policy. For this reason the review is presented in
the form of a National Action Plan, which will make it possible for schools and
systems to improve the education of girls, and at the same time to assess the progress
they are making towards real gender equity. It is not the purpose of this plan to
replace the National Policy, but rather to add a new dimension to its usefulness in
Australian schools.

This National Action Plan is directed towards schools, systems and authorities,
and is published with the same commitment that produced the National Policy in
1987. The Australian Education Council, the National Catholic Education Commis-
sion and the National Council of Independent Schools’ Associations remain
convinced that every effort must be made to create and refine processes which
ensure equal educational outcomes for girls and boys.
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The review of the National Policy

The Common and Agreed National Goals of Schooling in Australia have been
an essential foundation for the plan. In addition, and to the extent that it is possible
at this time, the plan takes into account the reforms which will follow from the
reports to the Australian Education Council from the committees chaired by Finn,
Mayer and Carmichael.

In preparing the plan a deliberate effort has been made to make it as practical as
possible. The plan aims to do more than raise awareness; it encourages direct action
in such areas as curriculum, girls’ classroom experience, the behaviour and attitudes
of males towards females, and changes to the social, physical and cultural environ-
ments in which girls learn. The plan is informed by current research and practice in
girls’ education. It is deliberately prepared for the use of people in the work places
of girls’ education, and is additional to the existing National Policy, not a replace-
ment. The Committee has chosen to concentrate its efforts into providing a
document of hands-on assistance to schools, systems and their communities.

While schools can achieve a great deal, they cannot by themselves achieve
equitable educational outcomes for girls. Without modification to the attitudes and
values of the wider community and the media, girls will continue to be education-
ally, socially and economically disadvantaged. Education authorities and schools
have a firm responsibility in this regard. Indeed, the extent to which school-based
policies can become effective strategies will depend upon the extent to which
educational leadership can influence the wider community — including many of the
families of the girls in schools.

The task is great but it is achievable, and the ensuing benefits to the nation have
moral, social and economic significance for the Australia of the twenty-firstcentury.

viii @ NATIONAL ACTION PLAN

An integral part of the National Policy for the Education of Girls in Australian
Schools is the notion of accountability, reflected in the requirement of a review in
1991, the fifth year of the policy’s implementation. The Australian Education
Council appointed a committee to review the policy and to develop appropriate
strategies for the next five years. The Committee included representatives from
each State and Territory education system, a representative of the Department of
Employment, Education and Training, a representative of the National Catholic
Education Commission, and a representative of the National Council of Independ-
ent Schools” Associations. The aims of the review were:

« to consult upon and develop a revised set of priorities;
« to propose Key strategies to underpin the new range of priorities; and

» to advise on an appropriate structure for annual reporting, based on indicators
of progress towards the policy objectives.

As it reviewed the National Policy during 1991, the Committee noted signifi-
cant changes taking place in Australian education.

» The general economic and administrative frameworks in which schools and
school systems operate have changed significantly since 1987. These changes
include policies of devolution which have led to greater self-management in
schools, an associated strengthening of centralist policy-making, significantly
increased community participation in education, and increased requirements
for accountability.

« Significant improvements have been achieved in retaining both girls and boys
into post-compulsory education, although the consequential outcomes for girls
remain inequitable. At the same time there has been markedly less success
amongst particular groups of girls, including those with disabilities, those from
non-English speaking backgrounds, those who are Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islanders, and those who live in poverty.

« In most school systems there have been real reductions in resources. In some
schools and systems this has meant a reduction in the resources available to
implement the National Policy.

e There has been a national focus on post-compulsory education and training,
leading to the reports of Finn and Mayer on key employment-related compe-
tencies in curriculum, and the report of Carmichael on entry-level training.

» There has been increased recognition of the importance of early childhood
experiences in shaping girls’ and boys’ educational outcomes.
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Purpose

The review of the National Policy has shown that it has been easier to achieve
some policy objectives than others. For example, while there has been a significant
rise in the awareness of the needs of girls, there has been less progress in those
objectives which are concerned with curriculum reform and the equitable alloca-
tion of resources to girls. In some schools significant change has been achieved;
in other schools there is still minimal awareness of the issues involved. In many
places, to have been the equal opportunity coordinator in a school or system has
been a difficult and frustrating task. The experience of these educators highlights
a continuing sex discrimination which actively operates to exclude women and
girls. Changes in attitudes to gender require the commitment of educators in
partnership with parents and the wider community.

The National Policy remains the essential statement through which equity in the
education of girls can be achieved. The review has confirmed the need for the
original policy, and has shown it to be as relevant and necessary now as it was in
1987. Indeed, the framework and objectives which form the substance of the
National Policy remain the most appropriate for the next five years, and provide
a fundamental underpinning for the National Action Plan.

