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Chapter 9
Meta-analysis Along the Policy Trajectory 
and Discussion

Abstract This chapter compares and contrasts the results of the study along the 
whole policy trajectory, beginning with the global context and extending through 
national (Australian) to State (Western Australian) and to local school levels in 
order to generate a meta-analysis. The results are also discussed in relation to the 
relevant academic literature, including drawing on critical theory to illuminate the 
patterns of power relations along the whole policy trajectory (Rizvi and Lingard, 
Globalizing education policy. Taylor & Francis, Hoboken 2010; Vidovich, Theory 
and method in higher education research (international perspectives on higher edu-
cation research, Vol. 9). Emerald Insight, Bingley 2013). The chapter also includes 
a discussion related to the final context of the policy trajectory, namely, the context 
of potential longer-term outcomes of the curriculum policies under investigation.

“The 21st century is the century of knowledge.”
– Narendra Modi (14th Prime Minister of India), 2013

 Introduction

Results were presented in the previous four chapters based on data drawn from 
documents, individual interviews and focus group discussions at three levels of the 
policy trajectory (national, State and school) and relating to the emergence of the 
concept of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in particular Australian contexts. The Australian 
Curriculum, originating in the first decade of the twenty-first century, claimed to be 
a ‘C21 curriculum’ as it includes “learning areas, general capabilities and cross- 
curriculum priorities that together support 21st century learning” (Australian 
Curriculum, 2015, “F-10 curriculum,” para. 2). Documents used related primarily to 
the national (Australia) and State (WA) levels as they yielded insights on the con-
texts of influences and policy text production in relation to ‘C21 curriculum’ poli-
cies. In relation to the case-study schools at the local level of the policy trajectory, 
documents, individual interviews and focus group discussions were analysed to 
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generate themes pertaining to influences, policy text production and practices/
effects (or enactment) of curriculum policy.

The Melbourne Declaration of Educational Goals for Young Australians 
(MDEYA) (2008) was identified as being influential at all levels of the policy trajec-
tory (national, State and school) as it laid the foundations for a ‘C21 curriculum’ in 
Australia. Additionally, it is important to highlight that the authors were aware that 
policy related to the concept of a ‘C21 curriculum’ had not been static. Rather, we 
recognized that it had been rapidly evolving over time, especially as different politi-
cal parties came to power.

This chapter now compares and contrasts the results of the study along the whole 
policy trajectory, from national (Australia) to State (WA) to local school levels in 
order to generate a meta-analysis. We also discuss these in relation to the relevant 
academic literature. To this end, we drew upon critical theory to illuminate the 
broader patterns of power relations along the whole policy trajectory (Rizvi & 
Lingard, 2010; Vidovich, 2013). The chapter also includes a discussion related to 
the final context of the policy trajectory, namely, the context of potential longer- 
term outcomes. We discuss these separately.

The research questions of the study, it will be recalled, were generated from the 
components of the policy trajectory, namely, influences, policy text production, 
practices/ effects (or enactment) and potential longer-term outcomes. The analysis 
of the data led to the generation of themes and sub-themes in relation to each 
research question. We then engaged in a meta-analysis with themes and sub-themes 
from the first three policy contexts which were compared and contrasted to identify 
similarities and differences along the policy trajectory from the national level to the 
State level and to the local school level. Finally, we produced a series of proposi-
tions from the analysis.

Three Tables (9.1, 9.2 and 9.3) summarise the results about influences, policy 
texts and enactment at the three levels of the policy trajectory (national, State and 
school), respectively. The column titled ‘meta-analysis’ indicates that the overarch-
ing themes we had deduced dominated the policy trajectory across all levels. We 
express these in more abstract, conceptual terms and they form the foundation of 
‘propositions’ we generated.

The meta-analysis illuminates the wide power relations along the policy trajec-
tory in relation to ‘C21 curriculum’ policy processes in Australia. It does so by 
offering a synthesis of dominant themes. For example, for the context of influences, 
themes of ‘increasing competition in the global world’, ‘moves towards a knowledge- 
based economy’, and ‘drive for quality’ have been integrated into the meta-theme of 
‘neo-liberalism’.
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Table 9.1 Summary of themes and meta-themes identified from data analysis for the context of 
policy influences

Themes

National – 
(Australia) 
Chapter 5

State (WA) 
Chapter 5

Local (Private case-study schools)

Meta-
analysis 
(Meta-
themes)

‘Pepper’ 
Chapter 6

‘Mint’ 
Chapter 7

‘Sage’ 
Chapter 8 Chapter 9

Sources of 
data

Documents Documents Documents, interviews & focus groups

Influences

(RQ1)

Global

– Increasing 
competition
– Drive for 
quality
– Policy 
borrowing
– Aligning 
with 
OECD’s 
agenda

Global

– Increasing 
competition
– Move 
towards a 
knowledge-
based 
economy

Global

– Increasing 
competition
– Move 
towards a 
knowledge-
based 
economy

Global

– Increasing 
competition

Global

– Neo-
liberalism

National

– ‘In the 
national 
interest’

National

– Standardisation
– ‘In the  
national  
interest’

National

– ‘In the 
national 
interest’

National

– ‘In the 
national 
interest’

National

– ‘In the 
national 
interest’

National

– Nationalism

Local

– Stances on 
knowledge 
& learning

Local

– Stances on 
knowledge & 
learning

Local

– Stances on 
knowledge 
& learning
– Fulfilling 
& adding 
depth to the 
Australian 
Curriculum

Local

– Stances on 
knowledge 
& learning
– Fulfilling 
& adding 
depth to the 
Australian 
Curriculum
– Marketing

Local

– Stances on 
knowledge 
& learning
– Fulfilling 
& adding 
depth to the 
Australian 
Curriculum

Local

– Competing
educational
perspectives

Context of Influences
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 Context of Influences

Research Question 1:
What are the influences that led to the introduction of ‘C21 curriculum’ policies in 
Australian contexts?

Table 9.1 indicates the dominant themes and meta-themes (final column) gener-
ated on the three different levels – national, State and local – relating to policy influ-
ences. Three meta-themes were also generated from the data analysis and relate to 
significant influences on ‘C21 curriculum’ policies in Australia. These are neo- 
liberalism, nationalism, and competing educational perspectives. Each will now 
be discussed. In the process, they will also be linked back to relevant literature.

 Influence: Neo-liberalism (Meta-theme)

Neo-liberalism is a powerful ideology identified along the policy trajectory as 
influencing the introduction of ‘C21 curriculum’ policies in Australia. The data 
revealed a prevalence of related discourses on competition, quality and standardiza-
tion. These were identified in the literature as characterising neo-liberalism (Benze 
& Carter, 2011; Saunders, 2010; Zajda & Rust, 2016). The sub-themes of ‘interna-
tional policy borrowing’ and the ‘dominant role of the OECD’ have also been 

Table 9.2 Summary of key themes & meta-themes identified from data analysis for the context of 
policy text production

Themes

Macro – 
National 
(Australia)
Chapter 5

Meso – 
State (WA)
Chapter 5

Micro – Local (private schools)

Meta- 
analysis 
(Meta- 
themes)

‘Pepper’
Chapter 6

‘Mint’
Chapter 7

‘Sage’
Chapter 8 Chapter 9

Sources of 
data

Documents Documents Documents, individual interviews, focus 
group discussions

Policy text
(RQ2)
(Processes)

– Contested 
knowledge 
for C21
– Evolving 
policy texts
– Tensions 
in political 
ideology
– Economic 
discourses

– Contested 
knowledge
for C21

– Contested 
knowledge 
for C21
– Powerful 
knowledge 
actors
– Economic 
discourses

– Contested 
knowledge 
for C21
– Powerful 
knowledge 
actors
– Top-down 
approach to 
decision- 
making

– Contested 
knowledge 
for C21
– Powerful 
knowledge 
actors
– ‘Open’ 
policy text
– Top-down 
approach to 
decision- 
making

– Contested 
knowledge 
for C21
– Powerful 
knowledge 
actors
– Economic 
discourses
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identified as characteristics of neo-liberal views (Lingard, 2010; Small, 2011; 
Vidovich, 2013). Hence, neo-liberalism was a meta-theme along the ‘C21 curricu-
lum’ policy trajectory investigated.

