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Is there a case for change in how we deliver schooling?

If you are a resident in a leafy suburb of a big city with a good school nearby, or can afford a private school, then you will probably be content with your child’s schooling. However if you do not live in a good suburb, or your child does not attend a good school, or you yourself came from a home that didn’t value schooling, then in general you will not value schools or see them as delivering useful outcomes, other than perhaps as a child-minding centre for your children.  
This statement might seem extreme and divisive, but the reality in Australia in 2006 is that there is significant inequality in the outcomes from schooling. And this is not just between sectors, like private and public, it exists within each sector. The report Equity, Excellence and Effectiveness, published by Education Foundation, Melbourne, 2006, states that ‘the level of inequity of educational outcomes between schools in the same sector can be as great or greater than the level of inequity between schools in different sectors …  the gaps between high and low performing students in Australia are unacceptably large’ (p5)
Mr. T. Scott Murray, Director General for Social and Institutional Statistics at Statistics Canada has argued that we need to develop some new understanding of the root causes of the growing inequality in our society: 
‘In the past, the key assessment of educational performance was the number of students enrolled in school in relation to the population of corresponding ages. This is now supplemented by measurement of competency in reading, writing and arithmetic. However, these competency ratings do not accurately represent skills demanded by the labour market, or other educational outcome.’
To really understand inequality of outcomes, we need more than the above measures; we need additional local knowledge about family background, community mores, institutional arrangements and the labour market, as well as individual abilities and learning styles. A school cannot effectively exist outside its community, disregarding the individuality of its students and their social context. 
Professor Richard Teese, Director of the Centre for Post-compulsory Education and Lifelong Learning in the Faculty of Education at the University of Melbourne, has argued that educational success is based upon socio-economic status, or ‘class’ advantage. ‘School effectiveness research offers valuable insights but by focusing on teaching and other educational practices that make an impact in socially comparable settings it overlooks the gap between socially different settings.’ 
From the UK there is research evidence from OFSTED (The Office of Standards in Education) that ‘the inequality of attainment between social classes has grown since the late 1980s…Between 1988 and 1997, the gap between children from ‘managerial/professional’ backgrounds and ‘unskilled manual’ groups grew from 40 to 49 percentage points.’ (The measure here was the achievement of five or more higher grade GCSEs) (p18)
Jonathan Kozol, the American academic, writes passionately about the problems faced by the socially disadvantaged. He tells College graduates that they have ‘benefited from an unjust system. You’re already the winner in a game that was rigged to your advantage from the start.’ He says of inner city children that they have experienced ‘cognitive  decapitation’ and asserts that society is ‘locking them out of the competition for empowerment from the very beginning.’ 
What changes can we make?

It is not acceptable that schools might inadvertently contribute to a worsening social situation supporting one group over another group, or one student over another. How do we address this and the consequent inequality that exists in our society?

Some would have us believe that all we need to do, to reduce inequality, is to improve the physical fabric of the school, build better schools and maintain them well. Brian Caldwell (2006) has rekindled public interest in the social capital debate. But unfortunately the key focus that has been taken from this debate is the related matter of Public Private Partnerships (PPP’s) and their ability to deliver better physical facilities.
Others would have us believe that the problem is with poor school leadership. 
Sir Cyril Taylor, head of the Government’s specialist schools programme, believes that in most cases the main problem is poor leadership from head teachers and governing bodies. “If we are to avoid a two-tier system of education, we will need to recruit better leaders for these underperforming schools,” he has said. 

