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PREFACE

To meet the needs of learners in an increasingly complex and demanding world, educators must be equipped with knowledge not just of the methods of teaching and planning curriculum, but also of how social, cultural and political powers shape education, curriculum and the lives of learners and educators. This book explores this bigger picture of education and curriculum, and how it intersects with issues surrounding the content, planning, enactment and experience of curriculum. Our aim is to equip educators with ideas, concepts, theories and perspectives to transform education so they can make a positive difference to the lives of children and young people in the early childhood, primary and secondary phases of education.

We do this not by offering ‘models’ of what to think and what to do, because models and checklists of methods and strategies cannot adequately respond to the specific, complex and dynamic circumstances of education and learning. Our approach is to treat educators and pre-service educators as intellectual workers rather than technicians delivering somebody else’s plans and ideas. The ideas, concepts, theories and perspectives of this book help readers observe, decipher and interpret education and the wider world, which might mean thinking against the grain of established ideas and practices. Our goal is to support readers to rise to the challenge of educating today’s children and young people in systems of education that need transforming.

The text is organised into three Parts: Introducing Curriculum; Unpacking Curriculum Issues; and Creating and Enacting Curriculum. Part I (Chapters 1–5) introduces the notion of curriculum and how we should understand it in relation to society, culture, politics, the lives of learners and the role of formal education and educators. Part II (Chapters 6–12) introduces important issues when thinking about formal education and the creation and enactment of curriculum. Part III (Chapters 13–18) explores the practical dimension to your reading and learning about curriculum. The authors of the chapters encourage you to reflect on your opinions and experiences, and to explore ideas and concepts to open education to new thoughts and practices.

In this second edition, we have updated the research used in the chapters, revised theory in action cases and activities, and included a chapter on the use of educational technologies, which raises issues around child rights and child agency. The previous chapter on learner diversity has been added to Part I and expanded. In doing so, we recognise that how educators think about learners is a key driver of their practices, and therefore we need to reflect on our assumptions about learners, especially given the growth of learner diversities. Authors have also responded to recent world events and educational developments, with references to the climate crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic and the datafication of education.

As with the previous edition, this book uses several features to support your comprehension of and engagement with the ideas being explored. These features include:


•Ask yourself

Often, the best place to begin your learning is with your own experiences. The ‘Ask yourself’ questions encourage you to use your knowledge, thoughts and experiences to reflect on your reading. You are encouraged to think about how these shape your views of education and the world, and how education, society, culture and politics shape your views and experiences.

•Theory in action

Thoughts are tied to our practice, or what we say and do, and how we organise activities such as teaching and learning. The ‘Theory in action’ feature encourages you to think about how the ideas you are reading about surface in people’s experiences and can be applied to educational contexts. Some of these require reading and investigating documents, and others are descriptions of experiences, scenarios or cases. The ‘Theory in action’ questions encourage you to use the concepts, ideas and perspectives explored in the book.

•Questions and activities

The questions and activities posed at the end of each chapter encourage you to apply, explore and extend the key ideas, concepts and practices presented. There is a range of different activities, which include further reading, discussing with peers, and reflection.

•Key further readings and resources

There is a list of useful readings and resources at the end of each chapter that will assist you in developing and extending your understanding of the ideas contained in the chapter.

•Glossary

There is a glossary of key terms and their definitions at the end of this book.

We hope you find this book engaging, thought-provoking and useful.


BRAD GOBBY AND REBECCA WALKER

EDITORS
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Part I

Introducing Curriculum
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»Chapter 3 A History of Schooling and the Making of Children

»Chapter 4 Exploring and Embracing Learner Diversity through a Sociological Lens

»Chapter 5 Educators’ Philosophies: Encountering and Weaving Images




Part I introduces some key ideas and concepts about curriculum for you to work with as you read this book. It seeks to free the potential of the term ‘curriculum’ from its common-sense definition as merely the content and plan of content taught to learners. It explores curriculum’s relationship to our social and educational history, to how we think about learners, and to the thoughts and actions of educators.

Chapter 1 argues that curriculum encompasses the lived experiences of learners in learning settings, and therefore curriculum studies are concerned not just with the official curriculum but with the array of social, cultural and political forces that shape education systems, learners and educators.

Chapter 2 introduces theory and some key perspectives and concepts used by the authors throughout this book. Within this theoretical frame, the ideas that are discussed aim to open new lines of thought, visibility and action through which you can interpret, participate in and contribute to education.

Following this, we explore historical forces that shape education. If the past is the resource for the future, then comprehending what we have inherited from the past is crucial to understanding how and why we organise education and learners’ experiences as we do. Chapter 3 explains how ‘the child’ has historically been construed and treated within formal education.

As the learner should arguably be the centre of our decision-making in education, Chapter 4 explores the notion of the learner, and how thinking sociologically can productively influence how we think about and organise the teaching of children and young people.

Chapter 5 brings us to the crucial role of the educator. Educators are curriculum workers, and what they think and do matters. Educators make hundreds of decisions every day, and these decisions impact on the experiences of learners. As you read this book, we encourage you to think about your emerging philosophy as an educator, and how your ideas and practices will shape what comes to matter in your classroom and learning centre.

We hope this section encourages you to critically interrogate how the institution of schooling, including curriculum, is shaped by powers beyond the learning setting. The ideas and concepts in Part I might not be easily grasped at first reading, but you don’t need to immediately understand everything you read. Perhaps, while reading chapters in this book, you can follow this advice: keep your mind open, experiment with thinking, respect that which initially escapes your grasp, and embrace the potential of concepts and ideas to transform you and the world.









	1	What is Curriculum?   Brad Gobby








Why did you choose to become an educator? How has your experience of schooling influenced your view of learning and schooling and the kind of educator you will become?





Introduction

The Latin origin of the word ‘curriculum’ refers to ‘the course of a race’ or ‘track’, which is derived from the Latin word currere, meaning ‘to run’. Adopted and used in an educational sense from the 1500s, ‘curriculum’ commonly refers to a formalised course of study or plan of learning. This chapter expands upon this commonplace understanding of curriculum as a plan of learning or syllabus of content to be taught to learners. It outlines different uses of the term in the field of education, although those described do not make up a comprehensive list of its meanings and uses. The chapter encourages you to think about the relationships between education, curriculum and power. It begins with two stories to provoke your thinking about curriculum and education.




Key terms

»culture

»emergent curriculum
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»formal education

»funds of identity

»funds of knowledge

»hidden curriculum

»institutions

»intended curriculum

»lived curriculum

»null curriculum

»pedagogy
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Power and education

“You have got to get your priorities right”

It is 20 August 2018, and a lone 16-year-old student sits outside the imposing Swedish Riksdag (parliament) in Stockholm with a sign that reads “Skolstrejk för klimatet”, or “School strike for the climate”. The student, Greta Thunberg, had three months earlier won a climate change essay competition in a local newspaper. On this summer’s day in August, she skips school to protest about continued government failure to counter the well-known climate crisis confronting the planet. She wants Sweden to catch up on its commitments under the Paris Agreement, an international treaty on climate change. Thunberg’s peaceful protest resonates with others. A week later, she is joined by students, teachers and parents. Her strike becomes a regular Friday event called “Fridays for Future”, and by November 17 000 students in 24 countries are taking part in school walkouts.

Having captured the attention of the media with the growing protest movement, Thunberg is invited to speak at high-profile events to put the climate emergency on the agenda of the world’s most powerful. She speaks at the United Nations climate talks in Poland about protecting the planet. She offers a frank and blistering appraisal of the inaction, platitudes and self-interest of the world’s powerful political and business leaders who fail to address the unsustainable ways of living in many, especially the industrialised, parts of the world. Standing centre stage and commanding their attention, Thunberg says to the audience, “You only talk about moving forward with the same bad ideas that got us into this mess, even when the only sensible thing to do is pull the emergency brake” (Hougaard, 2019, para. 8). Her message has not always been well-received. Some adults have used their social and political power to diminish Thunberg and her message, effectively questioning her character and belittling her capacity to know the complexities of climate change. While Thunberg may be young, she confidently counters those attacks on her contribution to public discourse. She casts young people as beacons for climate justice, and characterises those adults with social, economic and political power as part of the problem. She scornfully comments in her speech, “You are not mature enough to tell it like it is. Even that burden you leave to us children” (ConnectforClimate, 2018, 1:04).


Power
Exists everywhere and is a dynamic relation exercised between entities, such as people. Power is visible when things are created or change. In our society, knowledge and truth are vehicles of power.



The burden left to the young is worrying. Over the past 100 years there have been massive releases of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. CO2 levels have increased at an accelerating rate since the 1950s because of industrialisation linked to globalisation, consumerism, deforestation and changes to land use (Steffen et al., 2006). We are witnessing environmental changes we should not expect to see in a human lifetime, such as the extraordinarily swift heating of the planet. 2020 was the hottest year since records began, with the seven hottest years on record occurring since 2014 (NASA, 2021). This heating is producing cascading effects on the planet’s dynamic land, marine and atmospheric systems, including producing extreme weather events, the destruction of ecosystems and stress on human societies (Bergstrom et al., 2020; Bradshaw et al., 2021; IPCC, 2021). One million species are at risk of extinction over the next 25 years (IPBES, 2019; Steffen et al., 2006), although the unravelling of their ways of life and being has already begun. We are now moving into a geological period some call the Anthropocene, in which human activity has produced “the prospect of multiple, interconnected and cascading transformations in Earth systems whose current state human beings and other species have come to rely upon” (Clark, 2014, p. 21). The prospect before us is increased precariousness of life on Earth, including that of the Homo sapiens species.

Despite the research over the past four decades documenting and warning about climate breakdown and its catastrophic effects, there has been a lack of action by the political stewards of our societies. Exasperated by climate change denialism and the lack of action in response to scientific reason, new movements of citizens have sprung up, including the global student climate action movement associated with Thunberg. The emergence of these social movements, mobilised around environmental and intersecting social causes (Bowman, 2020), indicates that power rarely gives to reason. As the Australian writer Richard Flanagan (2019) puts it, “Thunberg’s singular achievement was to present the climate change issue as a battle for power” (para. 11).

The student climate protest movement reached Australia in 2019. The student climate strikes held in March 2019 coincided with the largest climate strike the planet had mustered: 1.6 million people across 125 countries. Holding posters urging politicians to “panic”, asking “Doesn’t my future count?” and warning “There is no planet B” (Climate change strikes across Australia, 2019, para. 5), students travelled from across Australia to attend multiple rallies to protest the destruction of the planet’s life-giving and life-supporting ecosystems, and to build a new world (Bowman, 2019).

Australia is particularly prone to the effects of climate change, exacerbated by land clearing, the introduction of non-native species, and industrialisation (IPCC, 2021). Australia has lost 100 endemic species and more than 10% of land mammals since European colonisation—the worst rate of mammalian extinction in the world (Woinarski et al., 2019). This has worsened with the catastrophic bushfires of 2019–20 in eastern Australia, in which approximately 3 billion animals were killed or affected. A landmark paper (Bergstrom et al., 2020) documents multiple struggling ecosystems across Australia that are heading to permanent collapse. For example, off the Western Australian coast, summer heatwaves killed and damaged a third of the carbon-storing seagrass meadows which then triggered a fall in the population of other marine species, like dolphins and turtles, and affected the fishing industry (Bergstrom et al., 2020). Severe drought has killed dense mangrove forests around the awesome Gulf of Carpentaria, producing cascading havoc on the local ecosystems and communities. And subalpine forests across New South Wales and Victoria face fires too frequent for species to seed and grow. These are three of many stories of the unravelling of ecosystems and the lives of species whose fates are intimately connected (van Dooren, 2014).

Yet, despite having the evidence in hand, political action on climate change has been impotent, negligent and stifled, especially in Australia. A culture has been allowed to fester in which climate scientists and student activists like Thunberg are derided and mocked, misinformation infects public debate, political power and government resources are mobilised to protect the fossil fuel industry, and governments infringe on civil rights by proposing and creating anti-protest laws to stop and criminalise environmental campaigners (Price, 2019; Walton, 2019). We need little more evidence of political carelessness and wilful negligence than the federal Treasurer Scott Morrison in 2017 brandishing a hunk of black coal in the Australian parliament, and mockingly telling concerned Australians, “Don’t be scared [of it]” (Murphy, 2017, para. 4). If the adults with political, social and economic power have not demonstrated their commitment to act on the climate emergency, then perhaps the young do need to step up.

Some politicians supported the young Australian protesters, acknowledging that it is everyone’s democratic and legal right to protest and participate in public discourse. Other politicians were unimpressed. Federal Education Minister Dan Tehan believed students should be in school and said he would only meet the protesters after school hours. The Queensland Premier Annastacia Palaszczuk said the protests should have been held on a weekend. Prime Minister Scott Morrison said students should be in school, and that “What we want is more learning in schools and less activism” (Climate change strikes across Australia, 2019, para. 19). In a sign that fewer things upset adults more than a child who refuses to know their place, the federal Resources Minister Matt Canavan mocked the protesters with, “The best thing you learn about going to a protest is how to join the dole queue” (Climate change protest, 2018, para. 7). Interestingly, researchers point out that “street demonstrations in general and climate protests in particular tend to be the domain of the well-educated” (Wahlstrom et al., 2019, p. 9). Canavan said students should be learning how to build mines and drill for oil and gas, but many already do—in a time of climate breakdown caused by the extraction and burning of fossil fuels, the oil and gas company Woodside’s STEM in Schools program uses bread, Vegemite and sprinkles to teach children about oil and gas exploration (Wynne & Trilling, 2021). Others suggested young people can’t think for themselves, construing them as victims of politically correct teaching, biased academics and the failings of the education system (Sutton, 2019).


Ask yourself


•What are arguments for and against schools supporting students’ participation in the climate protests?





Many schools were sympathetic to the protesters, but some were not. It was reported that the academically selective Perth Modern School recorded the absences of student protesters as unauthorised. As such, students who attended the September 2019 rally, along with 300000 other Australians (Climate change protests spread, 2019), were given automatic fails for tests organised for the day (Shine, 2019, para. 9). Siobhan, a 15-year-old student at Perth Modern, commented, “Even though we ourselves aren’t sick, the planet which we live on is, and we are protesting and fighting for it”. To what extent should parents have a say over their children’s education? Siobhan’s mother supported her daughter’s attendance at the protest, making the point that grades and education “only matters if you have a bright future to look forward to”. She continued, “You have to get your priorities right. It is regrettable that she is going to get a zero [on her test], but it is more important to be involved in the action that could make a difference to her future” (Shine, 2019, para. 16). So, while active and informed citizenship is a goal of official curriculum documents (Education Council, 2019), the responses of many adults with authority suggest that only some forms of engagement (i.e. conformist, prosocial) with civic life are acceptable (Bowman, 2020).

The student strikes for climate justice are a protest against powerful social, economic and political authorities. Young people are typically not socially, economically or politically powerful, and they are often viewed as needing to be protected, including from themselves (Nishiyama, 2020). Their protests interrupt their positioning as passive and compliant ‘students’ to be trained to fit into society and the economy. The protesters made themselves powerful by hijacking schooling for the day. Withdrawing themselves from being ‘schooled’, the protests harnessed and directed students towards alternative ends, such as seeking action on climate policy. For many, the protests “offered greater learning opportunities than the equivalent time spent at school” (Bright & Eames, 2020, p. 9) and raise questions about how schools and curriculum can be repurposed around urgent social and planetary crises and young people’s social and community activism (Brennan et al., 2021).


Society
The dynamic collection of associations established between individuals, which gives rise to cultures. Society is not a pre-formed entity or a container for individuals.



