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EDUCATION AMENDMENT (ETHICS CLASSES REPEAL) BILL 2011
TERMS OF REFERENCE
That General Purpose Standing Committee No. 2 inquire into and report
: on the
Education Amendment (Ethics Classes Repeal) Bill 2011, and in
particular:

" a. the stated objectives, ourriculum, implementation, effectiveness
and other related matters pertaining to the current operation of
‘special education in ethics’ being conducted in State schools, and

b. whether the Education Amendment (Ethics) Act 2010 should
be repealed.

Submission to the Legislative Council General Purpose Standing
Committee No 2

By Christine Willmot Primary Ethics Coordinator
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Introduction

Thank you for _thé opportunity to contribute to the inquiry into the Prima_ry

Ethics Program. | am an on-the-ground participant in the pfogram, being

Coordinator for i\schoo[ as well as Mentor/Trainer for .

!
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'\ |
the | o E:Area. | became involved at the end of 2011 as the
program was taken up in the north coast schools. -
As a coordinator | have witneSsed the enthusiasm and creativity that '
B Grade 5 and 6 children have shown in ethics classes. They understand
-the ethical pofnts quickly and they ‘get’ the idea of building on or |
lcountering éach other's ideés and finding things from their own
experiences fo support or challenge a point of view. They also
appreciété the lfact that this kind of exercise in discriminating and
‘unpacking’ can help them across their other subjects which require
looking at a problem from many d-ifferent angles. Finally, in my
experience bver the past semester | have seen that the school
‘communities — staff and parents and P&Cs.- are very welcoming and
: suppbrtive of-fhé program. So this first-hand expérience of the program

 has cdnfirmed me in my support its continuation.

_Points for Consideration

Ffrstly, | would like to question t.ﬁe need for an investigation into the
ethics program at this point in time since the program Has only recently |
been implemented. The pilot program was thoroughly evaluated by
professional academics for the Department of Education as to

" objectives, t_:urriculum, implementation, effectiveness and other

related matters and'recommend_ations-were put forward for
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improvement. (I refer you to the document NSW Ethics Course Trial
Final Report October 2010 on the Department of Education website:

- www.det.nsw.edu.au) . -

As a result of the evaluat_idn, the State Education Department approved
its roll—but across the stafe. The new curriculum which replaced the pilot
curriculum took into account all of the reco_hmendations of this
evaluation, and ongoing and'ri_gorous evaluation continues. The progrém
has only -been operating for one year (2011) a'nd ina 'gra-dual way, as
differenf schools have progressively taken up the option _and as the
Primary Ethics organisation has been able to train the personnel
_neCessary to run the program in various parts of the state. My own
school and others in rﬁy area have only been running the program for
ohe térm. Surely it would be better to Iét the prbgram run for a while
before another evaluation is conducted.

This also brings up the obvidus question o_f why Reverend Fred Nile,
who has brought on the inquiry, has not offe_red to have a parallel inquiry
into Special Religious Education Which has been going for over one
hundred years an-d which has never been investigated and never had

parliamentary oversight. Surely this is glaringly undemocratic.
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Secondly, | would like to point out that the demand for én inquiry is very
- unsettling fo all the Ethics Volunteers who have put many hours into the
development and impleméntation of the program, ranging from the
curriculum writers and the administrators, to the séhool coordinators,
frainers and méntors, and of course the teachers. These are all busy
people who often have to travel distances and give up weekends to
training sessions, all at their own expense, in order to contribute to what
they see as a vitally important and necessary endeavour. They are
unanimously dedicated to the need to give théir children the opportunity
to discuss moral ques.tions ina setting of mutual exchange of.ideas.
Somelo.f these due_stions are compiex, yet they arise in life every day
and many chiidren are aware of th.is. The uncertainty that the demand
for an inquiry has created makes it very hafd for people-to continue with

their efforts over the next six months.