The quality of leadership and teaching are undoubtedly important, but this is not the cause of inequality of schooling outcomes, although it can be a contributory cause. 
If we as a society are serious about addressing inequality, we need to consider the following: 
1. Community focus 
We need to look outside schools and consider the impact of social geography. As has already been argued, there is clear evidence of a correlation between the socio-economic status (SES) profiles of schools and the levels of their educational results.
But closed system thinking is still being applied to schooling, with strong boundary fences erected to keep the world outside and the students inside. When this is the case, how are schools to more actively engage with their communities? Even more fundamentally, how are families and students to have more control over the curriculum and the learning process? 
In the UK, the report Every Child Matters (2003) challenged the community to value every student, not just the talented few. This involved some re-imagining including 

· Sure Start Children’s Centres 

· Full service extended schools 

· Out of school time activities

But essentially the focus in this report was still on institutional solutions, with the primary institution being schools, as they have been constituted for over 100 years. 
While traditional schooling has had an obvious social benefit, this has been at a significant social cost. Unlike earlier cultures, society has unintentionally restricted our children through formal schooling, limiting their contact with the larger social world, just at the time when they are developmentally ready and needing to learn about it. 
2. Student focus 
We need to recognise that we have new learners in our schools. Schools have chosen to keep the focus inward on themselves, on schools, teachers and curriculum, rather than on the students who are attending the schools. Today we have a new millennium generation of self-driven, socially-orientated digital learners with mobile and personal technology. Their learning styles are experiential, immediate, visual and social. They have experienced what it is like to be in a community of learners, and this was not in a classroom! 
In contrast, their teachers are not digitally orientated, and a frightening cultural gap is developing between teachers and students in the way that each conceptualises the world. And the gap could widen unless those in schools come to grips with the emerging personal technologies that have given the young so much independence and power. By ignoring, or worse, excluding these technologies, schools are closing their minds to their own learning. Specifically, schools need to accommodate three complementary technology interfaces: internet, multi-user virtual environments and mobile wireless devices. (Dede, 2002, p15.1)
The internet will provide additional teachers and resources from outside the classroom to help support collaboration, mentoring relationships and virtual communities of practice. Multi-user virtual environments will take us beyond seeing and hearing about the world; they will enable students to personally experience and participate in the world. Finally mobile wireless devices will allow students to carry their learning into the world and not rely on the world coming into the classroom.

3. Societal focus 
We need to recognise that society has changed and that it has new needs. Existing schools were designed for an industrial society, but today we have a new knowledge based society. School systems, like big corporations, are slow to change but they need to change, to accommodate this knowledge society. 
Schools need to place less emphasis on content. With the rapid knowledge growth of our society, the capacity to learn something new has become more critical than knowing what is currently known. A more interactive open system model is needed, with students taking more responsibility for their learning, and the input of peers and community fully recognised as valid ‘teachers’ within the learning system. The current view of pedagogy, involving conventional didactic instruction, needs to be replaced with task-driven supported settings. It is important that students learn to self regulate their learning, to be supported as they access and interrogate knowledge, and to be free to talk to peers and work cooperatively with others, in a social-constructivist context.
The goal of schooling needs to change from the acquisition of skills and knowledge to the cultivation of habits of mind and dispositions needed for a lifetime of learning. (Ritchart, 2002) argues that it is not about how smart students are, but about how they invest their intelligence that needs to be the priority of schooling. He asserts that “what stays with us from our education are patterns: patterns of behaviour, patterns of thinking, patterns of interaction. These patterns make up our …intellectual character…This is the kind of long-term vision we need for education: to be shapers of students’ intellectual character” (p. 9). 
4. An imaginative response 
We need to provide many different types of schools. An important beginning in this regard has been made in the UK, where the Blair govt has overcome the fear of difference, which had previously required that all schools be the same- ie comprehensive schools. But we need to move beyond this.
David Hargreaves (2003) argues for creating a climate that will encourage radical structural reform to reshape the school system around diversity and choice. My view of the future, say in 10 years, is that schools, as we know them, will be broken into parts and dispersed throughout the community. These may or may not be called schools, but they will be places of learning. Unlike now, they will not be embedded in one place, fenced off from the community, with expensive, outdated infrastructure that may hold back the learning of the young. 