The ensuing complaints that the protests were disrupting students’ learning misses the point—the strikes intended to disrupt business-as-usual. By turning their backs on schooling, the protesters positioned our established institutions (e.g. schools) as out of touch with the predicament of environmental decline. Our institutions are part of the problem because they are indifferent, ill-prepared and therefore alibis to the onrushing crises predicted by climate and other scientists. The responses of some school leaders and politicians serve to reinforce the view that the priorities of schools and the powerful is business-as-usual, while the protesters stand for change and action on the climate emergency. The protesters were turning alternative ways of knowing and responding to Earth’s predicament into reality through their actions, and thereby asserting new priorities of what really matters (Renshaw, 2021).


Institutions
Organisations or structures that regulate the behaviour of individuals according to specific purposes. Examples include ‘school’ and ‘the family’.



The point here is not that schools are not responding to climate change, or that formal education can only be a conservative institution. Rather, the climate strikes and the climate crisis provoke questions about formal education. If education is “dedicated to the formation of future persons, the realization of social futures, and the advancing of historical projects” (Amsler & Facer, 2017, p. 7), then we should be concerned that preschools and schools today are disconnected from the issues and facts that confront society, the lives and rights of young people, and the future we should be preparing for (Stevenson et al., 2017). For some, “It is time to step up to the challenge and fundamentally reconfigure the role of education and schooling in order to radically reimagine and relearn our place and agency in the world” (Common Worlds Research Collective, 2020, p. 2). So, who gets to decide what the future will be, what the role of education is, and therefore what children learn? Whose ideas and views are made into reality? These questions are explored in the next story.


Formal education
The institutions of a nation created to educate its citizens in specific ways, such as early learning centres, primary schools, secondary schools and tertiary education.



	
Contesting curriculum

In February 2016, an Australian Government-funded toolkit of learning resources produced by the Safe Schools Coalition became the object of a political furore (Ferfolja & Ullman, 2020; Law, 2017; Nicholas, 2020). The premise for creating the resources was that many students in schools are same-sex attracted, transgender, gender diverse, or born with characteristics that do not fit with the medical norms of male or female bodies (intersex), and these students experience hardship in school (the respectful acronym used to refer to this group is LGBTIQ—lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex and queer). The Safe Schools learning resources were designed for primary and secondary school students by the Safe Schools Coalition, a group of organisations and schools working towards promoting safe and inclusive school environments for LGBTIQ students, staff and families. The program, which schools voluntarily opted into, was developed in consultation with schools and students. It consisted of lesson plans and curriculum resources created by the Coalition; however, it emphasised that principals and teachers must make their own professional judgments about how to use the resources in their school settings.

To many, this program was a long time coming. Statistics show that the majority of LGBTIQ students feel unsafe and vulnerable at school (Jones, 2012; Ullman, 2015, 2021). A recent study of school student experiences around Australia found 93% had heard homophobic language at school, 37% heard this language daily and 29% reported witnessing school-based physical harassment of peers perceived to be gender and sexuality diverse (Ullman, 2021). This confirms earlier studies that found a large majority of LGBTIQ students experience abuse at school (Jones, 2012). In Western Australia, despite 94% of students reporting they had some form of sexuality education (e.g. with a focus on puberty and procreation), only 12% reported they were taught that homophobia is wrong, and 44% considered their schools to be actively homophobic (Jones, 2012). Jones and Hillier (2012) observe that narrow understandings of gender and sexuality pervade schools, such that “For some, the message that their sexual or gender identity is something to be ashamed of, and even physically beaten out of them, is a poignant form of school sexuality education beyond ‘official’ lessons” (p. 439). These experiences, where “being normal is the only way to be”, pervade schools (Ferfolja & Ullman, 2020).


Ask yourself


•Was there homophobia or transphobia at the school you attended?

•If yes, what were your thoughts and feelings about this at the time?





Although these statistics are a cause for concern, schools with explicit anti-homophobia policies to protect LGBTIQ students had a higher number of these students report that their schools offered a supportive school environment (Jones, 2012; Jones & Hillier, 2012). In other words, actively naming and addressing sexuality-based discrimination makes a positive difference to the experiences of these children and young people, like naming and addressing racial, cultural and religious prejudice. Given these facts, the Safe Schools program sought to address the bullying and discrimination experienced in schools by LGBTIQ students. In fact, it was considered so worthwhile by educators working in schools that 526 schools voluntarily signed up to participate in the program.

What appeared to be worthwhile and important resources for many who worked in schools fired up some socially conservative politicians, religious groups and media commentators. Reminiscent of the moral panic that followed the harmless depiction in 2004 of a same-sex couple with children as an ordinary family on the ABC’s children’s television program Play School (Taylor, 2007; see also Ferfolja & Ullman, 2020), conservative politicians and media commentators “turned feral” (Law, 2017, p. 29) in reaction to the Safe Schools resources. They demanded the Safe Schools Coalition be de-funded. One politician said, “Our schools should be places of learning, not indoctrination” (Anderson, 2016, para. 13). The program’s opponents, most of whom are disconnected from the everyday realities of schools, made wild claims about the program that “induced fear and misunderstanding in the broader populace—misinforming and panicking parents” (Ferfolja & Ullman, 2020, p. 47). They considered that by talking about gender and sexuality, innocent children were being sexualised and brainwashed into socially inappropriate ways of thinking (i.e. that gender and sexuality is complex) (Alcorn, 2016). As Nicholas (2020, p. 234) points out, “Safe Schools was derided as an effort to undermine heterosexuality and ‘the family’ rather than as an anti-bullying program”.

In response to the upheaval by his backbench, Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull ordered an independent review into the program, which was conducted by the respected Professor Bill Louden. The review (Louden, 2016) found that, while a few resources were not entirely appropriate for some students, the program itself was appropriate. It also found that the resources aligned with the program’s objectives and would increase support for and reduce prejudice against LGBTIQ students. However, the enraged and sometimes hysterical backbenchers who instigated the Prime Minister’s review were not placated. They rejected the review’s conclusions and challenged the Prime Minister to do more. On the sixth Annual National Day of Action Against Bullying and Violence, the Prime Minister intervened again by announcing the program would be dramatically changed beyond the recommendations of Louden’s review. Fronting the media, the federal Education Minister, Simon Birmingham, announced changes to the program that included restricting involvement to secondary schools, restricting some resources to counselling sessions, editing the lesson plans and requiring parents’ consent for their children to participate. Again, our elected politicians claim to know what is best for all Australians. Birmingham said that “parents should have confidence in what is taught … especially about potentially contentious issues … should have a right to withdraw their child from classes dealing with such matters” (Government reveals changes, 2016, para. 15). But who decides what a ‘contentious issue’ is?

The responses to the Safe Schools program make it clear that what is controversial and contentious to some, is common sense to others. Stephen Dawson, the Australian Labor Party spokesperson for mental health, reacted to the changes with, “What people seem to forget is that this program is there because it is needed. The reality is that many young people are still bullied because of their sexuality or their gender at school” (Hill, 2016, para. 11). Greens Senator Robert Simms addressed the fears of the program’s critics, “Opposition to the Safe Schools Coalition seems to be based on the absurd idea that simply by talking about differences in sexuality or gender identity you’re going to recruit people. Anyone with the most basic understanding of human sexuality knows how ridiculous that is” (Medhora, 2016, para. 24). Academic Victoria Rawlings criticised the moral panic surrounding the resources. She observed that “young people are exposed to a vast amount of content and navigate this in various ways in their day-to-day lives” and that the political reactions to the program suggest “there is something particularly deviant or worrying about diverse sexual identities or gender identities” (Rawlings, 2016, para. 27). So, where some people perceived the program as a threat, others saw a program geared towards inclusivity.

You may wonder why this furore is worth discussing in a book about curriculum. In short, what children and young people get to learn and experience is not a straightforward matter. It is an effect of the interplay of powers—social, cultural, political, etc. The knowledge, skills, beliefs, practices, morals and values that education inculcates through curriculum is open to debate and struggle. This is because there is no consensus about what children and young people should learn and know, how they should learn and why they should be educated. This lack of agreement reflects different views about the world, about what’s true and moral, and about how the world should be. For example, proponents of Safe Schools, which included many families and communities, believe young people should have access to learning and knowledge that broaden their thinking about human sexuality. However, its opponents hold different views. Their belief in the naturalness of children’s innocence, the heterosexual nuclear family, and traditional morals and gender roles motivates them to control what and who can be talked about in schools (i.e. ‘normal’ heterosexual people), even ignoring the wishes and needs of local school communities. So, the curriculum experienced by learners is shaped not just by what occurs within the decorated walls of the classroom, but also by the powers that exist and are exercised through society, culture and politics. This is a central idea of this book. We aim to provoke you to explore the wider social, cultural and political powers embedded in education and the decisions that shape the experiences of teaching and learning in early childhood settings, primary schools and secondary schools.


Culture
The contextually specific and dynamic practices of making meaning and organising human and non-human worlds, giving rise to worldviews, ways of relating and knowing, values, customs and symbols.




Politics
The practices related to the different views, knowledge and interests that groups have about how to govern and to what ends we should govern. Politics involves contests about power, policies, laws and the distribution of resources.



	
	
What is curriculum?

Pre-service educators often begin their university studies believing they will learn what to teach students (‘the curriculum’) and how to teach it. Given this expectation, it is understandable that students might begin reading this book about curriculum thinking they will learn about the subjects, knowledge and skills that children and young people are required to learn. However, “curriculum is not something that is easy to pin down: it looks like a concrete everyday term but in fact is rife with complexity about what kind of thing is actually being questioned, analysed or thought about. Curriculum attention includes documents, events, rationales, assumptions, enactments at different levels and tending in different directions” (Yates, 2018, p. 142).

There is a long history of educationalists and curriculum researchers theorising ways to understand the term ‘curriculum’ (Jung & Pinar, 2016), most being motivated by the desire to improve learning. In its narrowest interpretation, curriculum refers to the content of a course or subject. This is a view of curriculum reinforced by how many schools are organised around teaching the subject content of the Australian Curriculum, or its local variations. However, does this definition of curriculum do justice to the ideas and concepts that inform curriculum development? Does it recognise that what an educator might intend to teach might not actually be what is taught or learnt? Does it recognise that unplanned learning experiences may be just as important to learning as planned? Indeed, does the early childhood sector in Australia not have a curriculum because it does not have an outline of content or subjects to teach?

This book aims to broaden our sense of curriculum beyond that of the content and plans of our teaching. Below are six equally valid and valued ‘types’ of curriculum that point to the complexity of curriculum and the learning experiences of children and young people. These types reflect ways scholars have expanded our understanding of curriculum. They interact and overlap, and when considered together they help us think deeply about teaching and learning.

The intended/official curriculum

When pre-service educators enrol in units about ‘curriculum’, they often expect to learn ‘the curriculum’, or what they are required to teach and assess for specific ages or subjects, such as English, Mathematics or Science. Curriculum is commonly thought of as the planned objectives, knowledge and skills contained in official documents that governments and education departments require educators to plan, teach and assess. This understanding usually also encompasses the plans and programs of learning and assessment created by educators and schools in response to the government’s official curriculum. In Australia, the official curricula include the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2015) and Belonging, being & becoming: The early years learning framework for Australia (EYLF) (DEEWR, 2009).

The Australian Curriculum informs the planning and assessment of the learning of school-aged children and young people in key learning areas. It was intended to replace the separate curriculum frameworks of the states and territories. Consultations with stakeholders and community began in 2008–09 with a blueprint, entitled The shape of the Australian Curriculum (National Curriculum Board, 2009). The Australian Curriculum was also influenced by the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (MCEETYA, 2008), which was agreed to by all state and territory education ministers. This has recently been replaced by the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Education Council, 2019), which like its predecessor intends to inform the priorities, outcomes and general direction of Australia’s state education systems.

In 2014, all states and territories commenced implementing the Foundation to Year 10 curriculum. At the time of writing, the Australian Curriculum is structured according to year/grades (a Foundation to Year 10 curriculum, and a Senior Secondary curriculum) and learning areas (English, Mathematics, Science, Humanities and Social Sciences, the Arts, Technologies, Language, and Health and Physical Education). It outlines general capabilities expected of students, and cross-curricula priorities that should be embedded across all learning areas. These are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and Cultures, Asia and Australia’s Engagement with Asia, and Sustainability. Generic achievement standards specify what all students at particular year levels are expected to know and do (regardless of context). Because of its organisation as a plan of what will be learnt and when, the Australian Curriculum arguably resembles a syllabus—a form of curriculum. The word ‘syllabus’ is derived from 1600s modern Latin and refers to ‘list’ or main headings, which today we take to mean the outline, main subjects or topics of a course of study.

A criticism of the Australian Curriculum is the view of curriculum it assumes. In its specification of the content to be taught (input) and the outcome of the teaching (output), it reflects a simple means–ends view of curriculum and learning (Scarino, 2019). When understood in this way, the curriculum does not have openness, flexibility or the capacity for responsiveness, which Stenhouse (1975) considers are crucial when curriculum is understood as the essential principles and features of an educational proposal translatable into specific contexts. Because of this rigid stipulation of what to teach, the Australian Curriculum also runs counter to the notion (Jung & Pinar, 2016) that curriculum in democracies must be an ongoing conversation about what knowledge is worthy of learning. Scarino (2019) also argues that the Australian Curriculum is not underpinned by a coherent understanding of both who learners are (i.e. the reality of their diverse lives), and the processes of learning.

Although the official Australian Curriculum is national in scope, the Australian Constitution makes each Australian state and territory responsible for its schooling systems. Consequently, the Federal Government cannot impose a school curriculum on the entire country unless the state and territory governments agree. So, while all states and territories agree to the Australian Curriculum, many have modified it for use in their own education systems, meaning there are multiple curricula in use.

In contrast to the Australian Curriculum, the EYLF “is not a syllabus, not a program, not a curriculum, not a model, not an assessment tool, not a detailed description of everything children will learn. It is a framework of principles, practices and outcomes with which to build your curriculum” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 3). Rather than stipulate what educators should teach, it outlines key principles, practices and outcomes of teaching and learning in early years’ learning settings for children aged up to five, and their transition to primary schooling. As a guide for educators about desirable curriculum experiences of children, the EYLF gives educators the freedom to make decisions tailored to their learners and their local contexts, which today are very diverse. These contexts include the local community, local cultures and languages, the physical environment and available resources. The decisions made by educators should build upon children’s knowledge and experiences, and enable children to work towards demonstrating and meeting the stated outcomes over time.

The intended curriculum is increasingly imposed by authorities (political) from above with the intention of using it to insert social, economic and political goals into the learning of children and young people (Savage, 2020; Yates & Young, 2010). Educators and the teaching profession, which once had greater autonomy over the curriculum, find themselves and their teaching increasingly controlled. This raises important questions, including about which groups in our society decide the goals and content of the official curriculum. Who gets to decide what knowledge is valuable and necessary, such that it becomes ‘school knowledge’ to be taught? Bernstein (1973, p. 85) says curriculum “defines what counts as valid knowledge”, and Apple calls ‘official knowledge’ that which those with authority deem to be worthy and valuable (Apple, 2004). Official knowledge often involves selective tradition, where the knowledge of the dominant culture and those with authority is passed off as part of our shared traditions and therefore significant. In effect, some knowledge is represented as important, objective and factual, while the perspectives and knowledge of other groups are marginalised and excluded. So, while the intended curriculum is not comprehensive and value-neutral, schools and education systems often legitimise “limited and partial standards of knowing as unquestioned truths” (Apple, 2004, p. 12).