The neo-liberal ideology associated with evolving curriculum policies has been 
linked to globalization, especially due to the role of such international actors as the 
OECD and the World Bank, in steering education policies in the twenty-first century 
(Appadurai, 2013; Apple, 2006; Ball, Junemann & Santori, 2017; Bottery, 2006). 
One key example of this is the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) testing carried out every three years by the OECD since 2000 as a form of 
international comparative testing to rank countries according to the education per-
formance of samples of 15-year olds. For an individual country, impressive standing 
in the league tables is seen to validate ‘quality’ outcomes of their education systems.

A ‘C21 curriculum’ policy was identified by a majority of participants in the 
study reported in this book as a means to improve Australia’s international standing 
in education as its ranking had been declining in the PISA league tables ever since 
testing began in 2000. The apparent weakness in Australia’s education performance 
revealed by the test results supported Masters’ (2016) claim that Australian students 
lack the ability to apply literacy and numeracy skills to real life situations and that, 
as a result, the introduction of a ‘C21 curriculum’ is justified. Further, a neo-liberal 
ideology is consistent with the focus on competitiveness that was evident as a 

Table 9.3 Summary of key themes & meta-themes identified from data analysis for the context of 
policy enactment

Themes
Micro – Local
(Private schools)

Meta-analysis
(Meta-themes)

‘Pepper’
Chapter 6

‘Mint’
Chapter 7

‘Sage’
Chapter 8 Chapter 9

Sources of 
data

Documents, individual interviews, focus group discussions

Practices/
effects (or 
enactmet)
(RQ3)

– ‘Complex’ nature 
of C21 skills
– Complex role of 
teachers’ 
professional 
experience
– Contestation 
about C21 skills in 
different learning 
areas
– Constraints of 
testing
– Contestation 
about teachers’ 
professionalism
– Generous budget

– ‘Complex’ nature 
of C21 skills
– Complex role of 
teachers’ 
professional 
experience
– Contestation 
about C21 skills in 
different learning 
areas
– Pedagogical 
constraints
– Challenges for 
teachers’ 
professionalism
– Use of new 
physical space

– ‘Complex’ nature 
of C21 skills
– Complex role of 
teachers’ 
professional 
experience
– Contestation 
about C21 skills in 
different learning 
areas
– Constraints of 
testing
– Growth of 
teachers’ 
professionalism
– Competing 
priorities
– Staff hiring

– Tension 
between teachers’ 
ideologies & 
principles of ‘C21 
curriculum’
– Pressures from 
high-stakes 
testing
– Importance of 
school settings

Context of Influences
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pervading influence at all levels of the policy trajectory in the study. Concurrently, 
the OECD was quoted numerous times at the national level in Australia to justify 
certain education decisions taken regarding ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. By contrast, 
there are arguments that constructing a curriculum to produce internationally com-
petitive outcomes in the OECD’s testing regime, which is often taken as a de facto 
measure of national educational ‘quality’, could mean that “more fulsome construc-
tions of equity such as equal opportunity and social equality are elided or recast 
according to productivity and efficiency” (Anagnostopoulos, Lingard, & Sellar, 
2016, p. 346).

Along with seeing education competitiveness as being promoted to enhance 
quality and excellence, economic competitiveness was also seen by participants as 
being a concern for Australia that could be addressed by promoting a‘C21 curricu-
lum’ policy as a ‘solution’ for a knowledge-based economy. This was in line with 
positions taken in the academic literature holding that the twenty-first century is an 
era in which advanced science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) 
specialists are required. Thus, many countries have turned to the use of knowledge 
in such domains as being central to driving the national economy (Masters, 2016). 
At the same time, one cannot overlook the arguments of those who decry the ten-
dency to view students as ‘human capital’ (Apple, 2007; Marginson, 2019; Muller 
& Young, 2019) and knowledge as commodified (Ball, 2012; Ball et  al., 2017; 
Karpov, 2013). This suggests one might conclude that ‘C21 curriculum’ policy has 
been associated with steering the Australian nation’s economy towards being 
knowledge-based and that C21 skills have been promoted as a form of commodifi-
cation of knowledge. Such a narrow economic rationalist view of education could 
run the risk of it being valued solely for utilitarian purposes, thereby excluding such 
wider purposes as ethical and philosophical appreciation (Apple, 2012).

Other influences related to neo-liberalism include pressures from those who 
argue that there is a need for the standardisation of education to improve the quality 
of national educational outcomes (Doherty, 2007; Green, 2019; McNeil & Klein, 
2011). The associated ‘standardisation movement’ in Australian education was 
clearly enacted through the introduction of the National Assessment Programme – 
Language and Numeracy (NAPLAN) testing regime in 2008. This was based on the 
assumption that “quality and efficiency” could be achieved through the use of data 
(Lingard, Thompson, & Sellar, 2015, p. 1). Some also promoted the push for a ‘C21 
curriculum’ policy as a component of the standardisation movement. For instance, 
at a national level, it was revealed in the Donnelly-Wiltshire Review (2014, p. 3) that 
“education systems are benchmarking their curriculums against those of nations 
that perform well in international testings.” Arguments like this were being mounted 
to underpin Australia’s rationale for standardising its ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in the 
form of the Australian Curriculum and thus to aim to achieve excellence.

At both State (WA) and school levels, standardisation was observable through 
the implementation of the Australian Curriculum. Standardisation, in conjunction 
with a neo-liberal ideology was being used as a tool to improve education outcomes 
without much input being forthcoming from the State (Doherty, 2007; Turner & 
Yolcu, 2014). It could be argued that the prevailing neo-liberal ideology has 
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succeeded in capturing the equity agenda as PISA testing has been used not only to 
ascertain the quality outcomes of education systems, but also to determine the 
equity of their education systems (Agasisti, Longobardi & Regoli, 2017; 
Anagnostopoulos et al., 2016). For example, Finland was applauded by the OECD 
for doing well in PISA not only because there were impressive performance out-
comes, but also because a high level of equity and a balanced expenditure on educa-
tion resources were evident (Sahlberg, 2011).

Influenced by the OECD, many countries, including Australia, incorporated both 
quality and equity in their national goals of schooling and in subsequent national 
curriculum policies. For example, Australia’s MDEYA had called for “equity” and 
“excellence” (ACARA, 2009, “Educational goals”, para. 1) in relation to the pro-
duction and enactment of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. At the State level in WA, how-
ever, data became available that prompted the Equity Advisory Board (WA) to call 
for more inclusivity in relation to a ‘C21 curriculum.’ This, the Board argued, was 
necessary because standardising knowledge and skills for the future meant that 
schools were not catering adequately for the needs of students from various linguis-
tic backgrounds and those with disabilities and learning difficulties (WA Curriculum 
Council, 2010). This has implications for equity, a matter elaborated upon in the 
later part of this chapter.

In relation to the influence of neo-liberalism, the education authorities imple-
mented Australia’s ‘C21 curriculum’ in a bid to enhance quality so that the nation 
would become more competitive in global comparisons. That, however, could have 
a reductionist outcome through being focused overly on productivity while at the 
same time excluding the needs of certain groups of students. This, then, in turn, 
could have negatives implications for equity.

 Influence: Nationalism (Meta-theme)

A second meta-theme generated during the analysis of the curriculum policy trajec-
tory under investigation is nationalism. The existence of a clear belief was evident 
from national to State to school levels, that a ‘C21 curriculum’ policy can be a pana-
cea for the survival and growth of the nation in light of globalization and rapid 
technological changes. To a certain extent, this is not surprising given the extent to 
which there is recognition in the academic literature of the impact of globalization. 
For example, Ferguson (2014, p. 136) has written that “globalization has geographi-
cal scope, volume, density of transactions, and a direction and pace of change”. In 
education, he has added, this rapid pace of change has resulted in a feeling of fear 
that Australia’s future will be threatened if steps are not taken to overcome the dan-
gers of an unpredictable future.

