
Technology as a New Vision for Middle Years 
Education 
Dr Ralph Saubern draws on evidence from cognitive engagement research, curriculum and pedagogy 
reform, and emerging educational technology to make the case for transforming middle years schooling 
in Australia. Written for IER, the paper sets out both a vision for what effective Years 7 to 9 learning looks 
like and a practical argument for how technology makes that vision sustainable and scalable for the first 
time.

The Problem of the Lost Years

1 in 3 At least one in three students in Years 7 to 9 are cognitively disengaged — motivation falling, 
persistence failing, and a growing sense that school has nothing to do with their lives.
Less than 30% Fewer than 30% of Year 8 and 9 students consistently apply effort when learning 
gets difficult. Many give up entirely.
6 years Within a single grade, the gap between the highest and lowest performing students can be 
up to six years of achievement. A rigid, one-size curriculum leaves advanced learners bored and 
struggling learners unable to keep up.

This is not an adolescence problem. It is a system problem — driven by age-based curricula that assume 
all students learn at the same pace, assessments that judge rather than guide, and teacher workloads 
that make human-centred practice impossible.

The Vision

Past effective middle years programs all share the same features: learning targeted to where each 
student actually is, assessment used as diagnostic feedback rather than verdict, and teachers who 
coach thinking rather than deliver content. When schools get this right, engagement, achievement and 
wellbeing improve.

The problem has never been the vision. It has been sustainability. Differentiating learning for every 
student in every class, every day, burns teachers out. Without ongoing support, even the best programs 
fade.



Technology Makes It Possible

New and emerging technologies make this vision sustainable and scalable for the first time.

AI-driven dashboards give teachers real-time insight into every student's progress, so support can 
be targeted precisely rather than guessed at.
Generative AI curriculum tools suggest personalised tasks and pathways for each student, making 
differentiation achievable without multiplying workload.
Intelligent tutoring systems help students set goals, track progress and build the persistence and 
agency that drive deep learning.
Immersive tools like AR and VR connect learning to authentic, real-world contexts, reigniting 
curiosity and deepening understanding.

5.9 hours Teachers who use AI tools weekly save an average of 5.9 hours per week. That is time returned 
to the human work that matters most.

If we lean towards technology we can find sustainable solutions to address the ongoing student 
disengagement problem. 

To download the full report go to www.educationalreform.org.au