That is not to say that official knowledge goes uncontested. The “control of curriculum has become increasingly contested as different groups have vied to shape this powerful technology in ways that benefit and/or represent their identities and interests” (Seddon, 2001, p. 308). The official curriculum is often a compromise between groups, with the final version being a modus vivendi; that is, a settlement despite continuing disagreement—‘we agree to disagree’. This settlement becomes the battleground for continued struggle over the official curriculum and the ideas that underpin it, such as the ways of knowing learners, learning and the purpose of education (see Chapter 2). This struggle is an important issue for colonised countries like Australia. Australia’s modern history is of a colonial power that has imposed by force its Western worldview and practices on the Indigenous Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, who have different ways of knowing and being, and different cultures and histories. The education system of colonial powers has been used against Indigenous peoples, and today Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples continue to fight for adequate representation in the education system and official curriculum, with resistance from politicians and others. You can explore this issue more in Chapter 9.

Given the above, we should ask some critical questions of the intended/official curriculum.


•Who decides what is included in the curriculum? How is this decided?

•What ideas, events and knowledge are selected and omitted? By whom?

•Whose views of the world are represented and whose are marginalised and omitted?

•Are all things in the official curriculum of equal value?




Ask yourself


•How much of the official curriculum should be about preserving and conveying the knowledge and values of the nation, and how much should be about preparing children and young people for a future where these may change?

•Think back to your days as a primary and secondary student. Was there a hierarchy of subjects at school? Which subjects were at the top and which were at the bottom? Why was this the case? Did this hierarchy enable the formation of a social hierarchy of learners? Explain your answer.





	
The enacted curriculum

The official curricula documents have significant influence over teaching and learning in early childhood settings and schools in Australia. However, this does not mean that all students of the same year are taught the same thing in the same way. This is because the intended curriculum is always interpreted, translated and enacted by educators, and therefore what is intended is not necessarily what is enacted.

Many variables influence how educators interpret and enact the intended curriculum. These variables include the resources available to educators and learners, educators’ knowledge of and assumptions about their learners, the theories of learning to which educators subscribe, the confidence educators have in what they are teaching, events that occur unexpectedly in the classroom or learning centre, and the expectations of parents, the community and the principal or learning centre manager. The list is potentially endless.

Let us consider these influences by discussing some examples, beginning with the practice of interpreting a curriculum. Each one of us interprets texts differently based on our prior knowledge, experience, values and prejudices. You have probably had conversations with friends about your conflicting interpretations of lyrics in a song, a character in a book or the messages of a film. The only way we can comprehend these texts is by interpreting them. As this process of interpretation is shaped by our personal histories and our culture, insofar as culture shapes our views, the meaning we make of texts does not come directly from the text itself, but from an interaction between the reader (you) and the text. Similarly, an educator’s interpretation of the official curriculum is influenced by factors like their ideas about curriculum and its role; for example, whether they view curriculum as a blueprint, a guide, a roadmap or a recipe to be strictly adhered to. An educator who views the curriculum as pieces of information that need to be transmitted to learners will use the intended curriculum differently from an educator who takes the official curriculum as a guide. The latter may use the official curriculum as the basis for creating learning experiences that are relevant and meaningful for their specific learners. For example, educators may facilitate the learning of narrative elements (e.g. characters, plots and setting) through simulated computer games, if that is an interest or experience of their students (Yelland, 2007).

Educators’ knowledge and views also influence how the intended curriculum is translated into the classroom. A primary school teacher who believes in an integrated approach to learning will not view each subject (English, Mathematics, Science, etc.) as a discrete unit of knowledge to be learnt through carefully staged activities linked to teacher-determined objectives. They might instead look for connections between the disciplines and then create rich interdisciplinary learning experiences. The learning of mathematical processes and concepts may be integrated with the scientific study of habitats and wildlife, or the geographical and social study of urban development. Similarly, a primary school teacher who is committed to authentic and relevant learning contexts will avoid teaching the curriculum in abstraction (i.e. having learners learn concepts and ideas without meaningful and real-world contexts and examples). Such educators might instead use learners’ funds of knowledge (FoK) and funds of identity (FoI) as resources for learning. Together, FoK and FoI are the knowledge, skills and identity developed from a child’s out-of-school life, which can be used for formal learning if valued and used by teachers (Gilde & Volman, 2021; Gonzalez et al., 2005). This may include cultural knowledge and practices from their households and popular culture. Here, the official curriculum is interpreted and explored in relation to learners’ lives, how they make meaning of the world, and current events. This fosters the learning of school curriculum knowledge and concepts.


Funds of knowledge (FoK)
The knowledge and skills a child or young person acquires from their household and community life. These include general knowledge, cultural knowledge, ways of thinking, and skills such as caring, shopping and cooking.




Funds of identity (FoI)
Expands on the definition of FoK by including the range of life experiences that shape a person’s identity (including knowledge and skills), that include but extend beyond the household and community, such as peer groups and popular culture.



The idea that curriculum is enacted invites educators to move beyond thinking of curriculum as planning documents and statements of content to be implemented, delivered and assessed. As the above discussion shows, educators translate the official curriculum into teaching strategies and learning experiences in specific contexts. The curriculum that is enacted is therefore shaped by educators’ knowledge and beliefs, the routines and rules they establish, the routines, resources and policies of the school or centre, and the documents and artifacts they use or create in the process of translating the official curriculum into practice.


Theory in action

The EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) contends that children’s lives are characterised by belonging, being and becoming.


1What is your interpretation of each of these terms?

2Are your interpretations like others’ interpretations?

3What might be the consequences (in terms of your professional priorities and practices) of your differing interpretations?



Read the EYLF descriptions of belonging, being and becoming (DEEWR, 2009, p. 7).


4To what extent did your interpretations align with those provided by the official document?

5What might this activity suggest about the relationship between the intended curriculum and interpretation?

6What other parts of the EYLF may be interpreted differently?





	
The negotiated curriculum

The content and priorities of the official curriculum and departments of education do not always recognise the experiences and expertise of learners from culturally diverse, disadvantaged or marginalised backgrounds. When the official curriculum is negotiated, power is placed into the hands of the people who are subject to it: children and young people. Here, educators reach out to their students, and learning is opened to the input of learners, parents and the community. Curriculum negotiation is an opportunity for learners and their communities to contribute to what and how they learn (Boomer et al., 1992), and for educators to use learners’ out-of-school lives, knowledge and talents in their formal learning (i.e. FoK and FoI) (Gilde & Volman, 2021). It therefore aligns with place-based education or place-based pedagogies that value and seek to use in learning the places we live (Gruenewald & Smith, 2008). A negotiated curriculum acknowledges that a one-size official curriculum does not fit all learners. It offers the opportunity to move away from making the ‘learning self’ compliant with the official curriculum, being simply a passive receiver of the knowledge of the curriculum and teacher. There is a different image or assumption of the learner in this notion of curriculum—the learner is involved in decisions about their learning.

A negotiated curriculum may involve the educator having conversations with learners and their communities about their histories and experiences, to identify their strengths and interests. As an example, Clark’s (2010) mosaic approach maximises the potential for children to communicate with adults, and for adults to listen. Clark (2010, p. 67) writes:


The value of talking to young children is not overlooked. However, tools are suggested which also enable young children to communicate their ideas and feelings to adults in other ways, for example through photographs, drawing, and walking. These methods may in turn serve as a springboard for more talking, listening and reflecting.



A negotiated curriculum improves the relevance and meaningfulness of learners’ curriculum experiences. It exemplifies a strength-based approach to teaching and learning, where educators capitalise on the strengths and expertise of learners, rather than view learners in terms of their weaknesses—what they do not know and cannot do. For example, educators can use children’s and young people’s interest in and knowledge of popular culture as a vehicle for teaching school-based literacies. Their interests can be used to “extend learning into other culturally valued areas, rather than extend or encourage the interest per se” (Hedges, 2011, p. 28). In other words, a negotiated curriculum uses learners’ out-of-school experience, knowledge and expertise to facilitate preschool- and school-based learning.


Ask yourself


•Were you given many opportunities in your schooling to be involved in decisions about the curriculum or your experiences of learning? If yes, what were they? If no, what do you think about not being given these opportunities?

•Were these opportunities successful or were they miserable failures? Why?





	
The emergent curriculum

The emergent curriculum is used in early childhood settings, but can also be found in primary schools (Jones & Nimmo, 1994). Rather than an educator determining beforehand the entire learning a child will experience, as expressed in a curriculum program, the educator is responsive to the children’s lives, passionate interests and concerns. The curriculum emerges from “the particular connections that develop as participants bring their own genuine responses to the topic and collaboratively create the course to follow out of these multiple connections” (Wein, 2008, p. 5). In short, the curriculum emerges over time with only minimal planning. For instance, an educator who finds a young child playing in a puddle after a rain shower could use the child’s fascination with the pooled water to facilitate their learning. The educator might ask questions about the source of the rain and why the puddle has formed, and the child’s verbal and physical responses may direct further activity and questioning. The learning experience emerges from the interactions between the environment, the child and the educator, who keeps an open mind about the learning that should or could take place at any given moment. In this child-centred approach, the educator does not impose a plan on the child but immediately directs the child into meaningful learning experiences by observing, listening, questioning and guiding them. Learning is an open and ongoing process and learning outcomes cannot be known in advance.


Ask yourself

Think back to your days as a primary and secondary student.


•To what extent were your teachers curriculum-centred or learner-centred? Why do you think this?

•Should educators prefer one form of learning over the other?





	
The hidden curriculum

Children and young people learn about the world from a curriculum that is hidden from view—what has been termed the hidden, covert and implicit curriculum (Apple, 2004; Eisner, 1985). The hidden curriculum refers to the learning that, while not part of the official curriculum, nevertheless occurs simply by the learner being a part of a school, classroom or learning centre. The hidden curriculum is not intentionally concealed from view, but is a result of the often taken-for-granted practices of learning settings. It conveys messages about what is valued and normal, through factors such as what is taught and how (e.g. the education system’s focus on logical, mathematical and linguistic ways of knowing), the organisation of time, school rituals and routines, the texts used and given authority, the verbal and non-verbal interactions between educators and learners, and examination and grading systems (Cornbleth, 1991).

The decisions and practices of educators shape the hidden curriculum. It is created through the choices of educators, which typically reflect the dominant ideas, norms and assumptions of the culture. For example, educators may organise their learning environments and tasks according to the gender binary (i.e. male and female), such as asking female students to clean whiteboards and asking male students to move heavy objects. Such a division sends messages to learners—that there are only two genders, and that males and females have different and often oppositional strengths and weaknesses. Covert or implicit learning about sex-gender can also occur through the distribution of punishments and rewards (e.g. what different students are praised for), and advice to students on subject enrolments and future career choices.

While the personal beliefs of educators shape the hidden curriculum, so too does their professional knowledge, such as their knowledge of learning and education. An educator who subscribes to the banking model of education views themself as the expert depositing their wisdom into students (Freire, 1970, p. 77). In this view of education, the content of teaching is pre-given and unquestioned information, and students are passive, empty containers waiting to be filled with facts. The banking model “transforms students into receiving objects. It attempts to control thinking and action, leads men and women to adjust to the world, and inhibits their creative power” (Freire, 1970, p. 77). This model teaches a hidden curriculum; that is, students learn that the teacher is the centre of the learning process, that they must learn to submit to the authority of adults and their knowledge, that knowledge comprises facts that are not to be questioned, and that academic success depends on absorbing, memorising and regurgitating information for the teacher.

The organisation of learning settings also implicitly teaches children and young people about the world. While the official curriculum often does not teach it, rewards systems, routines, uniforms, rules, assessment practices and pedagogies all teach children and young people social norms and values. Observing the first days of kindergarten, Apple (2004) argues that through the teacher’s rules, expectations and practices of reward and reprimand, a large part of what is being learnt is not the official curriculum. Rather, children learn that “personal attributes of obedience, enthusiasm, adaptability, and perseverance are more highly valued than academic competence” (Apple, 2004, p. 54). Apple’s wider point is that schooling trains students to be compliant and obedient workers.

The hidden curriculum is a concept that makes visible the often-unseen power that operates in educational settings. The hidden curriculum trains children and young people to conform to, rather than question and transform, established ideas and norms of the dominant culture. Succeeding in school is as much about learning and abiding by the hidden curriculum as it is about learning the official curriculum, because those who shirk the hidden curriculum can be given a tough time in school. Of course, the hidden curriculum can be resisted by students, and doing so may also be beneficial, but this depends on the view of the people concerned (Seddon, 1983).


Ask yourself

Think about the hidden curriculum through your primary or secondary school experiences.


•How was ‘success in school’ understood? How was this definition conveyed to students?

•What and who was rewarded and punished? What messages did this convey to students about schooling, learning and life?

•What messages did your teachers send about the behaviours acceptable for, and expected of, students? How was this conveyed? Did these differ according to gender?

•Which subjects were valued, and how did you know?






Theory in action

Watch the classic and still-relevant film Dead Poets Society set in the 1950s and starring Robin Williams. If you don’t have the time, then watch the first 15 minutes. Williams plays an unorthodox English Literature teacher, Mr Keating, who begins teaching at an elite traditional boys’ school. He ruffles the feathers of parents and teachers through his unusual attitudes and teaching approaches, which seek to inspire free-thinking among his teenage students. As you watch the film, consider the ideas about education, learning, students, teachers and the routines of school life that are being challenged by Mr Keating.


1What is the hidden curriculum in Mr Keating’s class? How is it different from the traditional classroom?

2To what extent is Mr Keating’s approach child-centred or curriculum-centred?

3What do the reactions of the students as they get to know Mr Keating tell you about their education?

4How easy is it to be an unorthodox teacher like Mr Keating?

5What do you want the hidden curriculum to be in your learning centre or classroom?





	
The null curriculum

Just as important to the learning experience of children and young people can be what is not included. Closely related to the hidden curriculum, the null curriculum refers to what is deliberately or inadvertently omitted from the teaching and learning experiences of learners (Eisner, 1985). This can happen through the decisions of educators, who may censor the learning of children and young people based on what they regard as sensitive topics, such as sex, sexuality, death, domestic violence and bodily functions. These are often deliberately ignored or talk about them is discouraged by educators, even in situations where learners show an interest in learning about them. Educators may ignore a topic because they consider it contentious, it is counter to their values and beliefs, it makes them uncomfortable, or they believe it is not in the best interest of learners. The null curriculum also refers to omissions within the official curriculum and within subject areas.

The null curriculum raises important issues about what children and young people actually learn in schools, the official curriculum, the decision-making of the educator and the purpose of education. Critical questions need to be asked. What is omitted from the intended curriculum, and why? Whose interest does the omission benefit? Is it the responsibility of the educator to decide what topics and learning are off-limits? Who is responsible for providing learners of all ages with opportunities to discuss important and controversial issues, especially if these are not discussed elsewhere? Can all children see themselves and their lives represented in the curriculum and curriculum resources?

	
The lived curriculum

Curriculum studies and curriculum theory are concerned with educational experiences (Pinar, 2012). The lived curriculum refers to the experiences of learners in a learning setting, whether or not those experiences are planned or are a result of the intended/planned curriculum (Aoki, 2005). As Marsh and Willis (2003, p. 13) explain:


The phrase ‘an interrelated set of plans and experiences’ refers to the fact that the curricula implemented in schools typically are determined in advance but, almost inevitably, include unplanned activities that also occur. Therefore, the curricula enacted consist of an amalgam of planned and unplanned activities; likewise, the experiences of students within this amalgam can be anticipated in some ways but not in others. Precisely how plans and experiences are interrelated can vary considerably.



