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Everybody but afew ill-informed
diehards knows that education
has lost its way, and needs a
rapid transformation. One
cannot go back to 'the good old
days' - because there weren't
any. 100 years ago, there might
have seemed to be some thin
justification for creaming off a
minority of young people,
treating them as bright, and
grooming them for 'high office'
- while drilling the rest in
deference, punctuality and
neatness. But if that kind of
selection was ever valid, it
certainly is not now. Every single
young person needs and
deserves to leave school feeling
confident and capable to engage
in difficult choices and
challenges. Daily life in the 21st
century demands cognitive
flexibility and an appetite for
learning - for all, not just a few.

One of the stays that propped up that old
model of education was the belief that
'intelligence' was, essentially, the ability to
solve abstract problems and learn hard
ideas; that this was what equipped people
to live happy and productive lives; that
unfortunately this 'ability' was distributed
unevenly amongst the population; and that
whatever level you had, you were stuck
with. That was 100 years ago. But the
science of the mind has moved on, and we

now know that this prop is rotten to the
core. There are many more ways of being
smart than are measured by IQ. IQ does
not predict how well people do in life or
how happy they are. And the ability to thrive
and cope well with life is learnable and
teachable.

In the face of these'new discoveries, it would
be lazy at best, and iniquitous at worst, to
continue with an education and examination
system that, however we tried to disguise
it with fancy language about 'failure' just
being 'deferred success', meant that about
half of all 16 year olds (in the UK at least)
left school with a sense of relative failure.
As I say, everyone but the terminally
bewildered - amongst whose ranks there
are a surprising number of politicians ­
knows that change is vital. The only question
is, what change, and how deep does it have
to go?

Quite rightly, New Zealand, like many other
countries, is going back to basics - that is,
back to the idea that education is, at heart,
not about passing on bodies of revered
knowledge and the treasured artefacts of
history, but about the cultivation of really
useful qualities of character and capability.
Education's job is to prepare all youngsters
for the future, and studying the past has to
contribute to that preparation. If
simultaneous equations, the periodic table
and the Treaty of Waitangi are 'done' in a
way that makes students more passive and
receptive, and less sceptical and creative,
then they are being done wrong. For surely,
in the digital age, the ability to assay
information is more important than the
Willingness to accept it. The confidence to
think for oneself is more valuable than a
good grade bought through mindless
regurgitation.

THE EDUCATION MAGAZINE OF THE FUTURE

Whether we call these valued attributes
'key competencies' (NZ), 'essential learnings'
and 'the new basics' (Australia) or, more
prosaically, 'personal learning and thinking
skills' (UK), there is renewed concentration
on the skills and qualities that underpin
successful living in a complex time.
Governments have got very good, over the
last few years, at producing long wish-lists
of such valued personal qualities. But that
is the easy bit. The question that has to be
given a detailed answer is: what needs to
change, in the way that schools deal with
the knowledge and topics they teach, in
order for these estimable abilities to become
visible, reliable outcomes for all young
people? Fond hopes, good intentions and
articles of faith are no use here. We need
to know what really works. That is where
the hard work has to happen.

We are making progress. At least we now
know what doesn't work. Merely sprinkling
a few novelties over the curriculum, like
tinsel on a Christmas tree, is quite
inadequate. Learning some visual
techniques for organising information, and
knowing your 'learning style', is not enough.
Turning 'thinking' into asubject to be taught
in its own right doesn'twork One can learn
to recite Howard Gardner's 'multiple
intelligences' as mindlessly as one learnt
the colours of the rainbow, and being able
to parrot them back never made anyone
more multiply intelligent. And even treating
thinking like a skill, and devising special
courses to train it, seems to generate
students' short-term enthusiasm, but little
in the way of long-term generalisable
benefit. we can be sure that 'traditional
good teaching' is a very unreliable way of
cultivating really useful habits of mind. In
the five years from age 11 to 16, students
taught in conventional classrooms show no
improvement in their real-li,fe reasoning.

And, as I have said, simply crafting long
wish-lists of fond hopes doesn't magic those
qualities into being. So what does need to
change?