The academic literature has also highlighted a view that the national govern-
ments of many countries are increasingly articulating the necessity of linking cur-
riculum with the discourse of globalization (de Saxe, Bucknovitz, & 
Mahoney-Mosedale, 2020; Spring, 2015; Yates & Grumet, 2011). Authors of related 
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studies claim to have demonstrated that an investment in upgrading students’ skills 
can have a positive impact on national economies, including a society’s monetary 
growth (OECD, 2015, 2019). It is likely that cognisance of such results are partly 
why national policy actors, including those in Australia, have emphasised investing 
in a curriculum that could develop students’ skills for the twenty-first century (Rizvi 
& Lingard, 2010; Sellar & Lingard, 2013; van Laar et al., 2017).

At the same time, a word of caution has been voiced by several commentators 
who have argued that the values of some multicultural groups in liberal-democratic 
societies are sometimes excluded from statements on national purposes in relation 
to school curricula (McDonough & Cormier, 2013). For example, in the UK, there 
were calls for a more diverse curriculum to reflect that nation’s multicultural popu-
lation amidst a backdrop of globalization. Particular concern was expressed that the 
national curriculum for history represented a “largely exclusionary, monochrome 
and defended ‘Britishness’” (Alexander & Weekes-Bernard, 2017, p. 490).

An examination of documentary data at the national level within Australia dem-
onstrates that ‘C21 curriculum’ policies have prioritised certain social values over 
others in relation to nationalism. This was exemplified in the debate between the 
Labor (2007–2012) and Coalition (Conservative) Governments (2013- ) over spe-
cific cross curricular priorities in ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. For example, the 
Donnelly-Wiltshire Review (2014, p. 117) produced under the Coalition Government 
called for a greater focus on “religions and belief systems, especially Christianity” 
and a reduced emphasis on Aboriginal and Asian perspectives, thus prioritising the 
values of Anglo-Saxon Australians over other groups in society. Some citizens 
expressed concern that such an emphasis would have negative implications for mul-
ticulturalism in Australia and had the potential to threaten social cohesion and 
national identity relating to long-held beliefs about ‘egalitarianism’ and a ‘fair go’.

There is the likelihood that issues of national identity could also have an impact 
on the direction in which Australia aspires to travel in the future. This, in turn, could 
influence the nature of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. On this, Peterson (2016) stated that 
students’ futures in the twenty-first century are shaped by such factors as trade and 
technology. Hence, he advocated for increased engagement with Asia for pragmatic 
purposes. Additionally, he argued, the tension over the selection of cross-curricular 
priorities has implications not only for matters of inclusivity but also for the forma-
tion of Australian identity “as a nation within a globalised world” (Peterson, 
2016, p. 40).

Such a globalization/nationalism tension is not unique to Australia. Indeed, vari-
ous academics have recognised its existence in many parts of the world (Law, 2014; 
Halikiopoulou & Vasilopoulou, 2013; Tett & Hamilton, 2019; Yates & Grumet, 
2011). Halikiopoulou and Vasilopoulou (2013), for example, have explained the 
issue clearly in pointing out that while nationalism emphasises the independence of 
the nation, globalization highlights the interconnectedness of countries in the inter-
national arena. Relatedly, accelerating globalization has resulted in tensions being 
embedded in ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in Australia. This is because, on the one hand, 
globalization has triggered the perceived need for ‘C21 curriculum’ policies with 
more of a global orientation, while on the other hand, what is conceived as ‘national 
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interests’ can vary according to political parties in power. A possible implication is 
that Australian identity could be compromised in the future (Peterson, 2016).

 Influence: Competing Educational Perspectives (Meta-theme)

Data generated with respect to national and school levels in relation to the policy 
trajectory under investigation pointed to the purpose of a ‘C21 curriculum’ policy as 
being instrumental. In other words, it has come to be seen to be necessary in order 
to prepare students to meet the economic needs of the nation. While other reasons 
were also given, including meeting the diverse needs of students, improving test 
scores and increasing students’ engagement, the main rationale was to enhance eco-
nomic success. This reflects a major trends reported in the academic literature that 
‘C21 curricula’ are seen in many countries as being necessary to equip students with 
competencies and skills for the future in a globalized world (Deng, 2015; Fadel & 
Groff, 2019; UNESCO, 2015; Voogt, Erstad, Dede, & Mishra, 2013; Young, 2014).

Notwithstanding the point made above, the emphasis on instrumental purposes 
of education has varied in Australia depending on which political party is in power. 
Thus, competing education perspectives were identified as another meta-theme 
relating to policy influences. On this, the data indicated that both the Labor 
(2007–2012) and Coalition (Conservative) Governments (2013– ) supported the 
view that the utilitarian purposes of education, especially in an era of accelerating 
global competition, should be promoted. However, while the Labor Government 
(2007–2012) was explicit on this and its relationship to the use of C21 skills in the 
first decade of the twenty-first century, the Coalition Government (2013– ) chal-
lenged the very concept of C21 skills, referring to them repeatedly and in cynical 
tone as ‘so-called 21st century skill’. This was repeated in the Donnelly-Wiltshire 
Review (2014), which called for a more ‘liberal-humanist’ (Lingard, 2014) approach 
towards education than what existed. That review also claimed it had the power and 
authority to redefine ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in accordance with its views, thus 
serving to support the claim that dominant voices have the “power to establish 
‘legitimate’ definitions of social needs” (Lim & Apple, 2016, p. 5).

A particular thrust in the related academic literature claims that there is a link 
between political ideology and curriculum (Ball et al., 2017; Lim & Apple, 2016; 
Yates & Grumet, 2011). On this, Ball (2015) has stated that apparently similar edu-
cation policies can be represented by different actors in different ways in different 
contexts. Similarly, Westbury (2016), as well as Fleury and Bentley (2020), have 
argued that approaches to state-based curricula making can be entrenched within 
governments and that, relatedly, so can the concerns of politics, political stakehold-
ers and their interests. Specifically in the case of Australia, the construction of two 
differing education perspectives, presented by the two major political parties in gov-
ernment during the decade prior to this study, indicated that the nature of ‘C21 cur-
riculum’ policy had become a site of political struggle. This, in turn, had implications 
for the articulation and enactment of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in Australia.

Context of Influences
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 Propositions Relating to the Context of Influences

The three propositions below about ‘C21 curriculum’ policy influences were gener-
ated from the results of the study.

 Context of Policy Text Production

Research Question 2:
What is the nature of the ‘C21 curriculum’ policy texts at national, State (WA) and 
local (school) levels in Australia and how was it constructed?

Table 9.2 outlines the themes and meta-themes (final column) that apply to the 
three different levels – national (Australia), State (WA) and local (schools) – regard-
ing the context of policy text production.

Three key meta-themes were associated with curriculum policy text production. 
They are contested knowledge for the twenty-first century, powerful knowledge 
actors, and economic discourses. Each will now be discussed.

Propositions About Policy Influences
Proposition 1: Neo-liberalism: A ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in Australia has 
been strongly influenced by a globally predominant neo-liberal ideology and 
discourses of competition, quality and standardisation, but these have impli-
cations for equity. Quality and equity are potentially in tension within ‘C21 
curriculum’ policy.

Proposition 2: Nationalism: The evolution of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy 
has been significantly influenced by accelerating globalization, resulting in 
individual countries, such as Australia, increasingly steering curriculum pol-
icy ‘in the national interest’ within the competitive global arena. However, 
what is construed as ‘national interest’ varies according to the major political 
party in power and, in turn, this could influence the direction of ‘C21 curricu-
lum’ policy.