In the creation of an action plan for girls, the opinions and experiences of the
girls themselves have been of fundamental importance. In many instances they are
the foundations on which the details of the plan have been prepared. The girls’
contributions were collected through two initiatives commissioned by the Review
Committee and the Department of Employment, Education and Training respec-
tively:

» Listening To Girls, a report containing discussions with girls at school to
discover their educational and social experiences as they understood them in

1991; and

e Where Do I Go From Here?, a quantitative and qualitative review of the way
in which girls view their educational options for subjects taken in the post-
compulsory years of schooling.

Summaries of Listening To Girls and Where Do I Go From Here ? are presented
on pages 43-45.

2 e NATIONAL ACTION PLAN

The review of the National Policy for the Education of Girls in Australian Schools
established that much has been achieved.

Over the past five years since the launch of the policy, understandings about the
educational discrimination and disadvantage experienced by girls have changed.
Also during the past five years, the complexities of teaching and learning, of
curriculum development and delivery, and of school organisation and manage-
ment have been re-examined, and the directions for future action have been
identified. These directions apply to all levels of schooling from early childhood
to post-compulsory, and need to be interpreted in the shifting contexts which
follow the 1991 and 1992 reviews into post-compulsory education and training.

The four objectives of the National Policy continue to provide the framework
for action at national, system, authority and school levels for the education of girls.
This National Action Plan has been developed to build on work that has already
occurred, and to provide direction for the education of girls from 1993-97 through
eight new priorities.
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Structure

From the findings of the Review Committee and subsequent national consultation,
eight agreed national priorities have been identified. The plan is based upon the
expectation that the four objectives of the National Policy will be achieved by
attention to each of the eight priorities.

EIGHT NEW PRIORITIES FOR 1993-97

Examining the
construction
of gender

Improving
teaching practice

Broadening work
education

THE FOUR OBJECTIVES
OF THE NATIONAL POLICY:

1 Raising awareness of the

educational needs of girls
Addressing the needs
of girls at risk

Reforming the

T 2 Equal access to participation

in appropriate curriculum

3 Supportive school
environment

4 Equitable resource allocation

Improving the
educational outcomes
of girls who benefit

least from schooling

Changing school
organisation and
management
practice

Eliminating
sex-based
harassment

Each priority has the following components:
e adescription of issues relevant to each of the priorities;
» key strategies for action at national, system, authority and school levels;

« questions which provide schools with useful starting points for taking action;
and :

¢ system-level indicators of achievement.

4 0 NATIONAL ACTION PLAN

Implementation

The key implementation strategies and reporting processes for the eight priorities
of the National Policy for the next five years are:

RESPONSIBILITY

Meeting the educational needs of girls is a mainstream professional responsibility
of all educators; it is not some sort of additional program among the many already
required of educators in our schools. Gender issues are an integral part of all that
is done in education.

POLICY DEVELOPMENT

This plan is intended for use by systems as a framework for developing policies
which enhance girls” educational experiences and outcomes. It provides guidance
for monitoring the achievement of these goals. For schools, it is intended for use
as a guide for action in both the school and its community.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

To meet the educational needs of girls as a mainstream professional responsibility
of schools, systems and authorities, gender-instructive pre-service and in-service
professional development is essential. Teacher education institutions have a
particular responsibility to integrate a critical approach to gender issues into their

courses.
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PRIORITY

Examining the construction
of gender

While sex differences are understood as biological, gender differences refer to
those behaviours and attitudes which are constructed through social practice. The
construction of ways of being female or male is adynamic process in which all play
a part.

Through their everyday behaviour, girls and boys begin to learn their ‘place’ in
an unequal society where ‘masculine’ characteristics, including the exercise of
power and dominance, are valued for men, and ‘feminine’ characteristics, such as
service, nurturing and intuitive reasoning are devalued. In our society these gender
constructions form the basis of unequal relations between females and males.
Relations between men and women may have different characteristics, according
to socio-econormic status, ethnicity, ability and disability. For example, Aboriginal
girls, or girls with disabilities, are likely to encounter more offensive forms of
sexual harassment than other girls. Gender differences may vary over time, making
certain behaviour acceptable in one generation which is not acceptable in another.

Intheir lives in family and community, and before they come to school, children
learn socially approved ways of interacting as female or male. As a consequence,
many girls and boys develop narrow and limited concepts of masculinity and
femininity — concepts which impoverish their existence. To address issues about
construction of gender successfully, teachers, parents, students and other members
of the community need to participate in school activities which critically reflect on
the impact of gender on their own lives and relationships. This particularly
includes analysing the roles the media play in constructing images of appropriate
femininity and masculinity. School activities of this nature need to begin in early
childhood, and continue through all levels of schooling.

The place of language in creating, legitimising and sustaining relationships of
equality or inequality is fundamental to the social practices which make up the
construction of gender. Schools also need to be aware of the way constructions of
gender are likely to dictate limitations on students’ choices and their subsequent
success at school. The current hierarchy of subjects with Mathematics and Science
at the top has devalued the traditional ‘female’ subjects. Schools need toreconsider
practices which allocate greater or lesser importance to subjects, depending on
whether they are seen as girls’ subjects or boys’ subjects. It is important to foster
opportunities which expand options for girls, and at the same time avoid practices
which endorse unequal relations between the sexes. This will always entail
providing opportunities for boys to challenge their attitudes and roles.