Perhaps we will not even need schools? Mulford and Silins (2001) noted that ‘if a choice needs to be made between working with and being sensitive to the community and improving home educational environments, then the latter will have more direct and immediate ‘payoff’ for student outcomes’ (p5)

How do we go about changing schools?
Unfortunately today the word ‘school’ conjures up very specific images; buildings with classrooms, teachers directing activity and an externally imposed curriculum. But is this how it always will be and should be? We need to re-examine our collection of understandings and practices that drive our schooling process. These assumptions, generalisations and pictures of the future are mental models and they influence how we think and act.
To many of us, ‘classrooms’ suggest a factory metaphor with students seen as the raw material who emerge as moulded and graded products. And even worse, once we are fully committed to this view, we begin to think about how we might do this more efficiently! As well as the batch processing of students in ‘classes’, classrooms involve hierarchical leadership, externally imposed curriculum and timetables that determine what can happen and when. But is this the only type of school?
There are other ways in which we might think about schools. Consider the following:
· A parking lot for students, while their parents work

· A school as a shopping centre, where students choose where and what they purchase and where they stop to socialise

· A school as a studio, where uniqueness is cultivated and individual workers have their personal work spaces and specialist tutors

· A school as a network of different communities, virtual or real, that provides access to knowledge, teachers and support

· A school as a game community, in which we participate as real and virtual players

· A school as a house, where we live and learn

I will briefly describe each of these metaphors in turn.
The parking lot: 
A school as a parking lot was more appropriate when both parents, or the single parent, had to work outside the home. This may not be the case for many, although the ongoing protection and safety of the young is of paramount importance. However a greater concern with such a view is to see schooling described in such a passive and negative way; the growth and development of the young should be the focus and not the comfort of the parents. The goal is to create an interactive, challenging and engaging environment that may, or may not, be outside the home.
The shopping centre: 
The school as a shopping centre is finding expression in the construction of new school buildings that are rejecting images of isolated and strictly utilitarian classrooms in favour of a more student-friendly setting.  This bears some physical resemblance to shopping centres where students like to gather and relax. The shopping centre image is also applied to the curriculum where students are offered many choices with the assumption that if a student chooses a course, then the student will be more motivated to study that subject. The idea could be extended to the full service school with places in the shopping mall school for other services, such as retailers, police, social workers, medical specialists, etc.
The studio: 
A school as a studio, exists in part in many schools, particularly in ‘practical’ subjects such as arts and crafts and technology subjects involving wood, metal and plastics. In studios there is an emphasis on individual creativity as well as gathering skills and technical knowledge. Students are given personal work spaces and provided with specialist tutors. 
This could be usefully applied to knowledge acquisition in other areas. Do you really have to attend classes in mathematics, English, history… to learn the skills and knowledge in these subject disciplines? Given that teachers are no longer the primary source of knowledge in this knowledge society, might not this ‘open studio’ approach to learning be applied more widely? Not all students have to be driven or coaxed into learning, and if they are, is that not because of the way they have been taught, rather than an inherent lack of interest or motivation in the students. Our young people are a different group of New Generation Learners and consequently their learning needs have to be addressed differently.

The network: 
A school as a network is an idea that is attracting a lot of interest from different parts of our community. Interest in a network rather than one school, is developing for a number of reasons.  Parents may be disillusioned with existing schools, parents may have personal reasons, such as their child being bullied, or they may have political or religious reasons and want a special environment for their child.  Or parents may have practical lifestyle reasons for interest in and the need for a structure more supportive of this. 
The network school would provide access to knowledge, teachers and support. It does not need to be constrained to a school year of 42 weeks or a school day of 8.30 am to 3.30 pm nor to five days a week. It might be virtual, a development of the school of the air concept, now with easy video and electronic access, and can create an effective community of students and adults through this means. Or the network might be a mixture of home tutors, dispersed ‘school’ rooms in the community and on-line activities. A network might be supported by means of transport or broad bandwidth wireless communication. It would be flexible and could be built to your personal needs. 
A not unnoticed feature by government of this style of education delivery is that it is less capital dependent as it can use using existing infrastructure. More private money is introduced into schooling this way. Government money is no longer required for buildings and maintenance but is directed towards developing indicators, overseeing measurement and accreditation arrangements. And an additional attractive feature for students and their parents, would be the access available to the best teachers in the world (delivered electronically), not just the local school teachers.
The game community: 
Consider the following description of a learning ‘class’:

It ‘has a culture of learning; everyone is involved in a collective effort of understanding. The expertise of members is diverse; members are valued for their contributions and helped to develop further as the group continually advances its collective knowledge and skills. The emphasis is on learning how to learn and sharing learning. It is not necessary that each member assimilate everything that the community knows, but each should know who within the community has relevant expertise to address any problem.’ (Diana G. Oblinger, 2006)
This is not a description of the average school classroom. There is no mention of the inspiring teacher, advanced technology, standardised tests, or of curriculum. There is no recitation of student achievements. Instead of a culture of conformity to a normative image of the ‘good’ student, there is a valuing of difference, not for its own sake but because it allows for greater community and individual learning. Instead of students being driven or led, we find a community of students who are self motivated and dedicated to learning.
Regrettably this is not a description of a school classroom. It is a description of a community of young people who play games for recreation. Their computer-based games include adventure, puzzle, role-playing, strategy and sports.  And before we dismiss games as trivial, pause for a moment and consider that these games are complex, taking up whole days or even weeks to play. They can require collaboration with others, and involve developing new, deep knowledge and values. There is often no instructional manual but the games are technical, challenging and even mystifying to many of us adults who try to look over the shoulders of young players. 

The networked community could be taken to one more level of abstraction; school as a game community, in which students participate as real and virtual players. Games that provide virtual immersion environments are powerful vehicles for learning. Immersion occurs when one is in the virtual environment and can initiate actions that have novel and intriguing consequences.
Chris Dede, (2005), identifies Neomillennial Learning Styles: They involve ‘immersion’ in virtual environments and augmented realities. Reading a book or watching a video may stimulate and help understanding, but it does not allow you to shape what happens next. Immersion occurs when one is in the virtual environment and can initiate actions that have novel and intriguing consequences. And this has advantages. It is safer; pilots practice flying in simulators not planes. It is more effective; instead of a ‘safe driving’ TV advertisement that tries to engage the emotions of watchers, an immersion would be more effective, as we could input our style of driving and experience the consequences.

The power of games as a learning environment is that they are individualised; we choose our levels and are motivated to attain higher levels. Games are experiential, we are on the inside. Games are engaging, providing immediate and contextualized feedback. Using games it is possible to achieve sophisticated learning of personal and group identity in a less risky way than in ‘real’ life. Sophisticated games, where one plays with others using on-line communities, can allow us to try different behaviours, reflect upon the consequences and then refine our individual identity. With a massively multi-player online game (MMOG) we can create characters, ‘avatars’, and these can interact with the gaming software and with other players’ avatars. Within the MMOG, players can largely do as they please, and in the process can learn a lot about themselves and the world. While we may want to reject, on the basis of our past experiences, the messy, ambiguous and sometimes non-rational activities that are integral to play, these activities can stimulate the development of cognitive and interpretive skills as well as personal and social knowledge.

In the UK policy statement Harnessing Technologies, (2005), the Department of Education and Services indicates a shift in focus from presenting content to engaging learners in productive learning activities using highly interactive software and drawing on the expertise of the games industries.
The house, where we live and learn 
Instead of thinking ‘classrooms’, we could think of the rooms and spaces that a family might use; kitchens, dining rooms, family rooms, studies, bedrooms, bathrooms, backyards and community areas. Instead of an artificial curriculum we could think of a curriculum derived from family and community living, with individuals learning, growing and playing in a convivial and supportive family environment. 

I was involved in establishing two such home away from home learning environments. 

Marshmead, at Mallacoota, Victoria, has houses for student learning set up in rain forest in the countryside. Comfortable houses for students and staff were built on an old farm, and placed in a village setting. Students could choose to spend eight weeks here during the school year, and 95% did! To a large extent the residential structure determined the curriculum. Instead of worrying about an ‘out-there’ curriculum with an external examination, students needed to solve immediate personal questions like ‘What does it mean to manage my life within the context of a real community?’ 

