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Abstract 

Since 1997, a number of Australian schools have been exposed to Dr. W. Edwards Deming’s System of Profound 
Knowledge. The improvement theory and practical methods provide a HOW TO engage and empower classroom 
learners to continually improve their systems of learning. Recent research confirms that this leads to improved 
student outcomes and teacher morale. 

Introduction 

Our Purpose 

We are delighted to have been offered the opportunity to share some of our experiences of working with Australian 
schools supporting their improvement efforts over the last 14 years.  

The purposes of our paper are to: 

 Discuss the need for school education improvement and the progress being made towards improving school 
outcomes over the past decade. 

 Describe the application of W. Edwards Deming’s System of Profound Knowledge to improve school education, 
and explain what this means for students, teachers and school education administrators. 

 Share evidence provided by recent research showing the improvement achieved by schools and classrooms 
applying this approach. 

The Authors 

Let us briefly introduce our experience of working with schools, to help provide some context. 

Our backgrounds are in engineering, science and management. We came to work with school education through our 
interest in, and passion for, quality improvement. This led us both to work with the Australian Quality Council, 
where we began a translation of industry improvement philosophies and practices to the school education sector.  

Our first major experience with schools was in Victoria, where we worked with the State education department on 
the Quality in Schools initiative from 1997 to 2002. This was followed by the South Australian Quality and 
Improvement in Schools and Preschools initiative from 2001 to 2003.   

During this time we established a productive working relationship with David Langford. David, a student of 
Deming, was the first teacher we know of to apply the Quality approach as a way of life in his classroom at Mount 
Edgecumbe High School in Sitka, Alaska. David is now a consultant based in Montana. He has visited Australia 
annually for the last 12 years, to facilitate his four-day Quality Learning seminar. We have learned a great deal from 
one another. 

In 2002, we established Quality Learning Australia (QLA) to continue to support school’s with their improvement 
efforts. We have worked with hundreds of schools in the south-eastern states of Australia, and feel most privileged 
to have experienced first-hand, the enormous potential Quality Improvement has to offer students, teachers and 
educational leaders. 

The Need to Improve School Education 

Whichever way we look, there are signs of rapid change, for which our students must be prepared if they are to be 
contributing citizens of the future. They need to be equipped to address significant and unprecedented global issues.  

Our systems of education are failing to keep up. 

“The problem is not the ‘failure’ of our public schools. They haven’t really changed for better or worse. The world 
has. That’s the real problem. Our system of education has become obsolete“(Wagner, 2003). 
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This is supported by data relating to the assessment of the learning of students with respect to Australian national 
benchmarks (see diagram below) (MEECTYA 2007).  

In summary, it appears that the current system of 
school education is delivering student learning 
outcomes that on average, are not improving. And, 
there is an increasing number of students who are not 
learning to a satisfactory degree. 

Poor Rates of Student Retention 
The OECD states that the baseline qualification for 
reasonable earnings and employment prospects is a 
high school diploma. Compared with students who 
complete high school; early leavers generally 
experience higher levels of unemployment, lower 
income, decreased career stability, higher levels of 
poverty, homelessness, drug and alcohol abuse, 
family breakdown and increased dependency on 
government welfare. This proves costly to the 

individual and communities in both economic and social terms. The earning capacity of those individuals who do 
not complete secondary school averages 15% less than those who do (Audas and Williams 2001, Lamb 2004, OECD 
2010b, Productivity Commission 2005). 

The high school completion rate for Australian schools in 2008 was 67%. It has averaged 70% over the last decade, 
with no sign of improvement. In the US the Graduation Rate in 2008 was 77%. This is well behind that of countries 
such as Denmark (96%), Japan (95%), and Poland (92%) (OECD 2010a, OECD 2010b). The major influencing 
factors for Australian students leaving school early are reported as not liking school (51%), failing school (40%), not 
getting along with teachers (35%) (Lamb 2004). 

Recent studies also reveal the significant financial impact of school-based education on the wellbeing of a nation. A 
one per cent increase in literacy scores equates to a subsequent two to five per cent increase in labour productivity 
and a 1.5% rise in Gross Domestic Product. Improving the literacy and numeracy skills of people at the lower end of 
the skills distribution, is more important to economic growth than investment in producing more highly skilled 
graduates (Dorwick in Masters 2007, OECD 2010c). 

Parent Dissatisfaction 
In 2007 the Australian Department of Education Science and Training surveyed over 2000 parents of school 
students. The research revealed that 25% of parents were less than satisfied with the ‘quality of their child’s 
education’, 57% indicated that improvement was needed, particularly in the areas of ‘curriculum quality/content’, 
‘standard of teaching’ and ‘school facilities and resources’. Nearly 40% believed students were leaving school with 
less than adequate skills in numeracy and literacy. These results were significantly worse than those reported in the 
previous (2003) survey (DEST 2007).  

Teacher Dissatisfaction 
The literature reports growing dissatisfaction amongst the teacher population due to deteriorating relationships with 
superiors and educational employers, increasing workload and the standing of teachers in society (NSW Public 
Education Inquiry 2005). Stress-related illness is currently reported to make up more than half of the Workcover 
claims lodged by teachers (Tomazin 2008). 

Little Joy in Learning! 
We have developed a set of measures to help schools track their improvement and learning progress. One of the data 
sets relates to the perceptions of students, staff and families. Survey results from schools typically show that 50% of 
the student population report being bored at school. Approximately 30% report that they do not enjoy learning at 
school. These proportions are higher in secondary than primary school.  
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Research: the Impact of Quality on School Education 

The impact of application of Deming’s System of Profound knowledge on industry is well documented. To date, 
there is limited data available regarding its effect upon education. There is one location where there is evidence of 
the approach having a positive impact in the US.  

The Leander Independent Schools 
District, Texas, has been working with 
David Langford and applying the Quality 
approach since 1992, across their 35 
schools. The diagram (left) shows the 
significant improvement achieved 
between 1994 and 2008 in the district’s 
State test scores for Math (LISD 2008). It 
is worth noting that this systemic 
improvement has been achieved during 
this time whilst growing the student 
population from 2,000 to 33,000. 

In 2009, a doctoral research project was 
completed that investigated the impact of 
Quality Improvement on school education. 
The improvement performance of a 
random sample of ‘Quality’ schools was 
compared to that of a control group of 
‘like’ schools. The ‘Quality’ schools had 

participated in the Quality in Schools initiative in Victoria between 1997 and 2002 (Kovacs 2009).  

The study assessed the depth of deployment of the Principles of Quality Learning (discussed earlier), relative to 
school performance (stakeholder perception and student learning outcome data). ‘Quality deployment’ was 
measured using a series of matrices (very similar to those we now use with schools for Quality Learning School 
Self-assessment (QLA 2007)). The assessment involved staff reflecting upon a matrix for each of the 12 Principles 
of Quality Learning. Each matrix comprises a series of descriptors that map progress through rudimentary 
application of the Quality philosophy, to a deep and mature application across the systems and policies of the 
school. Schools allocate a rating between 1 and 6 reflecting school status against each principle. An important aspect 
of this process is the dialogue that results regarding school leadership and management systems. This includes the 
identification of strengths and opportunities for improvement to inform planning. Improvement can be tracked over 
time through periodic self-assessment.  

The two diagrams (below) contrast a typical evaluation outcome for a school just commencing Quality learning with 
a school that has been deploying the approach for a number of years. The column graphs show the ratings achieved 
(1 to 6), for each of the 12 principles as assessed by teams of staff at the school. 
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