Proposition 3: Competing educational perspectives: Instrumental learn-
ing, with its focus on skills for the workforce, has been a dominant influence 
on the conceptualisation of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in Australia. However, 
the extent and nature of instrumentalism varies with the competing perspec-
tives of different political parties in power and within different schools at 
different times, which in turn, impacts on ‘C21 curriculum’ policy.

9 Meta-analysis Along the Policy Trajectory and Discussion
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 Contested Knowledge for the Twenty-First Century 
(Meta-theme)

One major meta-theme for policy text production is contested knowledge for the 
twenty-first century. This was identified because at all levels there was either con-
testation over the definition of C21 skills or contestation over the selection of 
twenty-first century knowledge that should be included in ‘C21 curriculum’ policy.

A particular definitional contestation over ‘C21 curriculum’ was observed at the 
national level in Australia. Both the Labor (2007–2012) and Coalition (2013– ) 
governments had argued for the introduction of a contemporary and ‘world class 
curriculum’ (ACARA, 2009; Donnelly-Wiltshire Review, 2014) based on the prin-
ciples of the MDEYA (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training 
and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA, 2008). What the Coalition Government (2013– ) 
appeared to be pursuing was a continuation of the conceptualisation of the original 
‘C21 curriculum’ concept espoused by the Labor Government (2007–2012), albeit 
to a lesser degree. Further, the Coalition Government (2013) did not call for the 
removal of the ‘general capabilities’ (which had been labelled as C21 skills) 
(Donnelly-Wiltshire Review, 2014) dimension of the ‘C21 curriculum’. It did, how-
ever, as indicated already, refer to them less emphatically, labelling them with the 
derogatory term of ‘so-called twenty-first century skills’ in its policy text, and con-
currently emphasising of the importance of the curriculum having a ‘liberal human-
ist’ perspective. The view on the latter was that there should be a greater emphasis 
than was currently the case on “moral and spiritual values” (Donnelly-Wiltshire 
Review, 2014, p.  237). The latter, it was added, was missing in the Labor 
Government’s (2007–2012) conceptualisation of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy.

Regarding the State level, it was revealed that there was a lack of content on 
Aboriginal culture in the ‘C21 curriculum’ policy endorsed by the Labor Government 
(2007–2012) of WA (WA Curriculum Council, 2010). Equally, at the local level, 
while participating schools implemented programs that were mainly aligned to cog-
nitive and digital skills, some teachers expressed a belief that other emotional skills 
were excluded from the school’s construction of ‘C21 curriculum.’ Others yet again 
expressed a belief that a ‘C21 curriculum’ should consist of more than technologi-
cal skills.

The national Australian Labor Government’s (2007–2012) focus on C21 skills 
was in the form of general capabilities. These included ‘ICT capability’, ‘critical 
and creative thinking’, ‘personal and social capability’, ‘ethical understanding’ and 
‘intercultural understanding.’ These C21 skills were in line with those identified in 
the international policy and academic literature (European Communities, 2007; 
OECD, 2012; P21, n.d.; UNESCO, 2015). Further, while the term ‘21st century 
competencies’ was highlighted as being commonly used in Europe, ‘C21 skills’ had 
already been identified as the preferred term for use in the USA and in academia 
(Voogt, Erstad, Dede, & Mishra, 2013). Equally, while there were many frame-
works to facilitate the teaching of skills for the twenty-first century (European 
Communities, 2007; OECD, 2019; P21, n.d.; UNESCO, 2005, 2015), scholars were 
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generally in agreement that the specific skills related to learning for the twenty-first 
century are ‘collaboration’, ‘problem-solving’, ‘creativity’, ‘critical thinking’, ‘dig-
ital literacy’, ‘communication’ and ‘citizenship’ (Voogt et  al., 2013; Voogt & 
Roblin, 2012). Additionally, academics have argued that these ‘higher-order skills’ 
(Scott, 2015) or cognitive, intrapersonal and interpersonal skills, are not new 
(Mishra & Kereluik, 2012; Nehring & Szczesiul, 2015; Voogt et al., 2013). Indeed, 
only ‘creativity’ and ‘digital skills’ were acknowledged as being less familiar to 
educationists compared to other C21 skills (Voogt et al., 2013).

Notwithstanding a great degree of agreement on fundamental matters, divisions 
over the type of knowledge deemed necessary for the twenty-first century is reflected 
in different strands of work in the literature (Barrett & Rata, 2014; Gilbert, 2019). 
Some hold that C21 skills do not cater for a variety of important aspects of educa-
tion and life, including wisdom (Greenlaw, 2015). Equally, Elgstrom and Hellstenus 
(2011) identified reconstructivist knowledge being accorded less emphasis than 
other types of knowledge. They also argued that having this type of knowledge is 
crucial because it can assist in developing a critical view of society and working 
towards changing it. Further, they argued that having reconstructivist knowledge is 
relevant for the twenty-first century as it can help individuals to deal with change 
and problems in society. Similarly, Mayes and Holdsworth (2020, p. 101), in cri-
tiquing the current Australian Curriculum, proposed a ‘curriculum of critical hope’ 
where students are encouraged to engage with world issues so that they become 
activists and trigger change in society.

An area in which there was contestation over knowledge for the twenty-first 
century within Australia was in relation to the role that content knowledge and skills 
should play in ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. Both the Labor Government of 2007–2012 
(MCEETYA, 2008) and the Coalition Governments since 2013 (Donnelly-Wiltshire 
Review, 2014) acknowledged that the learning of content and disciplines of knowl-
edge, along with acquiring set skills and competencies, are important in developing 
the child both for the present and for the future. However, conflict emerged pertain-
ing to the priority given to content knowledge and general skills or general capabili-
ties. On this, while the Labor Government (2007–2012) championed the promotion 
of C21 skills, the Coalition Government (2013– ) supported a stronger emphasis on 
literacy and numeracy in the early years of schooling and downplaying C21 skills, 
more than had been the case (Donnelly-Wiltshire, 2014).

The debate on the latter matters also took place within academic circles. Carlgren 
(2020) outlined the debate by stating that proponents of a discipline-based model of 
curriculum argued that one needs knowledge of content before one can meaningfully 
acquire concepts and cognitive skills and that, as a result, acquisition of these should 
not be promoted until later stages in student learning. By contrast, she stated that 
defenders of a skills-based model of curriculum asserted that students need to acquire 
intellectual skills from an early stage so that they can be prepared appropriately for 
the knowledge-based economy. Deng (2018) deemed this schism in knowledge as 
‘knowledge-as-an-end-in-itself’ versus ‘knowledge-as-a-means-for-cultivation-of-
human-powers’. Further, and specifically regarding Australia, Masters (2016) argued 
that existing curricula were primarily based on factual and disciplinary knowledge 
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instead of on the application of such knowledge to real life problems. One conse-
quence, according to Young and Muller (2015), is that conflict embedded in curricu-
lum has resulted in the emergence of a ‘curriculum crisis’ in education.

There is also concern some could exacerbate contestation about knowledge for 
the twenty-first century by having a strong instrumental focus on education. 
According to the OECD (2012, 2019), a ‘C21 curriculum’ consists of knowledge, 
skills, character (including ‘appropriate’ behaviours, values and attitudes), and a 
meta-layer of competencies comprised of ‘learning how to learn’, an interdisciplin-
ary focus, systems thinking and personalisation. On this, however, Young (2013, 
p. 106) claimed that one of the constraints facing curriculum has been a shift in 
emphasis on learning for “internal ends” (for intrinsic purposes) to learning for 
“external ends” (for employability purposes). Similarly, Peacock, Lingard, and 
Sellar (2015) acknowledged that while the Australian Curriculum - with its combi-
nation of learning areas, general capabilities and cross-curricular priorities – was 
the outcome of compromise between these two goals, they also claimed that the 
cross-curricular priorities reflected an instrumentalist rationale. Furthermore, Sellar 
(2015) raised a concern about the selection of knowledge within contemporary cur-
ricula in Australia. On this, he argued that there may be ‘non-cognitive skills’ within 
the curriculum (skills that refer to personality traits which were subjective in nature) 
and if so they are likely to have been selected not only to improve academic scores 
but also to perpetuate the economic prosperity of a nation.