In early learning centres, there are typically no Mathematics or History subjects, or formal lessons where educators instruct learners in content from a curriculum document. But this does not mean there is no curriculum. There is—just not as it is commonly thought of in primary and secondary schools. The early childhood setting provokes us to broaden our view of curriculum. Informed by New Zealand’s Te Wh¯ariki curriculum document (Ministry of Education, 2016), curriculum in the early years’ context is defined in the EYLF as “all the interactions, experiences, activities, routines and events, planned and unplanned, that occur in an environment designed to foster children’s learning and development” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 9).

This notion of curriculum as experience may be foreign to educators in primary and secondary schools, where learning is typically highly structured and organised around curriculum subjects (or knowledge domains), and therefore curriculum is equated to the official, intended curriculum. However, educators should think about curriculum in terms of the experiences of their students. Teachers make hundreds of curriculum decisions every day; these are curriculum decisions because they directly and indirectly enable and constrain the experiences and learning of children and young people. Consider, for example, the choices educators make about the learning environment. Educators make decisions about how to organise their rooms, where their students sit, how to organise the students’ time, the items they exhibit on the walls, what books to include on the bookshelf, whether learning happens outside, and the technologies they use (Drabble, 2013). These choices shape the agency and experiences of learners in expected and unexpected ways, whether that learning reflects the official curriculum documents or not. In this sense, educators are not simply instructors delivering the curriculum: they are powerful curriculum creators.


Theory in action

Unplanned curriculum experiences occur in the interactions between individuals, facilitated by teachers’ planning and actions. In an English lesson in a metropolitan secondary school, a teacher set the task of scanning Dolly, a popular teen website. The teacher explained that the task’s purpose was to explore how texts reinforce gender stereotypes. The students busied themselves, talking about their observations. In the whole-class discussion that followed, many of the students demonstrated insight. One student identified how the images conveyed the dominant culture’s norms of feminine beauty as white, blonde and slim. Another observed how some images portrayed females as confident, independent and career-focused. Unfortunately, it appeared that a small group of male students did not take the lesson seriously. As the discussion was winding up, one of them piped up, “They should be in the kitchen anyway!” The student’s comment was audible to the entire class, but interestingly the teacher did not question or scold him. The comment was left to hang in the air, absorbed by all the students. This moment illustrated the power of the unsaid: “What did the teacher’s silence teach the students?”


1Share with others an experience of the hidden curriculum, such as when a teacher’s actions, comments or silences communicated specific ideas to their students.

2What might have been a suitable course of action that the teacher could have taken following this incident, not only immediately afterwards but also in the medium and long term?





	
	
Educators thinking big

Educators are central to transforming education for the better. Although often constrained by the policies and priorities of governments and departments of education, educators are arguably the most responsible for directly shaping the daily learning experiences of children and young people. The knowledge and beliefs of centre managers, school leaders and teachers influence the hundreds of decisions they make every day related to rules, personal interactions, pedagogy, policies, programs of learning and the organisation of activities. These influence what learners do, think and feel. Educators must therefore be aware of their habits of thought and practice, or the bodies of knowledge, cultural norms and assumptions that are consciously and unconsciously embedded in their decisions and actions.


Pedagogy
The practice, techniques and methods of teaching, and the specific knowledge and theories that inform these.



It is no overstatement to suggest that educators’ ideas about education and learning are informed by their own schooling experience. Unfortunately, this can lead educators to view the ideas, rules, norms and practices that organise how we think about and do education as common sense, natural or inevitable; for example, the official curriculum, NAPLAN testing, or the grouping of students according to their sex, age or ‘ability’. But often what appears to be normal and beyond question needs examination—the appearance of naturalness and self-evidence may not be a sign of the way things should be, it may signal power and its effects. The appearance of inevitability silences and hides how humans, their culture and politics shape how we choose to organise education, and the world for that matter. Accepting at face value ‘the way things are’, such as the official curriculum, reinforces the status quo by foreclosing on our questioning of the values, knowledge, prejudices, truths, biases, interests and processes that shape our educational practices. Mindlessly following established ideas, norms and practices can result in educators not meeting the diverse needs, expectations and aspirations of learners and their communities, as well as not transforming the institution of education for the better.

Educators need to ‘think big’. This begins with the acts of doubting and questioning, which are attributes of the inquiring teacher (Hansen, 1997) who discerns, ponders and analyses the perceptions, knowledge and personal theories that underpin their professional views and practice. An educator who is worth their salt asks probing questions. Why do we think and do things like this? How do we know what we know? Upon what bodies of knowledge and assumptions do I base my actions and thinking? What do my choices enable and constrain? Who benefits from doing things this way? How might things be otherwise? In asking such questions, educators can reflect on and explore the wider powers that shape and work through education, their knowledge and ideas, and the actions they take. This can help them navigate the complex issues they confront.

That is why the stories that began this chapter matter. They illustrate how the lives and education of learners are embedded in relations of power that shape what children and young people get to learn and know about the world, how what they learn is valued and important, how they are treated by others, and how they see themselves and what is possible for their lives and the society to which they belong. In taking a critical and questioning stance, educators are invited to not only reflect on their thoughts about and approaches to teaching and learning, but also to question and think deeply about formal education, the purpose of education and the culture that has produced these.

	
Conclusion

Curriculum is more than a document or plan and the powers and ideas that shape it. It also encompasses what a learner experiences in a learning context, whether these experiences are intended or unexpected. Consequently, we cannot confine the study of curriculum to the study of official curriculum documents. If we are to understand curriculum, we must also study the plethora of influences that shape curriculum documents, learning contexts, the decision-making of educators and the lives of learners. Educators must therefore learn about the political, social, cultural and economic powers and relations that shape how we organise education and which impact on the experiences of learners and the work of educators.

This book offers a toolkit of concepts and perspectives that can be used to thoughtfully and critically view, theorise and question the complex issues surrounding curriculum and learners’ curriculum experiences. New concepts, ideas and perspectives not only make possible new ways of seeing, like a lens through which to apprehend the world, they also enable different ways to act in the world. This is because thinking and practice are inextricably tied. Our perceptions and practices are linked to, informed by and generate thoughts, concepts and theories, whether these are fully formed or consciously recognised. The much-needed transformation of education depends on us bringing to it new ideas and practices.


Questions and activities


1Speak to someone you know about what they understand ‘curriculum’ to mean. How does their understanding of curriculum compare with the notions and issues of curriculum outlined in this chapter?

2Ask this same person what their fondest memory of school is. Is it related to the official curriculum or to something else? What does their response suggest about what is important in education from a learner’s perspective?

3Decisions made about curriculum shape the kind of society we become. Find and read a curriculum document (e.g. the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration or the EYLF), looking for key words and ideas. What does the document view as the purpose of education? What kind of society does it promote? Do you fully agree with its vision? What does this say about your knowledge, beliefs and values?

4To what extent should school education itself be an end, and to what extent should it be a preparation for later life? How might school education be different if it were treated as an end in itself?

5Read the following about several curriculum stakeholders.


•Business groups view education as an instrument for preparing children for the labour market (jobs), so schools should make young people job-ready and productive. One business group that lobbies government, the Business Council of Australia, has advocated for the development of a narrow set of skills, such as basic literacy, numeracy, communication and problem-solving.

•Governments aspire to similar economic goals as business groups; however, they have additional priorities and concerns, such as improving educational outcomes, supporting the intergenerational transmission of cultural knowledge, and addressing disadvantage and inequality to improve the life prospects, health, well-being and productivity of the population and specific groups.

•Educators have an interest in what comprises the intended curriculum because they teach it. They bring their discipline, professional knowledge and first-hand experiences of teaching to discussions about curriculum. Teachers’ unions and professional teacher bodies typically represent the views of educators.

•State education departments are responsible for education systems in Australia. Taking direction from the government, they are responsible for policy development, policy implementation, curriculum development, ensuring students receive a high standard of education, and evaluating and reporting learning and educational outcomes.

•Politicians might have personal and ideological interests. They have used the power of their position to, for example, argue for History as a separate curriculum subject, and for an emphasis on Australia’s European heritage in the teaching of History.

•Education researchers in universities shape the curriculum. Using research focused on teaching, learning, subject disciplines, education systems and education policy, these experts offer advice on curriculum and pedagogy. This research can also express the viewpoints of educators, parents and learners.

•Interest groups include think-tanks such as the Grattan Institute and the Institute of Public Affairs. These privately funded organisations produce reports on educational issues, often reflecting the ideological interests of their members, supporters and funders.

•Children are stakeholders in the curriculum, but the curriculum is often ‘done to them’, and they only sometimes have input into what they are taught.


aCreate a ranked list of the above stakeholders you think have the most influence over the intended curriculum and discuss the merits of your list.

bCreate a second ranked list of stakeholders you believe should have the most influence. Discuss the discrepancies between your two lists.









	

Key further readings and resources

Print resources

DEEWR [Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (2009). Belonging, being & becoming: The early years learning framework for Australia. Australian Government.

This is the curriculum framework document for early years’ education. Read the introductory chapter to understand the philosophies and ideas that shape this document.

Online resources

ABC podcast: http://mpegmedia.abc.net.au/rn/podcast/2012/10/edp_20121004.mp3

Curriculum is more than a document or plan of content to be taught. This podcast concerns the design of a 0–8 learning setting. Learn about the choices made by the designers and educators to help children transition in their learning as they age.

Australian Curriculum: www.acara.edu.au/curriculum/development-of-australian-curriculum 

This website provides information about the process for the development of the Australian Curriculum.

Foundation for Young Australians: www.fya.org.au

These websites provide articles, data and information resources about young Australians. They are testaments to Australia’s diverse character.
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“We see the world not as it is, but as we are”—Anonymous. What in the world could this mean?





Introduction

Chapter 1 introduced you to curriculum and encouraged you to think about the bigger picture of education and the work of educators. We build on that chapter by exploring the use of theory to think about education, curriculum and the work of educators. We begin by arguing the importance of theory to how we think about and act in the world. Using examples based in education, we introduce some key concepts and ideas from post-structuralism and critical theory that inform the perspectives taken in the chapters of this book. We argue that educators should become familiar with these concepts and ideas if they are to powerfully and critically understand, examine and transform education and curriculum. The chapter assists you in developing a critically informed sociological perspective on education.
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Why theory?

It is not uncommon for educators observing an event in a classroom, schoolyard or learning centre to recall different versions of the same event. What we see depends on our vantage point, or where we stand. But the different perspectives we have of the world are not simply shaped by physical location. Our perceptions and experiences of reality are also shaped by the theories, knowledge and beliefs we possess. This means people’s observations of the ‘same’ phenomena, objects or events often lead them to make different interpretations about what they observed and the significance or meaning of their observations. For example, where one educator interprets the educational underachievement of a student as manifesting the scourge of socio-economic disadvantage, another sees the failure of the individual to rise to the occasion of learning, and still another might see the effects of an education system inherently geared towards the already advantaged. These differences in perception and interpretation can be attributed to differences in people’s ideas, knowledge and beliefs, and affect how we experience the world.

The ‘filters’, ‘lenses’ or ‘toolkit of ideas’ through which we perceive, interpret and experience the world (i.e. our own knowledge, cultural expectations and the language we speak) are always present and shape a great deal of our assumptions, expectations and choices as educators. Theories about the world make up this toolkit. In today’s preschools and schools, theory can often be maligned as being out of touch with the pragmatic realities of educating. Far from being impractical, however, we argue that theory is crucial to an educator’s practice and therefore philosophy of teaching. Indeed, “theory is not something we can decide to bypass or ignore—it is not a choice we can decline” (Gulson et al., 2015, p. 1). You use and embody theories, whether or not you are aware of it. Implicit theories are embedded in your thoughts and practices, often informing your ideas, assumptions and guesses about why things happen, how things work, what will happen, and so on. Learning about and using new theories and the concepts associated with them can interrupt and make apparent taken-for-granted ideas and theories about education and challenge us to think and act differently (MacLure, 2010).


Theory

Assumptions about how the world works based on specific knowledge, concepts, beliefs and ideas. Theories are both dynamic (changing) and situated (arising at particular times and places). Theories develop from our encounters with and practices in the world, including our thinking.




Practices

What is said, done and thought. A regime of practices is the generally accepted ways in which we speak about and do things such as ‘teaching’ and ‘caring’.



So, what exactly do we mean by ‘theory’? Broadly speaking, theory can be thought of as “a set of assumptions about how the world works” (Gulson et al., 2015, p. 3). Theories are composed of specific concepts, knowledge, beliefs, explanations and practices, and they are both dynamic (changing) and situated (arising at specific times and places). Theories inform our sense-making, framing the specific ways of perceiving, interpreting, explaining and knowing the world, which we might call a theoretical perspective. Our cognitive processing of reality means that theoretical perspectives overtly and tacitly inform what people perceive, think, predict, assume, say, write and do. We always act based on certain ideas about the world, or assumptions and guesses about what we see and why things happen, as well as our own personal theories about the relationship between things (e.g. “Maybe this child misbehaves because …”). Theories are found in people’s actions and in explanations of their actions (“I do this because I think …”). They are also embedded in material objects (e.g. curriculum documents). Let’s illustrate with a broad example, then a specific one related to education.


Theoretical perspective

Specific ways of perceiving, interpreting, explaining and knowing in the world. Theoretical perspectives make up people’s understanding of the world or aspects of it, and they overtly and tacitly inform what people perceive, think, say, write and do.



Consider different cultural knowledge and perspectives of the non-human environment. Numerous indigenous peoples all over the planet see features of the environment (e.g. trees, rocks, streams, mountains) as having an everyday, dynamic living reality (Tuck et al., 2014; Watson & Chambers, 2009). These ‘things’ can have personalities, life histories and connections to people as if they were family members; the non-human world can even be a teacher to be listened to, respected, cared for and valued by the human community. In this reality, there is no distinction between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ (human) because both are intertwined. Contrast this view with the dominant Western perspective of nature as predominantly static and passive matter, detached from the human. Nature is something that can be harnessed, managed and used for our needs. With this understanding of reality, humans forcibly act to shape nature, which in turn creates beliefs and practices that assume a separation or distance between humans (us) and the natural world ‘around us’. This reinforces artificial distinctions made by humans; for example, the distinctions between nature/culture and human/non-human, which don’t exist in all cultures (Grosz, 2005). As we mentioned above, these differing notions of the natural world and our place in it overtly and tacitly inform what we perceive, think, say and do about the environment.

Next, take the case of underachieving students. In Jones and Myhill’s (2004) fascinating study, when teachers were asked to identify underachieving students in their classes, they identified boys much more than girls. But the researchers found that the boys selected by the teachers were not in fact more likely to be underachieving. How can this discrepancy be explained? According to Jones and Myhill (2004), it is because teachers associate underachievement with behaviours they link to the ‘typical’ boy: disruptive, bored and disengaged. In the teachers’ reality, as girls were generally viewed as keen, hardworking and compliant, they believed girls were engaged and high-achieving; in effect, making underachieving girls “almost invisible” (p. 560). The teachers’ perception of underachievement and their belief in gender norms come together to shape who they perceive as underachieving. The study’s authors argue that in fact “underachievers often have more in common with each other than with those with whom they share a gender” (p. 560). Both groups contain individuals who “disengage persistently, possibly quietly, and those who are loud, disruptive and attention-seeking” (p. 560). In this example, the bodies of thought educators draw upon (i.e. their notion of gender and their set of questionable assumptions and expectations of learning behaviours of that gender) shape their perceptions of reality and their expectations of learners, and therefore the reality they then create through their actions (see also Perander et al., 2020).