Thirdly, | would like to question the actual rationale and purpose of the |
ihquiry. The terms of the inquiry are open-ended and vague. The
“objectives, curriculum, implementation, effectiveness and other related
matters” of the ethics pfogram are to be investigated but it is not stated
what the grounds might be forjuétifying “repealing” the Act which
éllbwed for the introduction of the program. Are these grounds

educational, pedagogical, ethical, equitable, legal or something else?
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"This should be.made, clear so that the brocess is transparent, efficient
and not merely SUbjectiv.e, and so that all sta.ké_holders - Committee
members,; those involved in the Ethics program and members of the
rpublic - ca‘n contribute in a systematic Way and can debate the process
on a level pl'aying field. And it should be made clear what “other related

matters” are.

In the absence then, of evaluative criteria in the terms of reference, |
shall address the above aspects — curriculum, objectives,
implementation, and effectiveness - according to the criteria that | have

suggested, namely: educational, pedagogical, ethical, equitable, Iegal.

1. Educational/pedagogical.

lam a‘retired high school teacher with a background in philosophy sb I
was impressed fo find that the content and delivery guidelines of the
Ethics Progfam have strong and clear edUcétional and pedagogical
integrity. The topics chosen for discussion are relevant and important for
children in the hodern age and often relate to other preoccupations of
the compulsdry school curriculum. The fopics are set OL.Jt,Wi.fh lots of
backgréund material to allow the teacher to be fully prepared for the
issues and scope of the tdpic, with suggestions and websites for further

research. There are questions and lesson strategies so that individual

"Christine Willmot submission



6

teachers can structure the lesson to suit their style an‘d their students, as
happens in the core syllabus. The philosophical content is s.olid but

‘ b-roken down to accommodate Athe age and‘ matufity of ihe students. The
use of the community of inquiry approach is in keeping with current
enlightened educational bhilosophy allowing for the child-centred

classroom situation, with the teacher as facilitator rather than cohtrollerf

Naturally, with the time constraints of thé lessons and the use of
volunteer feach_ers, many of whom have had litfle or no classrobm
experience, there are feething problems in the achievement of the
6bjebtives of the program, but problems that arise for these reasons
apply equally to the efforts of teachers involved in Special Religious
Education. The Primafy I‘Eth'ic's organisation as a whole is constantly
refining and evaluating methodology and coming up with subport and
remedial mechénisms to addréss problems, while the teachers and_

- coordinators have formed strong collegial relationships in order to
workshop and share ideas and strategies. Asa |
coordinator/trainer/mentor for the _“; | 77 | have drganised
workshops and get-togethers of teachers in the area and these have
béen beneficial and inspirational for all concerned. | have been

_impressed time and again by the enthusiasm and dedication that people

“have for the prbgram and the level of education that many of the
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volunteers have. | have no hesitation in asserting that the program is a
groundbreaking educational endeavour that, if allowed to continue will
enhance the educational experience of 'the children who ‘under’take itand

bring praise to our education system.

On the other hand, | question whether SRE can claim t_q have the same
educational benefits. Recent surveys of children who have attended
SRE classes taken for example by Catherine Byrne frorﬁ Macquarie
Univérsity, have reported instances of indoctrination and instruction
through fear of punishmen-t anld ‘hell’, and a discouragement of interest
in other religions: |

(http://www.abc.net.au/religioh/artit:Ies/ZOI 1/04/12/3188943.htm ?topicl=&topic2=)

| fail to see how this provides, as Reverend Nile claims, ‘a valuable
seﬁ/ice’ to our modern educétion‘system which attempts to encourage
indépe_ndeht thinking and tolerance in our students. This is probab!y not
the case universally in SRE, but if it were, it would justify questions as to
why suéh instruction wouldn’t be better kept in churches or religious

settings that Open!y espouse their own belief systems.