While Sellar’s (2015, p. 201) views are, in his own words, “primarily theoreti-
cal”, they do raise questions about what he calls the “cruel optimism” (Sellar, 
2015, p.  213) of having a curriculum adhering to human capital theory, where 
knowledge is viewed as a commodity to be used primarily to help progress the 
economy. Considering such a view serves to remind us again that the instrumental 
purposes of education could serve as a constraining rather than an enabling factor 
in the construction of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. Arguably, however, it could also 
be possible to reduce disputation over the selection of knowledge in a ‘C21  
curriculum’ if the internal and external purposes of learning were balanced 
(Young, 2013).

 Powerful Knowledge Actors (Meta-theme)

Powerful knowledge actors were identified as a meta-theme relating to the context 
of policy text production at all levels of the policy trajectory where non-state actors 
played a role in providing advice, direction and expertise on ‘C21 curriculum’ pol-
icy. At the national level in Australia, the OECD played a major role in the construc-
tion of the ‘C21 curriculum’ policy with its advice for education in the twenty-first 
century being highlighted in all three texts analysed, namely, the MCEETYA (2008) 
text, The Shape of the Australian Curriculum (n.d.) and the Donnelly-Wiltshire 
Review (2014).
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Knowledge production can be seen to be crucial to a knowledge-based society. 
The adoption of this view resulted in education policy being increasingly linked to 
knowledge as a commodity (Grek & Ozga, 2010; Spring, 2015). Along with the rise 
of neo-liberal influences in policy-making, this resulted in the ascendancy of con-
sultants in education policy production (Ball, 2012; Gunter & Mills, 2017). 
Academics like Gunter and Mills (2017) have tended to view these personnel as 
knowledge actors hired to exchange their knowledge and expertise in return for a 
fee. This role of consultants in education policy-making can also be seen to repre-
sent the influence of private sector rationalism because of the outsourcing of ser-
vices from the public sector to the private sector (Gunter, Hall, & Mills, 2015; 
Sjoberg, 2017).

In the specific case of the ‘C21 curriculum’ policy text within Australia, an asso-
ciated evaluation of it in its form as the Australian Curriculum was conducted by 
Donnelly and Wiltshire, and their product became known at the national level as the 
Donnelly-Wiltshire Review (2014). This reinforced further the paradoxical role that 
the state plays in relation to education policies and the notion of education being a 
public good. Relatedly, Lapsley, Miller, and Pollock (2013), urging caution, argued 
that while the use of consultants as tools of validation for the activities of govern-
ments can be very powerful, there are implications in terms of public expectations 
about the ability of such consultants to address the needs of the public.

References by participants in this study to Microsoft as a dominant policy actor 
at ‘Pepper’ School and as a minor player at ‘Sage’ School also reinforced the strong 
role of consultancy in the sphere of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy making. More broadly, 
Ball (2015) referred to Microsoft as being an ‘edu-business’ since transactionally it 
has provided technical expertise and various forms of knowledge deemed essential 
for the twenty-first century to schools. Such edu-businesses, of course, are not new 
to Australia, as evident by the awarding of contracts relating to NAPLAN tests to 
Pearson by most States in Australia (Hogan, 2016).

Ball (2015) referred to the role of such companies in new ‘policy spaces’ as pro-
viding ‘solutions’ to gaps in knowledge about education. Further, their activity has 
a number of implications. First, what takes place symbolises a neo-liberal encroach-
ment within education because of profit-making pursuits on the part of consultants 
(Ball et al., 2017; Exley & Ball, 2014; Williamson, 2020). On this, Lapsley et al. 
(2013) have argued that consultancies have ‘colonised’ the IT sector due to the 
shortage of IT skills in the market. Secondly, a perspective that contemporary and 
modern approaches in education depend on consultancy can be constructed. This 
has the potential to dominate work culture and services provided to consumers 
(Lapsley et al., 2013). Thirdly, there are implications for social justice as consul-
tancy services are expensive. Particularly alarming on this is that not everyone may 
end up having access to them (Ball, 2012; Ball et al., 2017).

The above implications can also be considered specifically in relation to ‘C21 
curriculum’ policy development in Australia. For example, the role of Microsoft as 
an edu-business in constructing a ‘C21 curriculum’ represented an increase in cor-
porate interests in ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in the nation. Specifically, the consulta-
tions that took place with external knowledge actors suggested the existence of a 
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view that additional support was required to teach twenty-first century knowledge. 
This then resulted in the outsourcing of twenty-first century knowledge generation, 
an activity that in turn had implications for the professionalism of teachers. In addi-
tion, the reliance on edu-businesses constructed a perspective within Australia not 
only that a strong dependence on technology indicated the adoption of a progressive 
approach towards embracing knowledge for the twenty-first century but that this 
could potentially become a dominating force. Finally, there was an indication of a 
belief that ‘C21 curriculum’ policy had the potential to widen an existing gap 
between public and private schools in the country.

 Economic Discourses (Meta-theme)

A third meta-theme generated is that there was a prevalence of economic discourses 
in education policy texts in Australia. On this at the national level, the Labor 
Government (2007–2012) had used an economic rationale to justify the production 
and enactment of a ‘C21 curriculum’ policy and the associated discourses became 
evident in the MDEYA (2008). For example, it was stated in it that the emphasis it 
placed on students developing C21 skills was to prepare them for the workforce 
(MDEYA, 2008).

Furthermore, even though the Donnelly-Wiltshire Review (2014) had called for a 
‘liberal-humanist’ approach to ‘C21 curriculum’ policy, there was also an underly-
ing economic rationale in its orientation. This was due partly to its focus on com-
petitive positioning. Relatedly, and in view of the lack of any explicit objection to 
the teaching of general capabilities or C21 skills, the State government in WA can 
be said to have complied with these rationalist underpinnings of the ‘C21 curricu-
lum’ policy.

At the school level in the study being reported here, economic discourses under-
pinned ‘C21 curriculum’ policy and triggered a top-down approach to decision- 
making in relation to it. In each of the three case study schools, the policy elite 
(school leadership) had decided to focus on C21 skills as they regarded them to be 
imperative for the good of the nation. Here it is helpful to recall Ball’s (2016) argu-
ment made in relation to societal developments more widely that amidst the back-
drop of policy reforms at national or school levels, the discourse of ‘necessarian 
logic’ has emerged. According to this logic, reforms tend to start off small and be 
innovative and then evolve into something that is more established before culminat-
ing into something that is common sense and obvious. Similarly, in the case of ‘C21 
curriculum’ policy in Australia, the discourses of change that eventually came to 
dominate include those to do with ‘unpredictability’, ‘rapid changes’ and ‘techno-
logical advancements’. This left little opportunity for negotiations to take place at 
the school level. Further, within the case study schools there was general acceptance 
that ‘C21 curriculum’ policy was rational and necessary, and that this was sufficient 
justification for the stakeholders having constructed a ‘C21 curriculum’.
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 Propositions Relating to the Context of Policy Text Production

Three propositions were generated pertaining to the context of policy text 
production.

 Context of Enactment

Research Question 3:
What are the practices/effects resulting from the enactment of ‘C21 curriculum’ 
policies in case-study schools?

Table 9.3 outlines the themes and meta-themes (final column) that apply to the 
three different levels – national (Australia), State (WA) and local (school) – with 
regard to the context of enactment.

There are three meta-themes about the context of policy enactment across the 
whole policy trajectory. These are as follows: tension between teachers’ ideolo-
gies and principles of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy, pressures from high-stakes test-
ing, and the importance of school settings. Each will now be discussed.

Propositions About Policy Text Production
Proposition 4: Contestation over the selection of C21 knowledge and the 
relative priority given to content and skills in the curriculum, was revealed as 
a prominent characteristic of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy text in Australia. This 
contestation was potentially exacerbated by C21 skills being selected for pri-
marily instrumental reasons, with potential neglect of liberal-humanist 
orientations.