Norms

Widely accepted (and often unquestioned) sets of social rules or established behaviours. Norms are the effect of the specific exercise of power. They are often produced through cultural practices and the practices of producing knowledge. Norms change across time and culture.



In the field of education, theory is sometimes denigrated as abstract, irrelevant and a waste of time, while professional experience is viewed as the place of ‘real’ learning. This has produced a mythical binary that students’ university studies are split between the ideas explicated in lectures, readings and assessments, and the practice gained through professional experience in learning centres and schools. Practices are understood here as the organised ways of doing things, such as teaching students. Practice encompasses things that people write, say and do in specific contexts, such as schools. But, as we can see from the above examples, ideas and concepts are not separate from practice. Inherent to practices are thoughts, understandings, rules and reasons (Dean, 1999). These explain and justify why we say and act as we do. Our practices are embedded with theories that reflect certain ways of seeing and explaining the world. Often these are hidden from view, a shadow of our practices. So, rather than there being separate worlds of theory and of practice, they are integrated. Therefore, educators need to engage with theory as a matter of professional responsibility.

Perhaps this requires a specific image of the educator. Educators do not simply implement teaching strategies and methods without thought, like a laboratory technician implementing established procedures and processes. This is, unfortunately, the image conveyed by some politicians who deride theory and simply want educators to teach (often ‘the basics’), without thinking too deeply (thinking can be dangerous!). However, in the dynamic world of teaching and learning, educators constantly employ knowledge and concepts when interpreting and acting on the learning environment. As thinking and practice are integrated, educators must be aware of the theories and thoughts enacted in their practices. Giroux (2002) describes this growing awareness as becoming a transformative intellectual. He writes, “By viewing teachers as intellectuals, we can illuminate the important idea that all human activity involves some form of thinking. No activity, regardless of how routinised it might become, can be abstracted from the functioning of the mind in some capacity” (Giroux, 2002, p. 2).

Becoming a transformative intellectual means engaging with the wider world of ideas, knowledge and theories of our culture, and beyond. As the work of educators involves conveying to the next generation not only bodies of facts and knowledge but also interpretations and theories about the world, Connell (2009, p. 224) argues that educators need “a depth of knowledge about the culture, and a practice of critical analysis” of that culture. Connell (2009, p. 224) makes a crucial point we want you to think carefully about:


Interpreting the world for others, and doing it well, requires not just a skill set but also a knowledge of how interpretation is done, of the cultural field in which it is done, and of the other possibilities of interpretations that surround one’s own.



So, the everyday and commonsense ideas and knowledge that many pre-service educators bring to their university studies will not do. Teacher education courses must provide future educators with a toolkit of concepts and theoretical perspectives for interpreting the world and enacting the complex realities of teaching. In this sense, educators are intellectual workers. This means taking a questioning stance towards standard and normalised ideas and practice, and thinking “critically about education’s relationship to economic, political and cultural power” (Apple, 2004, p. vii). As transformative intellectuals, “teachers must take active responsibility for raising serious questions about what they teach, how they are to teach, and what are the larger goals for which they are striving” (Giroux, 2002, p. 3). This leads to an important question: which concepts, theories and bodies of knowledge are powerful and useful for educators to perceive, interpret and then use to act on the world?

	
Post-structuralist and critical perspectives

The contributors to this book use a range of concepts and ideas to explore the issues of curriculum, teaching and learning from a sociological point of view. In this chapter, we introduce some perspectives and concepts from post-structuralism and critical theory (Davies, 2004; Giroux, 2002; Peters & Burbules, 2003; St Pierre, 2000; Usher & Edwards, 1994).


Post-structuralism

Human experience, knowledge and social structures are viewed as products of history and social practices, and therefore cannot form grounds for knowing the world.




Critical theory

The problems and inequalities of society are largely viewed as stemming from the economic sphere, with the economic organisation of the world (i.e. capitalism) benefiting the most powerful.



As a partial summary, post-structuralism is a movement of thought and practice that emerged in the mid- to late-twentieth century. Broadly speaking, like critical theory, the concepts and ideas of post-structuralism draw attention to the power of the historical, linguistic, social, cultural, economic and political dimensions of life, while complicating those very categories. Post-structuralism rejects explanations of the world based on the grand social theories, fixed structures and hierarchies, essentialism and universal truths that defined European scientific and humanistic thought up to the twentieth century. It questions the notion that the meaning of things resides ‘in’ things, and challenges the assumption that knowledge and language can directly represent reality. For example, it interrogates artificial binary oppositions created by humans (e.g. nature/culture, male/female) and their historical legacies, and how these binary categories shape and limit the world we see and create. Post-structuralism views power as a key driver of how humans think, how we organise the world and the type of humans we become. In education, these theories bring together the bigger picture and the local everyday practices of education—to make visible how power shapes and comes to define the thinkable, the sayable and the do-able around teaching, learning and the organisation of education. Post-structuralism and critical theory upend many traditional assumptions around educational practice, questioning that which is generally accepted as ‘truth’, ‘natural’, ‘normal’ and ‘self-evident’ (Peters & Burbules, 2003).

To assist you in thinking critically by developing post-structuralist and critical perspectives, the following section explores concepts found in the scholarly work of post-structuralists and critical theorists. It is not possible to provide a comprehensive discussion of the knowledge and concepts that underpin post-structuralism and critical theory, and the important differences between them. It is a difficult task anyway because these perspectives resist easy definition, they are not models and they change with time. Nevertheless, we explore concepts and ideas relevant to you as future educators, and embed these concepts in the discussion of real-world phenomena.

Power, discourse and subjectivity

Let’s begin with some challenging new concepts, before making it easier. Once we enter adulthood, we tend to think of ourselves as having a coherent, unified, rational, autonomous and knowable personality—“This is who I am, this defines me, this explains my actions”. Often the self is thought of as an unfolding of an essential nature or quality within us, like one’s biological sex being the essence for who we are and become—“There is something inside me that explains my thoughts and behaviours”. This is a powerful image of the self that encourages each of us to discover who we are, our true self. As timeless as this image of the human seems, it is simply not adequate, considering post-structuralist theories. It does not recognise that our notions of the self, and our sense of who we are as human beings (our subjectivity) are formed through external, entangled and changing social, cultural and political knowledges and practices (Davies, 2008).


Subjectivity

Our personhood, our sense of who we are as human beings; the human self as an effect of changing historical, social, cultural, political and biological relations.



For contemporary cognitive philosopher Daniel Dennett (2003, p. 39), this notion of the Western self, in which it “seems to us as if each of us is a self, a unified rational agent, in control of a body” is a fallacy. He argues, like post-structuralists would, that although “it is almost impossible to talk about human cognition” without invoking the notion of a unified self, in actuality “we are just not that unified”. Any coherence or interiority we may feel as we manage our lives must rather be conceived as a dynamic work of social production and self-creation through the knowledges, norms, practices and techniques of our societies through which individuals come to know, define and relate to themselves and others (Rose, 1996). In short, we are a folding in of the outside, rather than the other way around, as conventional wisdom supposes.

To examine how our human selves, or what philosophers call subjectivities, are formed, Foucault (1972) analysed the many historical discourses of the self. For Foucault and other post-structuralists, the term ‘discourses’ refers to specific bodies of knowledge with their own truths, concepts, assumptions, explanations, rules and social practices (Bacchi & Bonham, 2014). These bodies of knowledge, for example the discipline of psychology, are powerful discourses in our society because they act as rules that shape what is thinkable, sayable and doable (and by whom) in specific contexts. Discourse analysis (e.g. analysis of speech, documents) investigates how our selves (e.g. teacher, student, parent, child, woman) are constituted (made and understood) through certain ways of knowing or through bodies of knowledge (linked to practices), and therefore how knowledge functions as a vehicle of power in forming ourselves. Discourse analysis makes visible how we have come to be, and think of ourselves as, certain kinds of persons at specific times and in specific places.


Discourse

Socially constructed bodies of knowledge with their specific truths, concepts, assumptions, explanations and practices (e.g. discourses of economics, psychiatry). Discourses are knowledge formations that do not reflect but in fact constitute (make) the objects of which they speak (e.g. the object of self-esteem), and thereby shape how we make meaning and act in the world.




Power

To exercise power is to affect someone or something, or to create an effect, a change, a behaviour, a concept. Foucault’s understanding of power is that power is not something held by a person, organisation or social body (people do not ‘have’ power); it exists in relationships and is exercised through society at the micro-level, in the networks of everyday relations.




Ask yourself


•What kind of educator do you want to be? Where do your ideas about teaching come from?

•How might your assumptions and expectations of teaching be shaped by the culture and your personal history?





Let us illustrate these ideas using the insights of Gabbie Stroud (2016), writing for the Griffith Review of her teaching experiences in a small, rural Australian town. Stroud (2016) begins with a description of the students in her class, all aged around six. There is Saran, who speaks an Indian language at home and whose older sister must translate the teacher’s comments to his mother at the parent–teacher interview. There is Jaymez, who “should have been to preschool”, “should attend school more often than he does” and is “tightly loved by his lonely single mum who keeps him home for company” (p. 228). Then there is Trudy, whose parents are separating: “I can feel Trudy’s confidence slipping away as the ground shifts beneath her dancing feet”. Taylah is a concern:


[She] is still four; immature, too young, not ready. Her speech is awkward, babyish and she can’t make all the sounds. She looks dirty and she’s always hungry—our classroom food bowl is really just for her. Her mum avoids me, waits outside the school gates, doesn’t talk to other parents (p. 228).



There is Taylor, who has autism and proactive parents, and Ray who is six-and-a-half:


He likes holding up the extra half finger to show me. I am not meant to, but I wrap my fingers around his and watch how Ray’s dark skin contrasts against my white pallor. He told me once he doesn’t want to be Koori anymore (p. 229).



Stroud paints a picture of the rich diversity of backgrounds and circumstances of her students, which recalls Malaguzzi’s (1994) description of children: “You never come in an isolated way; you always come with pieces of the world attached to you … you can never think of the child in the abstract”. Stroud cares for her students, and her pleasure of teaching shines through her writing: “We feast on the stories together … they come to love the taste of reading, the flavor it adds to their life … Their eyes sparkle when they realize they can read, when they realize they can nourish themselves” (2016, pp. 229–230). But Stroud’s description also speaks of the complexity of being a teacher in Australia today, one that those outside the profession (especially politicians and policy-makers) only dimly grasp as they create policies for teachers to implement and obey.

This is highlighted by Stroud when she describes how, one Thursday afternoon in November, her tiredness and stress reached its limits. She describes desperately attempting to complete one-on-one end-of-year testing of her students, amid a cacophony of noises and the swirl of movement of her restless students. The pressure and demands of the job, which chases so many out of the profession, caught up with her. As she tested her least able student, the assistant principal entered the room and said, “I need your assessment results. Canberra just rang asking why our data isn’t entered”. Stroud’s response? “It was a desperate feeling. A realization. I was trying to do the impossible. I was destined to fail … There was a pain in my chest, my heart clenching and screaming LET ME OUT” (p. 232, original emphasis).

Stroud blames her burnout on government policies:


I was burnt out because successive Australian governments—both left and right—have locked Australian education into the original model of schooling first established during the industrial revolution. Each decision made keeps us stuck in an archaic learn-to-work model, now complete with ongoing mandatory assessment of our students’ likely productivity and economic potential (2016, p. 233).



This is a familiar criticism of education in Australia and abroad. Education policies over the past couple of decades have been driven by the discourses of testing, accountability (or holding schools and teachers to account) and performance. Remember, ‘discourses’ here refers to specific bodies of knowledge with their own truths, concepts, assumptions, explanations, rules and practices that shape how people make sense of the world. In the case described by Stroud, discourses of teacher accountability and school performance mean that the language, concepts and practices of accountability and test-based performance dominate policy-making and thinking and action in education, like the use of NAPLAN and the My School website (Lingard et al., 2016). Politicians typically subscribe to the discourses of accountability and performance, and therefore consider that improving the outputs of education simply requires more accountability; that is, more testing, more standards, more benchmarks, more teacher appraisals.

As Stroud (2016) points out, the power of the discourses of accountability and performance means subordinating children’s experience of schooling to national testing of their literacy and numeracy (e.g. NAPLAN). But national testing and the reporting of the results through the My School (myschool.edu.au) website and to parents puts pressure on schools and teachers to improve performance in what is measured by the tests. Schools and teachers have responded in predictable ways. The curriculum experiences of children and young people is narrowed as principals encourage or force teachers to ‘teach to the test’ (Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013). Standardised curriculum also means less responsiveness to the local needs and interests of students, especially underachieving students (Comber & Nixon, 2009). Teaching strategies have also narrowed, with teacher-centred approaches, worksheets and tests being favoured. The effects of this new regime on learners are concerning. Howell (2016) reports that many children experience the NAPLAN test as high-stakes, with one Year 3 child commenting: “During NAPLAN week I felt nervous. I thought I would get bad scores. My scores would be so bad that everyone else got better scores than me and I would have to repeat Year 3 until I got better scores” (p. 169). An effect of the discourse of accountability is that education is valued in terms of demonstrating ‘results’, and learning becomes synonymous with testing. The danger here is that we end up valuing what is measured, rather than measuring what we value (Biesta, 2010).

From a post-structuralist perspective, the testing described by Stroud does more than simply test children. Imposing testing regimes on schools encourages teachers to speak and think the discourses of accountability and performance, as if this is the correct way to think about and ‘do’ education. Thus, testing does not simply change what people as educators do, it changes who they are (Ball, 2003, 2015). This issue is explored in Chapter 17. By being positioned or positioning oneself within these discourses, the identity or subjectivity of teachers changes: they speak a new vocabulary (language) and use new bodies of knowledge and concepts to make sense of themselves and their work; consequently, they conduct themselves differently. Their sense of self changes, and new notions and practices of teaching are adopted. In this way, we see how our innovative notion of power operates upon the daily practices of teachers. Stroud identifies this change:


I’m rarely required to ‘teach’ anymore. Apparently I’m more valuable as an assessor, an examiner, a data collector. I have had to dull my once-engaging lesson sequences. Now I must begin by planning the assessment, consider how students will show what they’ve learnt and pre-determine what they are going to learn. Nothing can be left to chance. It is mechanical and rigid and driven. Brightly coloured spontaneity fortified with professional judgment has been replaced with black-and-white standardisation and a judicious critique of every child’s work (2016, p. 234).




Language

It is often thought of as a mirror of the world, a way to represent the world, but language cannot do this because it is created by humans from our perspective of the world. Language is less a mirror and more a tool for creating and changing the world. Language speaks the world into existence.



Importantly, we want stress that educators are not simply passive sponges. They can struggle against the dominant discourses of a particular time. They can situate themselves in different discourses that have different ideas and practices around education (e.g. discourses that put the needs of learners first). But if a teacher wishes to speak and act a different discourse of teaching and learning (i.e. be the kind of teacher who does not subscribe to the ideas and practices of testing and top-down accountability), then they risk being labelled ‘unprofessional’. This is because “once a discourse becomes ‘normal’ and ‘natural’, it is difficult to think and act outside it. Within the rules of a discourse, it makes sense to say only certain things” (St Pierre, 2000, p. 486). This is Stroud’s experience: “In my last months as a teacher, I had become scared. I was scared of teaching outside the prescribed model because it may not fit the current trend. I was scared my teaching would be judged critically” (2016, p. 236). Doing and speaking in ways not endorsed by policy or those in authority is like breaking a rule of what can be thought, said and done (discourse); in other words, who you can be and become as a teacher.