Through prevailing belief about femininity and masculinity, teachers can
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contribute to girls and boys developing very limited concepts of their capabilities.
As a result, girls’ understanding of their own futures becomes restricted and
unadventurous. A common expectation of primary and secondary school girls for
example, is almost the antithesis of the accomplished leamer. Too frequently girls
are constrained to being neat, quiet, and well-behaved, unlike boys who, while
often described as naughty, demanding and difficult to ignore, are also seen as
more interesting, and more able to operate as risk-takers.

Schools therefore need to be aware of the key role they play in constructing
gender through language, beliefs and practices. Schools should also be careful to
avoid distributing adult roles along gender lines (for example, women always
having responsibility for pastoral care, and men organising the sports festivals).
The predominance of men in senior positions in schools, and of women in back-
up positions of lesserresponsibility and decision-making, reinforces the construction
that men are naturally suited to positions of authority.

KEY STRATEGIES FOR EXAMINING THE CONSTRUCTION OF
GENDER

In schools and systems:

* develop policy and implement professional development programs which
provide school staff with an understanding of construction of gender;

* develop, for all year levels, curriculum which increase students’ awareness of
how gender is constructed, with particular reference to:

— the role of language;
— the abuse of power in relationships:
— the part that violence plays in the establishment of power;

— anexamination of body images for girls and boys as presented in the media,
and the relationship between body image and disorders such as bulimia
and anorexia;

— the role of popular cultural texts including videos, computer games, toys,
films, music, magazines;

— the influence of family, peers, community, media in the construction
of gender;

ge NATIONAL ACTION PLAN

+ develop processes which teach that aggression and violence are unacceptable
behaviours;

* engage parents and the community in the development of programs and
materials which develop awareness of the impacts of gender construction.

QUESTIONS FOR SCHOOLS

What opportunities and support are provided by schools and systems for teachers
and students to explore the limitations which have been placed upon them because
of their gender?

How does the curriculum allow all students to engage in critical exploration of
gender issues including the implications for themselves and society of culturally
constructed femininity and masculinity — such as issues of life choice, health and
violence?

What steps does the school community take to encourage, support and value the
decisions of those girls and boys who choose to participate in subjects and activities
which are not the traditional occupations associated with their gender?

What resources and materials are made available to parents and the wider
community to enable them to participate in discussions and activities related to the
construction of gender?

What roles are given to adults (parents, teachers, administrators, school counsel-
lors, ancillary staff) in the school community? How do these challenge gender
stereotypes?

SYSTEM-LEVEL INDICATORS

The availability of professional development courses related to the examination of
the construction of gender, along with take-up rates, attitudes of teachers and
action being taken by schools and systems.

The numbers of systems and schools with non-discriminatory language policies
which address the function of language in the construction of gender.
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Eliminating sex-based barassment

Sex-based harassment*is the imposition of behaviour based on sex stereotyping.
It is often unrecognised, trivialised or accepted as teasing. It includes sexual
harassment but is not always explicitly sexual. It is based on the presumption of
power relations which discriminate against girls and women. Sex-based harass-
ment relegates girls and women to an inferior position relative to boys and men in
Australian society. It is evident whenever a girl is made to feel embarrassed,
frightened, hurt, angry or uncomfortable because she is female.

Until recently, the subject of sex-based harassment of girls at school has
received little discussion. However, in parallel with the general community, there
is a growing awareness in schools of the unequal power relations between the
sexes, in both the home and the work place. Teachers and other educators daily find
themselves dealing with the consequences of grossly unacceptable behaviour such
as sexual abuse and violence against women in our society. The sex-based
harassment of girls in schools must be seen as part of this larger problem. As abasis
for improving the outcomes of schooling for Australian girls, it is essential that
schools direct their attention to the issues of harassing behaviour.

Sex-based harassment is about male students and teachers exercising power
over girls. [t must not be accepted as harmless teasing or as natural play. At school,
sex-based harassment is commonly used within peer groups to keep girls ‘in their
place’. The impact on the social and educational experience of girls can be
devastating. Those being harassed are likely to withdraw from participation in
classroom activity or from their social group. Some girls react angrily, and are
often perceived to be trouble makers unless the source of their anger is recognised.
In some cases girls escape either by ceasing to attend particular subjects or by
leaving the school altogether.

Sex-based harassment is experienced by girls throughout their schooling. A
response is warranted whether harassment occurs in secondary or primary school-
ing, or in kindergarten. Frequently, sex-based harassment from a small boy is seen
as playful and harmless. However, boys must be taught from an early age that
harassing behaviour is unacceptable.

* Sex-based harassment includes a range of behaviours including sexist harassment,
sexual harassment and gender-based harassment. In this plan the term ‘sex-based

harassment’ is used as a broad and generic termwhich includes all behaviours of this sort.
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