Students were from Year 9, an age group that is looking to express their growing maturity in a more appropriate setting. They were given an environment that allowed for some independence from family and but needed interaction with peers. In such a setting, with adult guidance, students could experiment with different authority structures involving peers, explore personal questions such as 'who am I' and develop positive relationships.

These Marshmead houses allowed the exploration of both home and community life. The houses were part of a small village where students shared experiences of life and work, where they participated in community meetings to deal with current issues and future plans. There was no need for an imposed curriculum; it arose out of living at home and in community. Instead of essays for the teacher, students were writing to friends and family. The science was practical, arising out of daily living. There was not just an exploration of the past history of their home and village, students felt they were part of history that would be read by those who follow. The geography of the area was experienced as well as explored. Then there were studies and experiences in politics, psychology and sociology. Given that they were also meant to help each other in sickness, there were also some medical studies.

Marshmead was also for families who were without their daughters for eight weeks, for teachers, principals and curriculum writers who were stimulated to rethink ‘learning’ and curriculum. 

Changing schools to Wesley College, Melbourne allowed me to rethink the setting for this residential experience. Why did it have to be a retreat from the world? So at Wesley, together with staff and the Board, we chose a rural town in which to establish a new Wesley residential community. The focus was not to be on isolation but rather on community. An early gold mining centre, Clunes, was chosen because the town was historically significant and, very importantly, because the Clunes community welcomed the introduction of students into the town and agreed to participate meaningfully in their education. In this way the school community was to be enlarged to include adults. To ensure such integration of school and town, minimum facilities were provided at the school site with maximum use made of the town facilities including the Town Hall, local swimming pool, local library and local shops for supplies.

The power of the residential setting for learning is not new.  History shows that in most societies, whether primitive, ancient or modern, use has been made of some form of residential training as a means of transmitting 'mysteries', as in the training of warriors and religious elites.  The residential setting is a powerful vehicle for a community to use to transmit their values, norms and cultural patterns.  

I believe a residential experience, a home school, should be an option for every Australian school child.
Where to now?
If we edge too warily into the new Millennium, clinging to the past, then we may fail to effectively communicate with our young people. 

Do we really need to be convinced that children are extremely effective learners? Hasn’t the evidence been gathered? I am convinced when I watch my 12 month old grandson learning complex tasks such as language. I am convinced when I watch young people with their computer games, mastered without adult induction or intervention. Yet the reality is that there is a lack of adult faith in students as independent learners, collaborators and teachers. Sadly David Warner, in Schooling for the Knowledge Era, may be right about our community. He observes that ‘the community needs to be convinced that the great majority of young people can be trusted and that schools do not have to be focused on control and management.’ (Warner, 2006, p63) 

And teachers need to be learners too. In a study of school leaders, reported by Brent and Barbara Davies, this statement was made: ‘The staff are very good ‘knowers’ but not very good ‘learners’. We have to change that over the longer term to build a learning community.’ (Davies, 2005, p19)

And the ‘system’ needs to be changed. Reporting on Slade’s Flinders University study, Warner (Warner, 2006, p63) observes that successful students are the ones that are like their teachers. Slade argues that ‘nothing will ever change until … the teachers, the school culture and a credentialing process … are changed.’ 
We are living in a world that increasingly values people who are self-starters. ACNielsen Research in 1999 (Warner, 2006, p49) found that employers seek:

· Independent, creative and critical thinkers

· People with problem solving abilities

· Great communicators, with clients and colleagues

We need to incorporate the technology and the play environments of students into main stream pedagogy, curriculum and assessment. 

A cartoon I remember reading showed a baffled student standing in front of a computer expert who explained: ‘We take your VCE test results and compare them to peers and get … the market value of your parents’ home.’ 
We need a new culture, curriculum and a learning setting that will support the shared values of the community, build a sustainable economy and will provide for equality of opportunity for all its citizens.
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