This section shows us how post-structuralism uses the notions of discourse and subjectivity to understand the field of education in meaningful ways. We can see, for instance, the extent to which current testing and accountability practices in Australia work by changing teacher subjectivities (i.e. the kind of people we perceive we are and possibilities for choice and action that result). The concept of discourse helps us to see how the field of education is traversed by different sets of ideas, knowledge, explanations and practices that shape how educators make sense of and undertake education (e.g. different discourses of literacy, literacy teaching and behaviour management). When people’s speech and actions are drawn from a particular discourse, we say they ‘take a subject position’; they form themselves into specific kinds of people, like Stroud was encouraged to take a subject position as teacher by being a data collector for standardised testing. This means that when we listen to teachers and education leaders, we do not think about what they say, but who or what is speaking, who or what is shaping their sense of the world. Subjectivity encourages us to understand people not by looking inside them, as if the truth of people is in their minds or biology; it means looking outside the self, to explore interactions between people, discourses and the practices that make us. We fold these external things into ourselves, giving us the appearance and experience of ourselves as coherent and unified: I speak my thought, I choose to act this way, who I am resides within me. But this self is a fiction. Discourse and subjectivity show us that appearances can be deceiving.


Theory in action

Specific discourses around teaching and learning dominate the education system. For Stroud (2016), however, “We cannot forget the art of teaching—without it, schools become factories, students become products and teachers: nothing more than machinery” (pp. 235–236, original emphasis).


1What is meant by “the art of teaching”?

2How does thinking about teaching as an ‘art’ challenge dominant discourses of teaching? What might it value?





	
Knowledge, power and the official curriculum

The ideas and questions raised in the previous section are applicable to the official curriculum. As explored in Chapter 1, the official curriculum is not neutral and value-free but a product of a settlement of various powers. It reflects the knowledge (discourses), experiences, interests and values that people bring to bear on the process of curriculum development. The adage that history books are written by the victors is also true of the official curriculum—although contested, the official curriculum reflects to a large extent the worldviews of those with social and political power. Apple (2004) explains that the official curriculum is shaped by the ideologies of the powerful, and therefore reflects what some critical theorists have called the dominant culture.


Ideology

A system or set of ideas and beliefs that justify specific political and social arrangements.



An example of this ideological struggle is the 2014 review of the Australian Curriculum. After years of extensive consultation, with its implementation only just commencing, the Australian Curriculum was subject to an independent review following the Liberal–National Party Coalition victory at the 2013 federal election. The new Federal Education Minister, Christopher Pyne, launched a review into the coverage and putative bias of the Australian Curriculum. The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) board’s Chair, Professor Barry McGaw, defended the curriculum, stating that “the authority had used a ‘rigorous, national process’ that had produced a high-quality curriculum” (Marshall & Preiss, 2014, para. 12). Indeed, the Australian Curriculum had been agreed to by all state and territory education ministers. Despite this, in an opinion piece written for a major newspaper, Pyne pointed to the History curriculum as an example of ideological bias: “concerns have been raised about the History curriculum not recognising the legacy of Western civilisation and not giving important events in Australia’s history and culture the prominence they deserve, such as Anzac Day” (Ireland, 2014, para. 5). The History curriculum has long been debated, especially among politicians and media commentators who have sought to foist Western, imperialist, jingoistic and benign interpretations of history on the nation’s school students (Parkes, 2007; Taylor, 2014).

Although the history curriculum had become a lightning rod issue for critics of the Australian Curriculum, the scope of the curriculum review was much broader than the History curriculum. The political and ideological dimension of the review was barely concealed. The appointment of Kevin Donnelly as a lead reviewer raised eyebrows. According to the Australian Education Union (AEU):


Mr Donnelly is a supporter of corporal punishment in schools, and is on the record as expressing racist and homophobic views. He has also worked as a consultant for tobacco company Philip Morris, producing materials to be used in schools … He is a former Liberal Party staffer with a strong political bias (AEU, 2014, para. 4).



For many, the review was not a genuine attempt to fix what might be inadequate about the curriculum, but an exercise in realigning key aspects of the national curriculum with the ideologies of the prevailing conservative government. The Opposition’s education spokesperson commented: “States and territories—Liberal and Labor—have agreed to an independent board to set curriculum. But today, Christopher Pyne is threatening to take us backward by making this more about politics and less about learning” (Ireland, 2014, para. 16). The review attracted further controversy in October 2014 when Professor Barry Spurr, a consultant chosen to review the English curriculum, was drawn into an imbroglio over racist emails sent from his work email account (Bagshaw, 2014). In those emails he “apparently reminisced about the 1950s, when there weren’t so many ‘bogans’, ‘fatsoes’, ‘Mussies’ and ‘Chinky-poos’ around” (Hall, 2014, para. 3). Spurr subsequently resigned from his appointment at the University of Sydney, but not before submitting his review to the inquiry. In what could be interpreted as asserting Western European cultural supremacy in the curriculum, Spurr wanted greater emphasis on teaching the Western literary canon (i.e. British literature), criticised reading for enjoyment and criticised using Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander literature to connect the curriculum with students’ lives (Donnelly & Wiltshire, 2014). Here you can see that the official curriculum is a highly sensitive political area, often contested according to political ideologies.

These contests are typically framed by the official curriculum’s nation-building role. The official curriculum maintains and transmits specific competencies, knowledge and history of our national culture, such as the teaching of specific literature and historical events, and therefore it works to maintain specific social arrangements. This is where the concept of subjectivity is helpful once more—the official curriculum forms national citizens with specific competencies and understandings that help achieve political and national objectives, such as creating a coherent national identity or creating productive workers. And here we touch on an important trend in education and curriculum today: using the official curriculum to achieve the economic objectives envisioned by politicians and policy-makers.

As Glenn C. Savage explains in Chapter 6, schooling is treated as a tool for producing productive and employable citizens of the future. In this economic discourse of education, young people are to be equipped with the skills and knowledge deemed necessary for them to contribute to the economy. School education has an increasingly narrow economic purpose, with knowledge of the official curriculum tying citizens to the economic project of the nation state and its governments. For example, Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) education is emphasised today because it supposedly helps build a knowledge economy through high-level skills, knowledge and technical innovation. This is what many people term an instrumentalist curriculum, where the curriculum is an instrument to achieve pre-determined economic ends. Whereas a broad, holistic and comprehensive curriculum is responsive to learners and local contexts, an instrumental curriculum narrows learning, which is a risk when politics and government are involved in learning. An instrumentalist curriculum alienates learners from the processes of their learning, with value no longer given to learning for the sake of learning, or to learning to better know the world or to learning to achieve a common good (for more, watch this presentation by Sir Ken Robinson, https://www.ted.com/talks/sir_ken_robinson_changing_education_paradigms).

	
Knowledge, truth claims and experts

Educators use knowledge. They draw heavily upon the knowledge developed in human and social science research to guide their teaching and curriculum choices. Knowledge from psychology, for instance, is taught in teacher education courses at universities. Teacher education students learn about the psychology of the child and childhood, the cognitive, social and emotional development of the child, and theories of learning from the perspective of psychology. Of course, in their learning centres and classrooms teachers use knowledge from elsewhere, such as knowledge of subject areas, how people learn and how to best teach for specific learners and contexts. Being an educator is partly about learning and embodying this professional knowledge. But educators should develop a critical stance towards the knowledge and theories they possess, learn and use. This is because knowledge and truths about the world do not come to us untainted; they come through our culture with its biases, prejudices and relations of power. We explore this idea using a seemingly anachronistic topic: left-handedness.

When the father of Brad (one of the authors) attended school in the 1950s and 1960s, he was discouraged from his natural preference of using his left hand to write. At the time, many people regarded left-handedness as simply wrong. Indeed, children were sometimes physically punished for writing with their left hand. Stories of nuns tying children’s left hands behind their backs to discourage the habit are not uncommon. In The left stuff: How the left-handed survived and thrived in a right-handed world, Melissa Roth notes:


Few biases have survived as much history and crossed as many boundaries as those against the left hand. From the Bible to the Koran, from primitive tribes to advanced civilizations, from the dawn of recorded history to twenty-first-century American parents, fear and suspicion of the sinister side is so deeply ingrained few even notice its existence. It has been held up as a symbol of awkwardness, disobedience, even evil, and for centuries, few who preferred to use their left hand dared admit it (2005, p. 16).



What is interesting for this chapter is how these cultural biases made their way into supposedly neutral and unbiased scientific research. Many scientific studies in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries associated left-handedness with disorders of the brain and concluded that left-handedness was overrepresented in ‘defective’ populations. Being left-handed meant you were a certain ‘kind’ of person. Relatively recently, in 1993, Stanley Coren published The left-hander syndrome: The causes and consequences of left-handedness. He characterises left-handedness as an undesirable deviation from the right-handed norm. Using scientific research, including that conducted by neuroscientists, Coren popularises “a theory that left-handedness was a sign of an underlying ‘syndrome’, a red flag for a kind of early brain damage that pre-disposes a person to a palette of problems that could surface throughout his or her life” (cited in Roth, 2005, p. 16). The left-handed are regarded as “brain-damaged righties” (Roth, 2005, p. 108), and their left-handedness is supposedly due to genetic inheritance, oxygen deficiency during pregnancy or birth, and sex-hormone imbalances during specific stages of pre-natal development.


Ask yourself


•Was there a time when you were made to feel abnormal or as if there was something wrong or different about you? What impact did this have on you?

•Did you question ‘the norm’? Have you ever questioned what the word ‘normal’ actually means when it is applied to human beings?





Suspicious of how these ‘scientific’ findings perpetuate a cultural bias against the left-handed, Roth uses different perspectives and approaches to investigate them. She questions many of the assumptions, research methods and findings that result in the belief that left-handedness is a deficit, pathology or disorder or that it disadvantages an individual. Roth highlights, for instance, how the limited brain-imaging technology of the twentieth century proliferates biases. The right hemisphere of the brain has long been regarded as “‘the brute brain’ performing only low-level functions and taking direction from the ‘major brain,’ or the left hemisphere” (2005, p. 68). As left-handedness is associated with using the right hemisphere of the brain, the studies of the brain and brain imaging contributed to the view that the left-handed were inferior. This view of inferiority, that left-handedness was a negative mutation, led Coren (1993) to claim that left-handers were a dying breed as humans progress (evolve) towards a uniform and advanced design (including right-handedness).

However, advances in brain imaging through fMRIs (functional magnetic resonance imaging) in the late twentieth century began to disrupt our knowledge of the human brain and left-handedness. This technology highlighted the brain’s interconnectedness and the limitations of the popular left-brain, right-brain theory (binary). For example, fMRIs showed that complex tasks were not simply reserved for the left hemisphere of the brain, as once thought. Further, they challenged the measure or definition of handedness. Scans showed that people thought to be right-handed (because they used their right hand for tasks such as writing or throwing) were in fact left-handed, because brain activity was unexpectedly detected in right parts of the brain when undertaking tasks with their right hand. While research dispelled the myth that right-handers are left-brain dominant and vice versa, it also complicated the measure used to categorise people as left- or right-handed. Is handedness defined by the hand you use for writing, the hand you use for most tasks, your preference, or the location of brain activity when undertaking specific tasks? Roth concludes that left-handedness is merely a natural variation of the population, is not associated with any disorders and it may have advantages.

Although the topic of left-handedness appears idiosyncratic, there is a lesson here for us. Roth (2005) illustrates how a long-standing cultural prejudice was enacted in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries through the truth-making expertise of the human and social sciences (i.e. psychology, neuroscience). Based on cultural bias, left-handedness was turned into an object of investigation—not only of its causes, but also in relation to its effects on reading, writing and cognitive ability. Often, these scientific inquiries used and reinforced scientific, cultural and moral assumptions about humans, such as the normalcy of right-handedness, the inferiority of the left-handed, and the belief in a left-brain, right-brain distinction and hierarchy. This supports Fausto-Stirling’s (2000) insightful observation that “scientists do not simply read nature to find truths to apply in the social world. Instead, they use truths taken from our social relationships to structure, read, and interpret the natural” (p. 115). So, instead of overcoming irrational prejudice against the left-handed, scientific inquiry entrenched the prejudice by giving it the status of truth.

This status is derived partly because we live in a culture that places the sciences on a pedestal, as the correct way to know the world and its truths. Foucault (1980) calls the Western sciences a regime of truth—this refers to how, rightly or wrongly, at specific times certain people and knowledge attain the authority to make and speak truths (today those people could include economists and psychologists). The scientific methods and instruments that describe the world and humans are trusted to provide direct access to reality and its ‘truths’. Our point is not that science and experts should be disregarded, but that an uncritical use of scientific expertise and knowledge can diminish alternative and legitimate understandings of the world. Science, like all other human endeavours, is subject to the forces of history, culture and politics. The left-handedness issue illustrates that the knowledge and truth claims of teachers’ professional knowledge, especially those related to human and social life, must be approached with caution. What other examples of problematic knowledge and truths might be used by teachers? Consider the next Theory in action box.


Theory in action

Written in 1983, Howard Gardner’s Frames of mind: The theory of multiple intelligences proposes a theory of multiple intelligences in response to the perceived narrow focus on IQ tests as a measure of intelligence. Gardner proposes that rather than possessing a single general intelligence, individuals have multiple and distinct forms of intelligence. These include linguistic/verbal, logical/mathematical, musical, spatial, interpersonal, intra-personal, naturalistic and bodily-kinesthetic intelligences. Gardner’s theory has been very popular with educators; however, there is little scientific evidence that supports it (Klein, 1997; Waterhouse, 2006).

The theory has been criticised for its use of the concept of intelligence and the vague definitions of specific intelligences. There is no evidence that validates the existence of Gardner’s intelligences, and some authors characterise these as nothing more than skills or abilities. When examined, these intelligences are not separate or distinct as Gardner’s theory asserts. They overlap, and this indicates there is a general mental ability that influences specific abilities. Waterhouse (2006, p. 253) writes that despite the lack of supporting evidence, multiple intelligence theory has “wide currency and, unfortunately, may continue to be applied in education because [it tells] ‘good news’ stories”.


1What do you know of multiple intelligences? What is your opinion of the theory?

2Why might the theory of multiple intelligences be supported by many educators despite questions about its validity and claims?

3How can educators know whether the knowledge they have access to is true?

4There is a popular belief that people may be categorised as either ‘left-brained’ or ‘right-brained’. Left-brained people are supposedly logical and analytical, and right-brained people are supposedly creative and subjective. What evidence is there to disprove this simplistic binary categorisation of people?





	
	
Critical pedagogies

The above sections have explored theory, how power and discourse shape the kind of people we become and the world we create, how knowledge and power shape the official curriculum, and how the truth claims of experts and authorities should be interpreted critically. So, what might it mean to think and act critically in education? To answer this, we must go beyond the notion of critical thinking often outlined in policy and curriculum documents—where critical thinking is logical thinking and problem-solving. Instead, the critical thinking of post-structuralism and critical theory relates to understanding the workings of power and society. It is about examining the purported naturalness and self-evidence of how humans think about and organise life and society (and education). It seeks to transform political and cultural structures and systems where the exercise of power results in disempowerment, oppression and marginalisation.