Proposition 5: Powerful knowledge actors, especially external (and often 
international) consultants, have emerged as important non-state players (for 
profit) who are responsible for the production of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy 
texts in Australian contexts. Consequently, the neo-liberal intentions of ‘C21 
curriculum’ policy are reinforced, with implications for equity and social jus-
tice, as well as the professionalism of teachers.

Proposition 6: Economic discourses of change have characterised ‘C21 
curriculum’ policy texts in Australia which, in turn, contributed to a top-down 
approach to curriculum decision-making, thereby reinforcing the embedded 
neo-liberal orientation of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy.
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 Tension Between Teachers’ Ideologies and Principles of ‘C21 
Curriculum’ Policy (Meta-theme)

Teachers said that their philosophy, experiences and knowledge affected their enact-
ment of ‘C21 curriculum’ in the classroom. Further, they said that they consider that 
these teaching philosophies, experiences, and knowledge bases are part of their 
‘teachers’ ideologies.’ Further, they indicated that there was tension between their 
teachers’ ideologies and the principles of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. On the one 
hand, some teachers said they believed that their teaching ideology resonated with 
what a ‘C21 curriculum’ policy is meant to stand for. On the other hand, some 
teachers felt apprehensive because they believed that the complexity of twenty-first 
century knowledge is incompatible with their teaching ideology.

It is important that policy makers take account of teachers’ views as outlined 
above. This position is taken by Hardy (2015) who argues that a critical approach to 
policy enactment involves making sense of policy actors’ experiences. Further, it 
resonates with the position taken by those who argue that teachers need to be recog-
nised at any time of education change because of the extent to which school micro- 
politics and successful curriculum enactment are linked (Ball, 1994; Fasso, Knight 
& Purnell, 2016).

The two polar positions outlined above - the optimistic voice versus the critical 
voice - are not unusual. Indeed, they reflect the stances that policy actors often adopt 
in relation to education policy enactment in general (Golding, 2017; Wilkinson & 
Penny, 2020). On this, Braun et al. (2011) have emphasised the ways in which pol-
icy enactments are ‘peopled’ by policy actors identified as ‘defenders’ and ‘enthu-
siasts’ (supporters of policy enactment) or as ‘critics’ and ‘copers’ (opponents of 
policy enactment).

Some of the ‘defenders’ and ‘enthusiasts’ of a ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in the 
study reported here mentioned that the competencies outlined in ‘C21 curriculum’ 
policy resonated with their teaching philosophy; they did not see the notion of C21 
skills as being an extraordinary concept in any way. This reflects views in the litera-
ture. Kereluik, Mishra, Fahnoe and Terry (2013), for example, offered a possible 
explanation for an apparent paradox in the different levels of empowerment associ-
ated with ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. They argued that there are two ways of thinking 
pertaining to twenty-first century knowledge, namely, ‘nothing has changed’ versus 
‘everything has changed’. By this they mean that some educators believe that ‘noth-
ing has changed’ in the twenty-first century because required knowledge and skills 
are not novel. They argue that what is involved is common knowledge that should 
be taught in schools. They tend to adopt an agreeable attitude towards ‘C21 curricu-
lum’, thus making them the ‘defenders’ and ‘enthusiasts’ of associated educa-
tion policy.

On the other hand, as Kereluik et  al. (2013) argued, there are educators who 
believe that ‘everything has changed’ because technological modernisation and glo-
balization have resulted in different ways of teaching. This has led to feelings of 
being overwhelmed and lacking confidence to teach a ‘C21 curriculum’. As a result, 
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such teachers become the ‘critics’ or the ‘copers’. Certainly, this position was 
reflected in the views of a group of participants in the study being reported here on 
‘C21 curriculum’ policy in Australia.

Continuing in relation to the school level within the study reported here, teachers 
also indicated they had various views pertaining to the role of technology in ‘C21 
curriculum’ policy. For some, while the role played by Microsoft at ‘Pepper’ School 
and the investments by the school in the state-of-the-art technology underscored the 
importance of technology in its ‘C21 curriculum’ policy, some critics questioned 
the importance attached to this development. Once again, the debate that ensued is 
reflected within the academic literature. For example, Choi and Kim (2017) as well 
as Prensky (2012) maintain that technologically driven ‘C21 curriculum’ policy has 
the potential to be a great enabler in knowledge construction. Others maintain that 
technology has the potential to offer support in the development of students’ C21 
skills, and particularly in relation to the development of creative and critical think-
ing and communicative and collaborative skills (P21, n.d.; Scott, 2015; Trilling & 
Fadel, 2012; van Laar et al., 2017; Voogt et al., 2013). On the other hand, there are 
critics of a technologically focused ‘C21 curriculum’ policy who have argued that 
an over-emphasis on digital tools to cultivate C21 skills can devalue the role of 
teachers and of teaching with face-to-face interaction. As they see it, the latter are 
vital since they play a major role in helping students to be discerning with informa-
tion and to be able to find patterns in data in order to be able to function effectively 
and efficiently in this information age (Greenlaw, 2015).

The resistance displayed by some teachers in this study towards technology 
seemed to stem not only from their preconceived notions about twenty-first century 
learning but also from social circumstances. First, they argued, the emergence of 
newer forms of technology has complicated the process of teaching with technology 
in the classroom. This calls to mind the position of Koehler, Mishra, and Cain 
(2013) who hold that the newer technologies can be viewed to be ‘protean’ (could 
be used in multiple ways), ‘unstable’ (constantly evolving) and ‘opaque’ (internal 
functioning), and this situation can make it challenging for teachers in trying to 
cope with the pace and scope of associated change.

Some academics also draw attention to the possible influence of contextual fac-
tors (Koehler, Mishra, and Cain, 2013; Mishra & Mehta, 2017). On this, they point 
to the fact that many teachers underwent their initial teacher preparation at a time 
when the application of educational technology was more limited than is currently 
the situation, and this can now have a significant impact on the pedagogical choices 
they make in relation to their classrooms (Koehler, Mishra, & Cain, 2013). It has 
also been pointed out that a gap has grown for many teachers between the intended 
and the enacted ‘C21 curriculum’ (Voogt, Erstad, Dede, & Mishra, 2013) because 
of the complexity of using technology, and therefore they are resistant.

The academic literature is also revealing in a number of other ways in relation to 
the study being reported here. Kereluik et al. (2013), for example, identified three 
types of knowledge with which teachers should be equipped to teach a ‘C21 cur-
riculum’. The first type consists of foundational knowledge (what teachers should 
know) and includes content knowledge, information literary and cross-disciplinary 
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knowledge. The second type is meta-knowledge (how teachers should act on the 
knowledge) and being able to use such C21 skills as problem-solving and creative 
and critical thinking, as well as collaboration skills. The last type is focused on 
humanistic knowledge (what values are important), and relates to forms of cultural, 
global and ethical awareness.

Academics, in taking account of these distinctions, have argued that at present 
teachers in many constituencies are not sufficiently prepared to teach a ‘C21 cur-
riculum’ (Lowe & Galstaun, 2020; Scott, 2015). Masters (2016) has gone further in 
recommending the provision of ‘sound’ courses of initial teacher education aimed 
at strengthening teachers’ levels of preparedness for teaching a ‘C21 curriculum’. In 
similar vein, Scott (2015, p. 14) has suggested that particularly tailored professional 
development programmes should be offered involving “purposeful interaction 
between individuals at all levels.” In addressing the gap in teachers’ pedagogic nar-
ratives of teaching, in the particular cross-curricular priority of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Histories, Lowe and Galstaun (2020) propose that teachers 
should be involved in creating whole-school programs that emphasise integrating 
Indigenous perspectives in an authentic manner rather than embedding it in a super-
ficial and forced manner.