It is the culture of the classroom and the
school. A lick of paint on top of 'business
as usual' won't fix the structural faults. We
know that what makes the difference is the
demeanour of the teachers: not the values
and beliefs the teachers espouse, but the
ones that are embodied in how they talk,
what they notice, the activities they design,
the environments they create and the
examples they set, day after day. That's
what a 'culture' is: it's 'what we act and talk
as if we believed and valued round here'.
That is what students notice; and that is
what makes the difference. Research
confirms what we know: that a child's
success depends much more on the
teachers she has had than the school (and
its demographics) she is enrolled at. And,
as Barbara McCombs has shown, it is not
what teachers are doing, but what students
perceive them as doing, that is the critical
factor. The culture is what they experience
'up close and personal'. That is what has
to change. It seems that nothing less will
do.

Note that it is a change, not an add-on.
Whether they know it or not, every teacher
is a carrier of cultural values and
assumptions about learning, and about what
kinds of learning are to be valued. Every
lesson invites students to use certain habits
of mind, and to shelve others. You can
teach history in a way that stretches
students' powers of observation, scepticism
or empathy, or in a way that strengthens
their ability to suppress doubts and
questions and retain information verbatim.
The choice is not whether to be teaching
'key competencies'; only which
competencies are going to be invited,
acknowledged and developed. Key
competencies are not a whole new thing
to take on board. They are an attempt to
prioritise the habits of mind that we think
young people are going to need most, if
they are to flourish in 21st century New
zealand and beyond; and a demand that
teachers embody and stimulate the growth
of those dispositions rather than some
others. For some teachers the key
competencies are merely making explicit
what they already do. For others, the next
few years will reqUire them to change a few
of their own teaching habits. Many of the
latter will find that process highly congenial.
It will help them align more closely the
person they are in school with the values
they hold for themselves and their own
children. Some may find it hard. They will
have to try, or they will have to leave.

At the heart of the New Zealand Curriculum
is the commitment to helping all young
Kiwis become 'confident, connected, actively
involved and lifelong learners'. There are

many ways of spelling out the habits of
mind that will underpin those fine and timely
sentiments. At the very least, the
commitment must aim to welcome, exercise
and develop the dispositions of curiosity,
resilience, investigation, experimentation,
imagination, reasoning, collaboration and
mindfulness (what I call The Magnificent
Eight). So the core challenge is to create
school cultures that systematically broaden,
deepen and strengthen those qualities of
mind - not just at the level of rhetoric or
through 'set piece' activities, but in a way
that lives and breathes them. Curriculum
reform will be ineffective if it does not
change the way teachers behave.

Here are some of the things, which that
might mean:
• Noticing and reporting on students'

development as questioners, doubters,
collaborators and so on

• Gradually giving over to students some
responsibility for planning and managing
their own learning

• Making the community of teachers a
more open, inquisitive, collaborative
culture

• Displaying and celebrating drafts and
'work in progress' as well as excellent
products

• Focusing classroom talk more on the
processes, difficulties and curiosities of
learning itself, and less on 'the satisfactory
completion of tasks'

• Teachers working publicly on projects
that stretch their own competence

• Inviting students to take a more active
and critical involvement in their own
education

• Opening the curriculum to more
opportunistic and controversial
discussion

And there are a hundred other small
changes to the habits and routines of
a school that could contribute to that
sea-change in values and priorities.

Now the big question is: if effective
implementation of the new curriculum
means that we are going to have
change some of our own well-worn
habits, are we up for it? Habit change
is possible, but it does not happen over­
night. It reqUires commitment, effort,
courage and support. We have to
become learners too, with all the
frustration and uncertainty that that
involves. Are we serious enough about
crafting an education fit for the 21st
century? Or will our own inertia
lead us to settle for fine words
and a token implementation
that does not quite reach the
vital parts of students'
experience? In Aotearoa
New Zealand, as in the
country I come from,
and the rest of the
world, only time
will tell.
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GUy will be in NewZealand soon and holding
courses in Auckland (3/4 November) and
Dunedin (10 November). The course themes
are 'Building Learning Power for Leaders
and Practitioners' and target school leaders,
curriculum leaders, classroom practitioners
atall levels, and PD coordinators. Full details
can be found at www.learningnetwork.ac.nz