Teaching that adopts this perspective is referred to as critical pedagogy. As Giroux (2002, 2016) explains, critical pedagogy is a way of thinking and doing education. It contests the assumption that formal education and the outcomes it produces are value-free and politically neutral, and that teacher pedagogies are simply a set of value-free and politically neutral skills, techniques and methods. These assumptions disguise how power is exercised through formal education and its curriculum, pedagogies and assessments. Although political authorities might want you to ignore this fact, education systems work in concert with powerful political, economic and social forces in ways that often disempower, silence and indoctrinate many young people through an education that is imposed from above, repressive, mind-numbing and focused on control and submission to authority rather than on questioning it (Giroux, 2016). Influenced by Freire’s (1996) classic Pedagogy of the oppressed, critical pedagogy views formal education as inherently political and therefore a necessary site of struggle over the meanings of the world, the people we become and the society we create (see Chapter 13 on the critically reflective teacher).

A critical pedagogy “works to illuminate the relationships among knowledge, authority and power” (Giroux, 2016, p. 365). It does this by giving learners the opportunity to question, criticise, contribute to and transform official knowledge—learners are knowledge producers rather than simply knowledge receivers. Critical pedagogy values and uses the knowledge and experiences of students and their communities, and foregrounds different ways of knowing and being in the world. It connects learning to the lives and communities of learners, so curriculum is negotiated with learners rather than imposed. It brings social and systemic issues into the classroom by raising topics of justice, values, ethics, discrimination, equality, politics and power. It brings silenced voices, stories and knowledge into classroom learning. It encourages the use of democratic and collaborative practices and cultivates a hopeful democratic citizenship of young people “who are informed, politically aware, and willing to produce a culture with the habits and sensibilities that keep a democracy alive” (Giroux, 2021, p. xviii). This is important, given that a recent survey in the US found “70% of millennials do not think it is essential to live in a country governed by democratic rule of law” (Westheimer, 2019, p. 4). Critical pedagogy uses teaching not to train young people into the status quo, but to transform education, address inequalities and invigorate democracy in the face of self-interested individualism, corporate greed and political authoritarianism.


Theory in action

At the start of this chapter, we explained why theory was important in understanding how educators view the world—our theories inform how we interpret teaching and learning. A toolkit of critical concepts helps you build a sociological point of view of your practices as an educator. We encourage you to use these concepts in the following exercise.

Imagine you could see into a school classroom or early learning centre in the middle of a learning experience. What might you see occurring? What are the learners saying and doing? What is the educator saying and doing? How is the room arranged? What might this singular, specific perspective tell you about how education happens?

The answers are certainly important, as there is much to be learnt about education by taking a micro viewpoint. Yet this is not the full picture.

Now imagine that you can peer into 100 learning experiences occurring at the same time across the country. What kinds of similarities and patterns might be present? What differences would you notice? Why are the learners and educators doing and saying certain things? Why are the learning spaces arranged in certain ways? What might this perspective of multiplicity tell you about how education happens?

Using the concepts and ideas from this chapter, you might see the invisible webs of knowledge, language and ideology that power these interactions. These events are not neutral; rather, they are products of our history, culture and particular political programs and subject positions. Taking such a macro viewpoint helps you develop a critical approach to the profession as you learn to ‘see far and wide’ as an educator. This perspective is one that you must work to cultivate, as it is easy to get lost in your own singular, narrow viewpoint. We urge you to take in this wider and meaningful view.



	
Conclusion

This chapter has argued that theory is crucial to how educators think about and enact their practices. The chapter introduced some key concepts of post-structuralism and critical theory, which can be used to know and engage with education. Along with critical theory, post-structuralism exhorts us to recognise the social, cultural and political relations that make up our world and our knowledge of it. Knowledge is not a neutral set of facts, but is shaped by power, and its power is evident in its effects: to change the world, to change people, to create categories, to normalise, to regulate, to inspire, to harm, to organise and so on. Formal education is an institution through which power circulates, especially through knowledge, in ways that shape educators, learners, curriculum and pedagogy. Our examples illustrate how this can be a problem. Critical pedagogy attempts to realise the democratic and socially transformative potential of education.


Questions and activities


1Find some new and old curriculum documents used in Australia. How do they differ? Is there evidence of shifting priorities of governments? Is there any evidence of changing norms and values? What role might educators have in contributing to change?

2Read the following 2016 news article about ‘learning styles’, which many educators believe to be truthful knowledge about learners and learning: Students taught pseudo-scientific “rubbish”, experts warn (https://www.smh.com.au/national/students-taught-pseudo-scientific-rubbish-experts-warn-20160804-gql9v1.html).


aWhat does ‘pseudo-science’ mean? Why is ‘learning styles’ research called ‘pseudo-science’?

bWhat are the arguments against ‘learning styles’?

cCan you think of other examples of pseudo-science in education?



3Watch Henry Giroux talking about education today at https://youtu.be/LCMXKt5vRQk.


aWhy does Giroux view agency as so important to school education? Do you agree?

bWhy does a critical perspective view the hidden curriculum of many schools as silencing and repressing young people?







	

Key further readings and resources

Foucault, M. (1977). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison. Penguin Books.

This text examines the link between knowledge and power. It examines the emergence of the modern prison, and includes a chapter on schools.

Heggie, V. (2015). Nature and sex redefined: We have never been binary. The Guardian. 

This article discusses the inaccuracy of the idea of two sexes. It describes the consensus among biologists that this binary way of thinking is outdated.

Post-structuralism (n.d.). In Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/post-structuralism

This Wikipedia page provides more information on the key ideas and theorists of post-structuralism.

Watson, H. & Chambers, D.W. (2009). Singing the land, signing the land. http://singing.indigenousknowledge.org

This website offers an insight into Australian Aboriginal knowledge and modes of thought, especially of nature. It focuses principally on the Yolngu people of Arnhem Land.
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People should be free to be who they want to be. But can people only be free because of institutions like schools?





Introduction

We often confuse education with schooling. Put simply, schooling is a formal way of educating children and young people in preschools and schools. Schooling usually involves teachers instructing students in a formal curriculum or syllabus comprising distinct subjects. But you can also be educated without formal arrangements, such as by reading books and learning from experience. This is sometimes referred to as autodidact or self-education (i.e. without formal education). In fact, we must remember that going to school and preschool is a modern idea; 200 years ago, just a select few had this opportunity. It is only more recently that schooling became an almost natural part of children’s lives. This chapter explores the history of schooling and how schools and preschools work as institutions that powerfully shape learning and young people. We invite you to locate yourselves as educators in the context of this history of schooling, and to consider how this history shapes what it means to be educated, to educate and how to educate.

The chapter describes a few perspectives on the historical development of mass schooling and its relationship to childhood. It then gives examples of specific practices through which schools and preschools regulate children’s lives according to socially and politically desirable skills, knowledge, attributes and values. Why is this important for pre-service educators to know? Because the educator is a vehicle of power that shapes how schooling is experienced by children and young people. What kind of education do you see as worthwhile to provide and have? What kind of education do you aspire to offer? How do you want children and young people to experience their own schooling? How will you regulate or shape learners, or in other words, what kind of power will you exercise over your learners, and with what effect? What kind of educator is it possible for you to become?
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A brief history of schooling: Three perspectives

There is no simple way to understand mass schooling because there is no single interpretation of its history, purpose and practices. The fact that there are different, and often competing, interpretations of mass schooling suggests there is no common agreement about why education exists in the form it does. To develop your historical knowledge of the context of preschooling and schooling (where you will enter as professionals), we sketch three interpretations of the history and purpose of schooling. These are:


•the liberal democratic, which views schooling as a tool for individual self-development and democratic participation;

•the critical, which draws upon critical theory and argues that schools reflect and reproduce the dominant economic and social systems and inequalities of society; and

•the governmental, which views schooling as the regulation and shaping of individuals as national citizens according to prevailing social norms and political objectives.




Practices

What is said, done and thought. A regime of practices is the generally accepted ways in which we speak about and do things such as ‘teaching’ and ‘caring’.




Mass schooling

The emergence of schooling as a means to educate the general population.



Liberal democratic interpretation of schooling

The liberal democratic interpretation of schooling views schools as key institutions that progress individuals towards a freer and more democratic, caring and humane society. Born out of the democratic way of life of Western Europe and North America, schools are places for children to develop to their full potential so that they can fully, with all their competencies, participate in their democracies. Liberal philosophers such as John Dewey (1916) and Amy Gutmann (1987) critique the view that schooling should merely be a tool to achieve specified goals; for example, to produce skilled individuals ready for the job market. They believe education is not a preparation for future living, but itself a part of the process of living. Writing in the early twentieth century, Dewey argued that formal education has an important social role. Believing democratic societies must realise the potential of their members, education is the principal tool for accomplishing this by equipping children with the knowledge and attributes for their meaningful participation in social life. Dewey believed schools do not do this successfully. He became a leading figure in the progressive education movement that promoted experiential learning, a focus on the whole child, and self-development and expression. Gutmann goes further than Dewey by arguing that schools should be organised around the principles of democracy. Gutmann writes that:


… a democratic state recognises the value of political education in predisposing children to accept those ways of life that are consistent with sharing the rights and responsibilities of citizenship in a democratic society. A democratic state is therefore committed to allocating educational authority in such a way as to provide its members with an education adequate to participating in democratic politics, to choosing among (a limited range of) good lives, and to sharing in the several sub-communities, such as families, that impart identity to the lives of its citizens (1987, p. 42).



In this vein of thought, the ‘true’ purpose of mass schooling is to progress our society’s principles of democracy, individualism and individual freedom. This requires that we seize education from the clutches of those who seek to use it for other purposes.


Theory in action

Parramatta Marist High School in Sydney, Australia, introduced project-based learning into Years 9 and 10 to cater for a technology-rich modern learning environment. Look at the school’s website to learn more about this progressive pedagogy and how it manifests in practical terms: https://www.parramarist.catholic.edu.au/Learning/Project-Based-Learning

Progressive educators rail against students’ inactivity in environments where the purpose of education is to pass on knowledge to learners. Child-centred learning turns this model upside down. Dewey (1916) warned that this approach might minimise the focus on the content of teaching and the role of the teacher. He argued for a balance between delivering knowledge and engaging with learners’ interests and their initiatives.


1Discuss in what ways the Parramatta model achieves this balance.

2In this model, who do you think has autonomy over learning? How do you know?

3What is the role of the teacher in this form of teaching and learning?





	
Critical interpretation of schooling

A critical interpretation of schooling takes a somewhat different perspective from the liberal democratic view. It begins with the notion that schools are designed to reproduce the interests, ideologies and worldviews of the economically and politically powerful. Indeed, the emergence and growth of modern schooling with the Industrial Revolution suggests its link to powerful economic interests. Influenced by the writings of Marx and neo-Marxist philosophy, critical theorists such as Apple (1979), Bowles and Gintis (1976), Connell (1982, 1993), Freire (1970) and Giroux (1983) treat education systems in late capitalism as institutions of the middle classes, professionals, the wealthy, corporations and technocrats. While often viewed as value-neutral, the official curriculum, teacher pedagogies and other educational practices assume the knowledge, experiences, expectations, aspirations and outlooks of the dominant culture and dominant groups, such as the privileged elite and middle classes who have always gained the most from schooling. Because those who belong to the lower economic strata (e.g. the lowest paid, those with the least secure work) do not have the social, economic or political resources of the typically white middle and upper classes, nor share their culture, knowledge or interests, they often experience schooling as alienating. They are forced to fit to the system if they are to succeed.


Class/social class

The systematic and dynamic grouping of people with similar financial, social and cultural resources, status and power. Class positions resulting from the unequal distribution of wealth and power shape lifestyles, identities and chances.



The fact that school systems serve the interests of society’s privileged and most powerful is confirmed by the statistics of educational attainment and future occupations. As discussed by Joel Windle in Chapter 7, those with the most economic resources are more likely than those with the least to complete high school, obtain a university degree and work in occupations with higher-than-average incomes. Schools therefore reproduce economic and social privilege and inequality. So, while many assume that schooling success is based on individual merit and personal factors, a critical perspective views an individual’s educational experience and levels of attainment within the wider unequal economic and social relations through which schooling is organised. As schooling works for the already powerful, critical pedagogues work to transform education and empower those who are marginalised and oppressed by the system, such as migrants, non–native-language speakers, Indigenous students and those living in poverty. As outlined in Chapter 2, by exposing and challenging the workings of power, schools can become places of emancipation and empowerment rather than institutions of control.


Power

Exists everywhere and is a dynamic relation exercised between entities, such as people. Power is visible when things are created or change. In our society, knowledge and truth are vehicles of power.



In many ways, the critical and liberal democratic interpretations of schooling chime together in their shared belief that the rightful purpose of education is to educate and empower individuals and communities. Schooling is therefore construed as pivotal to our progression towards a freer and more caring, just and humane society.

In the next section we examine another perspective, which we call the governmental interpretation of schooling. This perspective sees mass schooling as vested with power, from which individuals cannot be freed.


Theory in action

Partly due to the availability of large-scale international achievement comparisons, studies offer a complex picture of the influence on schooling of social and economic relations. Perry and McConney (2013) examine the relationships between school socio-economic status and achievement in mathematics and reading in Canada and Australia. They argue that the overall student socio-economic composition of a school is related to individual students’ achievements. Moreover, the more socially mixed the school, the better the outcomes for all students. Perry and McConney conclude that since there are no qualitative differences between students or educators in the two countries, then “it is more likely that our findings are reflective of differences in the ways in which students are sorted across schools, and the resources that are available to students across different school contexts” (2013, p. 137).

They note that the segregation of students based on their socio-economic backgrounds is less pronounced in Canada than in Australia. In Canada, 60% of students attend a socially mixed school (second only to Finland and Norway), while in Australia only 35% of students attend a socially mixed school—a quite small proportion in comparison to other OECD countries. Moreover, around 55% of students from advantaged socio-economic backgrounds attend a socially advantaged school in Australia, while in Canada the figure is 40%. The authors continue: “This higher level of Australian school segregation is accompanied by PISA [Programme for International Student Assessment] analyses that show that advantaged schools in Australia are more likely to have better educational resources than other schools” (2013, p. 137). The relationship between socially advantaged schools and superior resources is uncommon among the 34 OECD countries that participated in the PISA analyses, with only three countries (Australia, Chile and Mexico) having such a relationship.


1What are your thoughts about Perry and McConney’s conclusions?

2Why is there a high degree of segregation in Australian schools between the economically and socially advantaged and the disadvantaged?

3How might the concentration of these groups in particular schools contribute to educational disadvantage?

4Do these statistics confirm the critical interpretation of schooling, that it reproduces the status quo by serving the interests of the most powerful?





	
Governmental interpretation of schooling

The governmental view of schooling begins with a specific interpretation of its historical emergence. Hunter (1994) argues that mass schooling did not emerge with the second phase of industrialisation (in the mid-nineteenth century), but from northern European (Prussian) religious schools in the early 1700s. Hunter displaces the popular notion that the birth of mass schooling lies in the principles and purposes of freedom, democracy and equality. Rather, he identifies important historical conditions since the mid-1600s that enabled the emergence of mass schooling, or schooling for the masses. First, the birth of today’s modern states establishing mass schooling coincided with the Enlightenment, also known as the Age of Reason, when the absolute rule of European states by monarchies and religious institutions began to wane. Second, the once-accepted power of and rule by churches, religious doctrine and the sovereign monarch (king or queen and aristocracy) became increasingly questioned. From the eighteenth century, with the dissolution of absolutism in Europe, the priorities of the state shifted to the mundane (earthly) and secular issues related to the health, wealth, peace and well-being of the populations within state territories. These extraordinary and important changes over a couple of centuries led to the formation of republics, new democratic forms of rule and institutions, and ‘free’ citizens.


Government

All attempts to govern, regulate or shape the behaviour, interests and aspirations of citizens to specific ends. This is different from ‘the government’, which is the ruling group of people of the state that may change with elections and is composed of selected citizens.