Koehler, Mishra and Cain (2013) also proposed an integration of technological, 
pedagogical and content knowledge so that the teaching of technology can occur in 
a meaningful manner. On this, they argued that for teachers to be convinced of the 
relevance and application of technology within a ‘C21 curriculum’, they should first 
understand the possible influence of the use of technology on teaching practices in 
terms of improving content mastery and as an effective pedagogical tool. They elab-
orated on this, stating that teachers need to know which technological tools have the 
potential to enable or constrain building on students’ prior knowledge and creating 
new knowledge. This also requires, they hold, having the ability to make effective 
pedagogical choices in terms of using or excluding technology when teaching stu-
dents to master challenging concepts. Hence, according to them, technology needs 
to be viewed as a method for helping students to enhance their learning. Further, 
they add that the technological, pedagogical and content knowledge (TPACK) 
framework should be used within a ‘C21 curriculum’ to facilitate narrowing any gap 
that may exist between the intended curriculum and the enacted curriculum. Moves 
to this end, they held, could be carried out not only by promoting understanding of 
the reasons behind resistance to technology, but also by addressing it through the 
provision of appropriate professional development programmes (Chai, Koh & Teo, 
2019; Koehler, Mishra, & Cain, 2013).

Another area of conflict in relation to teachers’ ideologies and the principles of 
‘C21 curriculum’ policy in relation to the study reported here centred on the belief 
of some teachers that their professional creativity was stifled because of the ‘stan-
dardised’ modes of ‘C21 curriculum’ mandated by their school leaders. In the case 
of ‘Pepper’ School and ‘Mint’ School, teachers were instructed to follow the 
Microsoft model and Bloom’s Taxonomy when preparing to teach specific C21 
skills. However, some teachers indicated that as a consequence they were left with 
little room for professional creativity and autonomy. In comparison, the experiences 
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related by the teachers at ‘Sage School’ indicated they had more opportunities to 
make their own decisions about the selection of C21 skills to be taught in the class-
room. The indications also are that they were more favourably disposed towards the 
curriculum because it was strongly recommended rather than mandated.

The latter point serves to recall Hardy’s (2015) analysis of the enactment of a 
new State curriculum in Queensland (Australia) early this century. He indicated that 
having it highly prescriptive compromised the professional autonomy of all policy 
actors. On the same curriculum, Rizvi and Lingard (2010) argued that having com-
pulsory policies specifically in relation to pedagogy can lead to a dissociation of 
pedagogies from epistemological and knowledge concerns and work against teacher 
professional mediation of policy. It is possible that in the study reported here, the 
use of a prescribed model/framework for a ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in several case 
study schools could have contributed in like fashion to a compromising of some 
teachers’ professional autonomy.

Several other points of contention have emerged pertaining to the enactment of 
‘C21 curriculum’ policy more generally in Australia. This situation can be attrib-
uted to the multifarious logics of policy actors or to put it another way, the multiple 
views about how ‘C21 curriculum’ policy should be enacted based on their teaching 
ideology. In particular, it appears as if the difficulty in aligning teachers’ profes-
sional beliefs about the twenty-first century and technology to the school’s vision of 
the twenty-first century and the use of technology, together with the resistance dis-
played in adhering to a prescriptive model for the enactment of ‘C21 curriculum’, 
resulted in translating policy into practice being messy and contested.

 Pressures of High-Stakes Testing (Meta-theme)

Teachers at ‘Mint’ School expressed a belief that its ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in the 
form of critical thinking (as articulated in Bloom’s Taxonomy) is a means to improve 
students’ test scores. At ‘Sage’ School, by contrast, teachers claimed that the 
emphasis there on students doing well in the tertiary entrance examinations limited 
them in emphasising ‘C21 curriculum’ in Years 11 and 12. In both cases, however, 
high-stakes testing was a major influence.

The academic literature once again clarifies that the situation portrayed above is 
not unusual. Further, it identifies a range of strong criticisms of high-stakes testing 
in contemporary times (Ball, 2016; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Winter, 2017). Drawing 
from Bernstein’s three message systems – curriculum, pedagogy and assessment – 
Rizvi and Lingard (2010), for example, claimed that in current times, with a focus 
on an ‘audit culture’ and ‘datafication’, a fourth system - high stakes testing – has 
emerged to reconfigure ‘productive’ knowledge. This is knowledge that could lead 
to an improvement in a nation’s economic productivity. In critical tone, they (Rizvi 
& Lingard, 2010) also indicated that changes in one or more of the message sys-
tems, including high-stakes testing, could trigger changes in the others.
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There are also those who point out that the combination of knowledge, skills, 
attitudes, values and ethics (Binkley et al., 2012; Fadel & Groff, 2018; Halasz & 
Michel, 2011) outlined in a ‘C21 curriculum’ are sometimes seen to support devel-
opmental learning and higher order thinking skills (Adie, 2014). They then high-
light, however, that high stakes testing, rather paradoxically, is usually focused on 
achievement and numerical outcomes. For Rizvi and Lingard (2010) the problem 
with this is that the outcome is rarely the production of creative and critical thinkers. 
In similar vein, Braun et al. (2011) argued that confusion in focusing both on devel-
opmental and numerical outcomes can mean that enactment of ‘C21 curriculum’ 
policy can be compromised by competing policies and values.

 The Importance of School Settings (Meta-theme)

At this point Braun et al.’s (2011) argument that having a deep understanding of 
policy enactment is instructive. They held that such understanding can be in relation 
to four different dimensions, namely, situated, material, professional, and external, 
and that these can influence policy enactment in schools. Regarding the first of 
these, namely, material conditions, the present study revealed that they had a major 
positive influence on the enactment of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in the case study 
schools. For example, all shared the advantage of significantly high levels of finan-
cial resources, albeit with the amounts varying from school to school. ‘Pepper’ 
School had a generous budget that facilitated its consultation with Microsoft for its 
enactment of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. ‘Mint’ School had invested in building its 
physical landscape to create creative and collaborative spaces for its enactment of 
‘C21 curriculum’ policy. ‘Sage’ School had devoted professional development to 
ensure that it had well-qualified staff to enact its ‘C21 curriculum’ policy.

In all three cases state-of-the-art technological resources, consultancy services, 
creative physical spaces and professional development were provided and were 
appreciated as being highly influential in enabling the enactment of a ‘C21 curricu-
lum’ policy. Additionally, participants considered that these were two major impli-
cations. First, these were implications relating to equity and social justice (a matter 
that will be addressed later). Secondly, implications for policy-making were high-
lighted that accorded with the view that policy makers ignore taking cognisance of 
contexts at their peril (Braun et al., 2011; Molla & Gale, 2019). To put it another 
way, both they and our participants came to realise that making assumptions from 
the outset that schools already possess the ideal conditions for policy implementa-
tion can lead to all kinds of difficulties later on. The solution, according to Braun 
et  al. (2011), is that such ‘idealism’ should be ‘disrupted’ by taking contexts 
seriously.
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 Propositions Relating to the Context of Policy Enactment

The two propositions below about ‘C21 curriculum’ policy enactment were gener-
ated from the results.

 Context of Outcomes

Research Question 4:
What are the anticipated longer-term outcomes of ‘C21 curriculum’ policies in 

Australia and internationally?
Table 9.4 below identifies meta-themes across the three different levels – national 

(Australia), State (WA) and local (school) – for the context of potential longer-term 
outcomes. Two major meta-themes were generated for the context of longer-term 
outcomes of a ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. The first of these is continual changes to 
‘C21 curriculum’ policy and the second is equity and social justice. Each will 
now be considered in turn.

Propositions About Context of Policy Enactment
Proposition 7: Tensions were evident in the enactment of ‘C21 curricu-
lum’ policy in schools in the following ways:

 (a) Teachers had contradictory professional interpretations of the concept of 
‘C21 curriculum’ policy, especially the extent to which technology should 
play a key role, which resulted in varying levels of uptake.

 (b) Creativity, as one of the tenets of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy, was seen to be 
compromised as pressures to comply with ‘standard’ approaches and 
high stakes testing potentially reduced both teachers and students’ 
creativity.