2. Ethics and Equity

Reasons based on ethics and equity have been a very strong

component of the arguments put forward for the establishment of a
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secular ethics prbgram from its inception. From the first, it was pfomoted
as a worthwhile activity_fbr those children whose parents are not
rerligious and who opted out éf the SRE b_rogram for their children. It is
their democrétic right to do so, and pfinciples of equity demand that
these children be given 'access fo a secular ethics course. After all, this
is the philosophy which informs .the upbringing of such children, as
religious education informs the upbringing of those children who are -
provided with religious instruction in school.

'.Supporters of the program a!é;o see the benefit that such a regime offers
nofjusf to the individual students themselves, but to our democ‘rétic |
séciety as a whole. So many of the‘politioal_, social and economic issues
that arise in our public lives have a strong ethical content; these need to
be téas_ed out so that fair and just decisions are made ~ éncouraging
children fo Ieafn‘ from an early age some of the.logical and phflosophical
concepts that can help us find a way through such issueé can only be
beneﬁéial. These issues in our multicultural, plu.ralistic society can often
be difficult to solve with a ‘one size fits all’ solution. This doesn’t mean
that there is ‘no right or wrong answer’ as Reverend Nile contends,
rather that there are right and wrong anéwers,for specific circumstances
depending on consequences, balancing out different people’s rights,' and
weighing. Qp benefits against harms. Ethi‘cs.is a social p_racti-ce that is.

built up over time and there are definite criteria; in brief, perhaps the
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most important criterion is. the harm done in any .situatioh. Essentially
what we are doing when we do ethics is to try to Work out how best we
oah all live together without harming ourselves or each other. E.thic'al
questions have come to apply to“many different situations over the
years so now we have to consider notjust the obvious thlngs like lying,
stealmg and killing, but also questions such as: what makes a fair |
| society? How do we live the good life? Do we have a moral responsibility
for the homeless, the unemployed, animais, even the ‘environment?
Non-religious parents prefer to have their children consider these issues
" using the insights of modefn moral phifosophy and even ideas from |
psychology and sociology rather than an approach coming from

traditional Biblical based religious injunctions.

3. ‘Leqal lssues

| aésume that this refers to thelconcern expressed frequently by
-religi'ous groups that offering Ethics course to all studenfts contravénes
the provision of the Education Act which states that students not doing
SRE are not to study other ‘meéningful’ material. The unfairness of this
provision has been powerfully argued by St James Ethics Centre during
the struggle to have Ethics approved and | refer the Committee to this

argumenf which is reported in the NSW Ethics Course Trial Fihal

Report October 2010 mentioned previously. It was also
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argued at that time that offering Ethics at the same time as
SRE was justified by the principle of offeking parents their right
" to make these choices in full knowledge of the alternatives open to them.

These principles are moral principles and are enshrined in iaw.
| will leave comment on this point here.

Conclusion and Recommendations

For all the above reasons | therefore urge you to support the
continuation of the Ethics program and remove ;the uncertainty that the
demand for this inquiry has caused so that those involved cah geton
with the project of refining ahd streamlining the program and giving all

students in the state the opportunity to participate.

Finally, | would like to suggest a recommendation that, while not_ actually
germane to the present discussion, is something that has co'me up in the
media and in many discussions in relation to the issue. This is the idea |
that what we need ih our school system is a prop.erly conceived course
in comparatfve religion and ethics, taught by professionally tr'a'ined
feachers as is évaflable in many other éountries. The development of the

new national curriculum would be an ideal time to implement this course.
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It would-ena.b_le children to learn about a/f the different relligions ina |
reflective and factual way; it would allow children to see the
commonalities underlying various -religious beliefs and ethical codes, as
well as the differences; it would also give students a richer
understanding of thé_artistic and literary underpihnings of our different |
‘cultures. Perhaps SRE and the Secular Ethics ‘Course could join forces
and evolve into this 'squtibn. |

. Thank you.

Christine Willmot
Retired High School Teacher
Now Primary Ethics-Coordinator - |

Mentor and Trainer S

Christine Willmot submission





