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The conference was addressed by the AEU Federal 

President - Angelo Gavrielatos. Angelo is an inspiring 

speaker who spoke passionately about NAP testing 

in Australia. He believes national testing narrows the 

curriculum and leads to a “drill and kill” mentality often 

leading to teaching to the test. He asked can national 

testing be truly comparable when there is no national testing 

and children around Australia start school at different ages. 

The government wants to release raw NAPLAN results 

that will create a “League of schools” ranked from best 

to worst. Wouldn’t it be more constructive to look at 

ways of improving education outcomes for low scoring 

schools? In the UK after 19 years of NAP the situation is 

so bad that teachers have put the government on notice 

that they may refuse to apply future tests. Angelo also 

spoke about the inequity between funding for public and 

private schools and the inefficiency of staffing schools on 

attendance rather than enrolement.

The conference in Alice Spring was fun, informative and 

interesting. Many issues were discussed and supported. 

These included:

	 A review of the last UCA

	 Behaviour management

	 Remote housing 

	 ICT in schools

	 Conditions for new educators

	 Workloads

	 School support officers

	 Staffing

The annual conference is your opportunity to have a say 

on important issues and network with colleagues from 

around the Territory. Next years conference will be held in 

Darwin and I urge you to consider attending.

Note: The minutes of AEU-NT 2009 Conference  
are available via the AEU NT website  
www.aeunt.org.au Members Resources section

The number four already has various significances in our culture. It’s 
the smallest composite number equal to its prime factors; it’s the 
atomic number for Beryllium; it’s the number of wings all insects have, 
except for flies; there are also the four dimensions of the spacetime 
continuum, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse and the Fab Four. 
Now in the Northern Territory we have the compulsory teaching in 
English for the first four hours of each school day.

Why the first four hours of the school day? Why not three or five? The 
thinking behind such basic aspects of the policy is unclear. Generally, 
it aims ‘to improve literacy and numeracy results, particularly for 
Indigenous students’. I use the word ‘aims’, because words like ‘plans’ 
or ‘is designed’ seem hardly appropriate for such an incoherent, 
inconsistent and irrational policy statement. For instance, four hours 
in English (arguably) attends to proficiencies in English, but how in any 
way does it address proficiencies in numeracy? Would the Chinese 
be any better at Maths if they learnt it in English? Stereotypically, the 
Chinese are superb at Maths. Perhaps we’d be better off teaching 
Maths in Chinese.

One of the more asinine features of the policy is the following statement: 
‘The requirement is subject to a common sense interpretation to allow 
for the timetabling of morning classes for Languages Other Than 
English (LOTE) in secondary schools and colleges.’ Apparently LOTE 
does not include Indigenous languages, even though the guideline to 
the policy acknowledges that English may not be the first language 
of students, particularly in the early years of schooling. Indigenous 
languages can only be taught in the afternoon, while any other 
language can be approached more ‘commonsensically’. Some LOTE, 
it seems, are more equal than others – a hypocrisy which is driven 
home by the staffing of ESL Indigenous students compared to the 
staffing of non-Indigenous ESL students.

A common sense view might see in this policy the disaffection of 
students from attending school or the breeding of resentment at the 
disrespect toward Indigenous culture. A commonsensical person 
may be able to understand the superstition of the Chinese, Japanese 
and Koreans with the word ‘four’, because in their languages it’s a 
homonym for ‘death’.  
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