Proposition 8: Importance of school settings: School settings, especially 
in terms of material conditions, shaped ‘C21 curriculum’ policy enactment, 
such that a generous budget, abundant infrastructure and professional devel-
opment facilitated the effective enactment of a ‘C21 curriculum’.

Table 9.4 Summary of key meta-themes identified for the context of outcomes

Themes
Meta-analysis
(Meta-themes)

Context of outcomes
(RQ4)

– Continual changes to ‘C21 curriculum’ policy
– Equity and social justice
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 Continual Changes to ‘C21 Curriculum’ Policy (Meta-theme)

The first meta-theme pertaining to the context of longer-term policy outcomes is 
continual changes to ‘C21 curriculum’ policy. The associated theme of ‘con-
tested knowledge for C21’ and ‘tension between teachers’ ideologies and the prin-
ciples of ‘C21 curriculum’ policy’, along with the sub-theme of ‘competing 
educational perspectives’ suggest that knowledge will continue to be a site of con-
tention among different stakeholders in the long term. Relatedly, the result may well 
be that ‘C21 curriculum’ policy will be constantly changing and evolving. This 
brings to mind Young’s (2013, p. 115) view that “the struggle over schooling has 
always been a struggle for knowledge” as well as Muller and Young’s (2019) view 
that some forms of knowledge are more powerful than others.

When our participants were asked about what was likely to happen regarding 
‘C21 curriculum’ in the future, many commented that while they foresaw that the 
associated policy would continue to evolve, this would take place slowly. On this, 
one teacher from ‘Pepper’ School commented as follows: “I think it’s going to take 
a very long time. I think the idea of C21 skills, of ‘C21 curriculum’, is currently a 
little bit of a ‘pie in the sky.’” Others were more apathetic, claiming that they were 
not enthusiastic about the phenomenon but were resigned to the fact that it would 
continue to be highlighted as part of constant change in education. Others yet again, 
like the school leader from ‘Mint’ School, were rather cynical about the future of 
‘C21 curriculum’ policy. In this regard, he said that “education can be pretty disap-
pointing because there’s a lot more talk about school improvement than there actu-
ally are schools improving.” There is again nothing novel about the latter observation. 
Indeed, in a study they conducted at a high school in WA, Lyle, Cunningham and 
Gray (2014) discovered that there was a perception amongst teachers not only that 
there would be continual change in the school but that this would be ideal practice.

 Equity and social justice (meta-theme)

The second meta-theme pertaining to the context of longer-term policy outcomes is 
that of equity and social justice. At the national level, neo-liberal influences on 
‘C21 curriculum’ policy, which some academics have argued is overly focussed on 
productivity (Greenlaw, 2015; Peacock, Lingard, & Sellar, 2015), might result in 
equity being viewed as less important. This, in turn could lead to a deepening of 
inequalities in education. Zajda and Rust’s (2016) analysis of this is revealing. 
While it is based on higher education patterns, the link they indicated exists between 
economic competitiveness and the knowledge-based economy (Zajda & Rust, 2016) 
justifies consideration in relation to ‘C21 curriculum’ policy because of similar eco-
nomic discourses revealed within it. In similar vein, Gale and Molla (2015) asserted 
that while such an education policy is justified in terms of its value to the economy 
might improve an individual’s opportunities for gaining a high-paying job, it can 
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also reduce the individual’s scope for learning and thriving and playing a part in 
addressing inequalities in society. This, they concluded, can constitute “a depriva-
tion of agency and reinforce injustice” (Gale & Molla, 2015, p. 820). The same 
might be said regarding ‘C21 curriculum’ policy within Australia in so far as it has 
an instrumentalist link.

At the national and State levels, ‘C21 curriculum’ policy has not operated to 
ensure equal education outcomes for students with special educational needs and 
possibly for other disadvantaged students. One of the goals of the policy is to ensure 
equity by enabling “all young Australians (to) become successful learners, confi-
dent and creative individuals, and active and informed citizens” (MDEYA, 2008). 
However, there has been no framework to guide teachers in differentiating the cur-
riculum to accommodate the needs of students with learning difficulties (WA 
Curriculum Council, 2010). In this regard, it is helpful to recall Gale and Molla’s 
(2015) point that social justice in education involves incorporating values of fair-
ness and equity within pedagogy and curriculum.

At the school level ‘Pepper’ School, ‘Mint’ School and ‘Sage’ School introduced 
what they referred to as ‘C21 curriculum’ policies that aim to meet the learning 
needs of all students. Some students at ‘Pepper’ School and ‘Sage’ School, how-
ever, argued that the main emphasis on C21 skills there was evident when students 
were in extension classes reserved for the brightest. The rationale for this being the 
case, they said, was that these skills are highly challenging and thus better suited for 
higher-ability students.

Some of the teachers in the study also perceived C21 skills to be ‘complex’. A 
problem with this is that a ‘C21 curriculum’ could come to be seen to promote intel-
lectual elitism that, in turn, could have implications for equity. On this matter more 
generally, Heuser, Wang, and Shahid (2017) maintained that extension programs 
aimed at more intellectually able students are often perceived to be effective in nur-
turing these students so that they can play a future role in developing their nation’s 
progress and prosperity. This then, however, could make it difficult to harmonise the 
education aims of student excellence with student equity.

The involvement of private edu-businesses such as Microsoft at ‘Pepper’ School 
and to some extent, also, corporate involvement at ‘Sage’ School, highlights how 
the privatisation of education can equally raise issues of equity. On this more gener-
ally, Au and Ferrare (2015) have argued that increasing corporate interests in educa-
tion could not only undermine the professionalism of teachers, but could also lead 
to inequality in the distribution of resources for students. For example, because 
consultancy services tend to be expensive, not all students will necessarily have 
access to what is provided and because the knowledge consultants provide is often 
specialised and niche, many may not be able to avail of it, thus perpetuating a degree 
of inequality. Such a conclusion resulted in calling for improvement in ‘epistemic 
access’, epistemic injustice, or access to the ‘best’ knowledge available as a means 
to stem inequality in education (Kidd, Medina, & Pohlhaus, 2017; Walker, 2019; 
Young, 2013, p. 115). Furthermore, it could be that increasing corporate interests in 
‘C21 curriculum’ policy in Australia could signal not only an increasing erosion of 
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professionalism among teachers, but could also highlight inequitable access to 
knowledge that should be available to all.

 Propositions Relating to the Context 
of Longer-Term Outcomes

The two propositions below about ‘C21 curriculum’ policy outcomes were gener-
ated from the results of our study.

 Conclusion

This chapter has compared and contrasted our results in relation to the policy trajec-
tory from the national (Australia), State (WA) and local (school) levels. A critical 
theory perspective was drawn upon to reveal power dynamics and overarching pat-
terns in policy processes in a meta-analysis. Major meta-themes in this regard are 
summarised below in Table 9.5.

Propositions About Policy Outcomes
Proposition 9: Continual Changes to ‘C21 Curriculum’ Policy: Given pat-
terns in Australia to date, there is a high possibility that there will be continual 
changes to ‘C21 curriculum’ policy in the longer term due to knowledge being 
an ongoing site of contention for stakeholders in education.

Proposition 10: Tensions Were Evident in Relation to Equity and 
Social Justice in ‘C21 Curriculum’ Policy Within Australia in the 
Following Ways:

 (a) Owing to a strong focus on competitive economic productivity, ‘C21 cur-
riculum’ policy could limit goals of equity and social justice.

 (b) Insufficient attention to curriculum adaptations for students with special 
educational circumstances could exacerbate issues of equity.

 (c) The notion of C21 skills being cognitively superior, as well as the priority 
afforded to them in extension classes for the higher-ability students, could 
potentially exacerbate tensions between achieving student excellence and 
student equity in the long term.

 (d) The increasing corporate interests within ‘C21 curriculum’ policy pro-
duction and enactment could result in inequitable access to knowledge for 

all students.
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The next and final chapter suggests possible recommendations for policy and 
practice and outlines possible areas of research for the future based on the results 
overall.
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