The Dialogue Australasia Network warmly welcomes the Government initiative to develop a national framework for Values Education in Australian Schools and wishes to support this in every way possible.

The Dialogue Australasian Network is a non-profit making organisation dedicated to improving the standards of Religious and Values education in Australian and New Zealand schools. It was established in 1999 and already has 230 member schools - almost all of which come from the independent sector. DAN has:

· A twice yearly journal, DIALOGUE AUSTRALASIA, which is the leading journal for teachers and year 11 to 13 pupils containing articles written by academics from Australia, New Zealand and overseas Universities and other institutions on issues in ethics and philosophy and their application to values education,

· A web site which provides member schools with teaching resources, units and ideas on curriculum planning,

· Workshops in every State (and in New Zealand) bringing together teachers to develop teaching units,

· Student conferences on ethics and values in Brisbane, Melbourne, Adelaide, Perth and Auckland attracting over 800 students to each conference,

· An annual national conference - the first was held in 2002 at Canberra Grammar School, the second at Melbourne Grammar School in 2003 and the third was held in 2004 at Prince Alfred College, Adelaide. 250 delegates attend these national conferences from across Australia and New Zealand.

· Teaching assistance for schools to develop their values education programme with internationally recognised experts.

The Government will obviously be aware of the differences between the Britain and Australian educational background. In Britain, Religious and Values education has always been a compulsory part of the curriculum and this was further emphasised with the introduction of a national curriculum in the early 1980s. In Britain, ‘Religious Education’ is an umbrella term that includes rigorous education in ethics - it is in no sense religious indoctrination. The Australian situation is very different from that in the UK as the 1872 Victorian Education Act and similar acts in other states said that Australian education should be ‘secular, compulsory and free’. Nevertheless DAN considers that the British experience is of vital importance in charting a way forward for Australia.

In Britain, it is expected that young people engage with the basis for values at an intellectual level in the classroom and this is an important component in young people coming to a mature and reflective appreciation of, and engagement with, the need for values.  In Britain, such is the success of this approach that an increasing number of young people are choosing to study the subject for their GCSE examinations at 16 and choose to take the subject for AS and A2 level examinations at 17 and 18.

DAN warmly commends the Government’s proposal that States should incorporate Values education as part of the curriculum. At present the National Framework Document has worthy aims but there is a lack of focus on intellectual content and intellectual rigour. If young people are to take on values that are important for Australian society, they will not do so unless they are given freedom to consider and debate the basis for values. This will involve enabling young people to engage with issues regarding relativism and postmodernism and to provide them with the intellectual tools necessary to consider the source and basis for values in the modern world. A rigorous academic approach is essential, as otherwise young people will have no basis on which to appropriate the values that are necessary for a truly democratic society. 

The draft document seems to anticipate that young people will adopt values without considering the basis for these values or the many questions that arise such as whether values are a product of society or whether there are any ultimate values (as set out, for instance, in the UN and the US declaration of human rights). 

DAN is keen to help teachers develop more effective values education and, to this end continues to offer professional development opportunities throughout Australia and NZ. 
Resources are available and will continue to be developed to enable all schools to better implement the values programme that the Government envisages.
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