State

A political community based around a common political system or government; a self-governing political entity. Australia is a state.



To govern free people and a territory required another kind of power to replace subservience to the monarch. This form of power emerged in the developing sciences that helped states to better understand and manage their populations. Over the past 300 years, this plethora of non-religious experts, philanthropists, disciplines and bodies of knowledge appeared (e.g. social medicine, statistics, public hygiene and, more recently, economics, educational science, psychology and social work) (Rose, 1999b; Rose & Miller, 2010). The state uses these bodies of knowledge to improve and optimise the life, prosperity, peace and welfare of people and the state generally. For example, innovations such as public health and sewerage systems provided the sanitation that would allow large groups of people to live safely and healthily in population-dense cities. Mass immunisation helped to eradicate contagious diseases. Mass education is a part of this social and political transformation that has helped to create a citizenry able to participate in their society (Donald, 1992).

Religious organisations were the first providers of schooling (individualised home tuition was popular too, especially among the aristocracy), but when states became involved in schooling it expanded to the general population. Historical texts of the 1800s reveal that education was intended by the state to manage the moral and social development of its citizens, using the pastoral practices of the religious schools. Interestingly, many did not have “much interest or faith in schooling as a form of educational provision—attitudes … changed very slowly and only once schools had begun to demonstrate their mastery of disciplinary techniques of managing people” (Deacon, 2006, p. 123). In the mid-1800s in England, Inspector of Schools Joseph Fletcher spoke of the need for a schooling system to develop “physical strength, intellectual vigour and passions and affections” in the young, and to make them “good and wise” (cited in Silver, 1994, p. 23). The mass schools of the 1800s had the goal of taming “wild human beings” (Hunter, 1994, p. 11). Mass schooling became “a pedagogical machine capable of enclosing the wretched children of Britain’s industrial citizens in morally formative environments” (Hunter, 1994, p. 78). Thus, the beginning of mass schooling was strongly connected to creating moral and productive citizens, as defined by political authorities of the state.

The first preschools emerged as a reaction to industrialisation, to save children from the corrupting effects of polluted and overpopulated cities. Froebel, the German Romantic philosopher who was greatly influenced by Enlightenment ideas (especially Rousseau’s), stood behind the establishment of the first ‘kindergarten’ in Germany in 1837 (the term means ‘children’s garden’, to contrast with the dirty cities). The idea quickly gained popularity and spread over Europe. Froebelien kindergartens aimed to educate free individuals, putting faith in children’s ability to learn through play and activities that they initiated and directed themselves. By the early twentieth century, kindergartens were established around the globe. Kindergartens aimed to get working mothers’ children off the streets and to alleviate destitution in slum areas by providing welfare, but they also set out to moralise young citizens through the development of habits of cleanliness and duty. Kindergartens were provided by philanthropic persons and organisations, mostly women, and despite being organised independently from governments, they still operated to enforce the morals and discipline necessary for the functioning of strong and productive states. Only later did they gain governmental ties, along with state funding, management and regulation. For example, the first major investment into preschools in Australia happened during the 1970s as a result of the feminist movement that sought to enable women’s workforce participation (Brennan, 1994).

School systems and kindergartens addressed delinquency and idleness by countering dangerous and corrupting influences and vices resulting from industrialisation and urbanisation. To teach children responsibility, kindergartens and schools used teachers, timetables, routines, classroom layout, examinations and playtime, and provided moral guidance and skills such as literacy, numeracy and self-reflection. In order to facilitate self-reflection, which is useful in the regulation of each individual’s actions, schools borrowed the pastoral techniques of the Christian churches. Pastoral techniques, expertise and knowledge of child development enabled the moral, physical and social growth of children to be monitored and corrected. Hence, churches “contributed the organising routines, pedagogical practices, personal disciplines, and interpersonal relationships that came to form the core of the modern school” (Hunter, 1994, p. 56).

According to this history, mass schooling develops within the work of Western social and political authorities to govern and discipline citizens (to make them compliant, moral and responsible). Foucault (2008) describes this as biopolitics: a specific form of power, where the population of humans (and their individual and collective biological properties and processes, like birth, death, etc.) become the object of knowing (i.e. the emergence of statistics, medicine) and regulation by states and their governments. Biopolitics intends to strengthen and secure the well-being of the state and its population. It is therefore not surprising that comparisons are made between schools and other institutions that order, confine, control and correct people, such as prisons.


Western/the West

Refers to the location, idea and shared culture (e.g. philosophical, political, economic) of Europe and colonised countries with large European ancestral populations.




Biopolitics

The exercise of a specific form of power, where population of humans (and their individual and collective biological properties and processes, like birth, death, etc.) become the object of knowing (i.e. the emergence of statistics, medicine) and regulation by states and their governments.




Institutions

Organisations or structures that regulate the behaviour of individuals according to specific purposes. Examples include ‘education’ and ‘the family’.



While this comparison to prisons sounds harsh at first reading, when institutions of this kind are ‘thought together’, we can better understand why schools and preschools fail to accomplish the emancipation (i.e. freedom) and social change that many expect of them. That is, schools for the masses cannot be readily turned into tools of emancipation because today’s schooling practices (e.g. observation, examination) exercise power to discipline, self-discipline, order, correct, regulate and normalise (Foucault, 1977). Of course, schools do inspire creativity, inventiveness, critical thought and resistance, and they enable many individuals to overcome their inherited disadvantage. However, as Rose explains:


… alongside education as an equalising apparatus runs another conception of schooling as a socialising and moralising enterprise. For if education was to be a vital apparatus of citizenship, it was never simply because of the intellectual capacities and qualifications conferred. Egalitarianism also encompassed a hope that the educational apparatus would be the means of inculcating the aspirations of citizenship in children—the will, as well as the means, to organise their lives within a project of self-betterment through diligence, application, and commitment to work, family, and society (1999b, p. 192).



So, while schools can contribute to greater social and economic equality, such goals have been constrained by mass schooling’s history as a technology of power, a term Foucault (1977) uses to refer to the calculated shaping of human capabilities and actions to specific ends. This is what schools do. The practices of schools overwhelmingly engender compliance, conformity and homogeneity in accordance with the goals of citizen-formation and nation-building, effectively subordinating the interests of learners to the needs of the education system and the state. In the next section, we explore the principal power-related target of schooling’s techniques and practices: children and young people.


Theory in action

To better understand the role of mass schooling in shaping the knowledge, abilities, personalities, morals, beliefs, values and dispositions of citizens, read the following excerpts from two documents written in different historical eras in Australia. Both offer reform agendas for schooling and preschools. In Australia, education departments and compulsory primary education (from ages six to 13) were established across the states and territories from the late 1800s to the early 1900s.

The first kindergarten opened in 1896 in Sydney and quickly grew in numbers. Lilian de Lissa, a pedagogue from Britain, addressed the opening of the Kindergarten Union in Western Australia in 1911, expressing her views on women’s service and contribution to society, along with a maternalist idea of citizenship:


… dare not let the slum child grow up without care and help. The contagion of disease was not limited to the physical plane, and whenever there was disease, either mental or moral, there must be contagious germs in the community. There was no other way to help but for women to try to clean up the world, as they had for ages to clean their homes. And there was no surer way than to get the children and let them learn right habits and right attitudes. Those ladies present as a national council stood for nationhood. They must not forget that the wealth of the nation was the little children (cited in Millei, 2008).



In comparison, the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Education Council, 2019), which replaces the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young People (MCEETYA, 2008), outlines the current reform agenda for schools and preschools in Australia. The Declaration begins as follows:


Education has the power to transform lives. It supports young people to realise their potential by providing skills they need to participate in the economy and in society, and contributing to every aspect of their well-being … Education plays a vital role in promoting the intellectual, physical, social, emotional, moral, spiritual and aesthetic development and well-being of young Australians and in ensuring the nation’s ongoing economic prosperity and social cohesion (p. 2).



These excerpts show that schooling and preschooling are closely related to the welfare and futures of nation-states. They imply that a strong state depends on the welfare, responsibility and education levels of its people. These in turn improve each individual’s position in society.


1What similarities regarding the ideas about schooling and preschooling are contained in these extracts? What purposes of education and care do they express, and how are these related to the state?

2What are the interests of the state made into the interests of the individual? How?

3Do you think the democratic school movement in Australia breaks these ties? Read about the Australasian Democratic Education Community and its aims and objectives here: http://adec.edu.au/





	
	
Childhood and its regulation through schooling

Mass schooling enabled more children to attend school. The expansion of schools and preschools reflects the increased importance of childhood to nation-states. Through discipline and character formation, schools became the main institution to socialise children. Keeping children out of work and off the streets, the responsibility for raising morally and physically healthy children was no longer left to parents and their communities but shifted to experts (teachers!). In short, the state made its involvement in child-rearing a necessity. These developments were coupled with the emergence of a modern conception of childhood.


Ask yourself


•What are your views of childhood? Where do these ideas come from?

•How do your views differ from past ideas of children and childhood?





The West’s modern conception of childhood (free from work and adult responsibilities) emerged during the Enlightenment period in Western Europe (1630s–1790s). Philippe Ariès, a French historian, was the first researcher to point to the difference in Western concepts of childhood between earlier and modern societies. The roots of more recent ideas about childhood go back to the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In contrast to the religious notion of inborn sin, Rousseau described childhood as a period of innocence and naturalness. He argued that it is society that corrupts children and that they should be valued for themselves. His ideas greatly inspired Froebel and Dewey. During the Industrial Revolution, many working-class children in urban settings worked long hours in factories. They were malnourished and died young. The protectionist and welfare movement at the end of the nineteenth century reinvigorated Rousseau’s ideas, and children’s work became legally controlled (e.g. by the Factory Acts in Victoria). Young children’s place became the school.

Campaigns to establish mass, state-funded schooling were formed in response to the creation of a particular notion of the child. Writing in the US context, Baker (2004) argues that for mass schooling to be widely accepted, our notion of childhood had to change in very specific ways. Childhood had to become a distinct stage of life (different from adulthood), with certain ‘natural’ characteristics that needed schooling:


… segregation of the young from those older and from the family had to seem appropriate, extreme dependence of the younger had to be assumed and enforced, accompanied by an idea of vulnerability, and this had to suggest as a ‘moral necessity’ delay from participation in ‘adult’ life … The very suggestion of such institutions as compulsory day schools required a convenient target called children, who could be seen as empty, only to be filled with attributes that were then argued as natural features in need of organisation, administration and surveillance in institutionalised forms (2004, pp. 11–12).



This image of the socially, emotionally and economically dependent and undeveloped child changed the world, especially the West. Professional expertise regarding the child and childhood were born and proliferated, with child nurses, teachers, psychologists, guidance officers and counsellors and their expert know-how brought into the realm of children’s lives (Rose, 1999a). Using their knowledge and ‘truths’ of childhood, these experts monitored, judged, guided and cared for children, advising parents on preferred child-rearing techniques. So, educators today have inherited a history in which educators were entrusted with the authority to fill the minds of children (with ‘school knowledge’) and secure their natural and moral development.

In debates today about the kind of society we intend to create and live in—or, as others would say, in debates about the future—childhood is located at the cross-section of competing cultural and political projects (Stephens, 1995). School and kindergarten are institutions to perform roles; for example, to cultivate love of your nation or to learn to live in a multicultural and democratic society. Not only are children representatives of the future, but the state’s interest in children has always historically been about a nation’s future. For the state, children represent “investments in future parenthood, economic competitiveness, and a stable democratic order” (Hendrick, 1997, p. 46). In this way, schools teach children to build a future society of some kind (note, however, that it is hard to agree on what this society should look like; is it about economic prosperity or is it about happiness?), to be creative, and to help the economy and save the heating planet with technological innovations. In the present, we regulate their lives so they are prepared for this future: at home we prepare them for preschool, in preschool we prepare them for school and so on. We usually forget to think about what this kind of practice means for children, while they are children. What is their value as children? Are they a part of society now or will they only become members of society and nations when they grow up and become citizens with voting rights? Should they have a say in how society is organised and run today, or should we just put responsibility on them for the future?

During the 1970s, a liberationist movement for childhood emphasised and argued against the ‘oppressed’ nature of childhood and children. People demanded not only welfare and protection rights for children, but also agency rights. In 1989, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (the Convention) was released and almost all countries became signatories. The Convention grants participatory rights to children and questions the conservative system of authority in children’s spaces. It emphasises that children need to be listened to and that action must follow their views. Today, especially in the Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (DEEWR, 2009), children are considered as rights-bearing and competent individuals. In this image, children are knowledgeable about their life and able to make decisions in matters that affect them. In many schools, you can see avenues for children’s participation in decision-making, such as children’s councils or consultation with children; for example, about how to develop the school sites or, in preschools, what toys to purchase. These are typically tokenistic, but they do represent a move towards empowering children in matters relating to their lives. While the principles of the Convention are easy to understand and they make sense, putting them into practice requires the unmaking of old authority structures and reflective work on the part of educators and school administrators.


Theory in action

In Finland, there are many established ways for children to take part in the management and everyday running of schools and municipalities (councils). Municipalities are responsible for the provision of schools and preschools and the management of cities. Children in Finland have Children’s Parliaments, for which they select representatives. All schools have Children School Councils that give advice to the School Councils.

Read the case studies in Child and youth participation in Finland: A Council of Europe policy review (Council of Europe, 2011, pp. 41–47) and use the Child Participation Assessment Tool that has been developed by the Council of Europe (https://www.coe.int/en/web/children/participation).


1How are children viewed differently in Finland from how they are viewed in Australia?

2How is children’s democratic participation facilitated in Finland? How successful might these practices be in Australia?





	
The practices of regulating and forming young citizens

After thinking through different perspectives of schooling, preschooling and childhood, we can conclude that preschools and schools are technologies of power that shape children’s everyday lives. In this section we focus on how children’s lives are shaped and regulated by schooling. There are power relations in operation in schools, such as those between educators and students, that not only make it impossible to act as we wish but also incite us to acquire new habits, beliefs and values, and to accommodate to certain norms. Schools are powerful institutions that draw learners into situations when they might feel empowered and ready to change into a better person, but might at other times feel powerless, coerced or manipulated. Or they might feel that they act freely, only to find out later that they really had no choice. So, how do schools do this? To achieve these effects, power is central. Power is exercised through the practices (e.g. ideas and ideals, expressions and acts) of educators, material objects such as buildings, the organisation of space and time, and policy and curriculum documents.

Curriculum documents

Foucault (2008) calls the fashioning or construction of the individual body into a subject or person subjectivation; for example, becoming a ‘university student’ or a ‘teacher’. Formal education is one tool that shapes our subjecthood, or personhood; it makes us into certain kinds of human. Our family does the same. Formal education shapes us by cultivating in children and young people the knowledge, skills, attributes, morals and dispositions for living in our society. Of course, this process is not simply a matter of ‘giving’ children these things or being shaped by our environment in which the individual is a passive receiver of messages and effects. Rather, individuals also actively fashion themselves into recognisable persons, such as the ‘good student’ or ‘effective teacher’. McCuaig (2012, p. 865) describes this process of subjectivation in schools as a process of cultivating and creating “apprentice citizens”. Danaher et al. (2000) provide an example of how this happens:


Subjectivation

The fashioning of humans into specific kinds of human subjects (subjectivity) through bodily, cultural and social practices and relations. Subjectivation is related to how humans are understood and how they understand themselves.




To be a student at a school or university we must enter into different academic disciplines, and gain certificates and degrees that provide credentials which will help to make us suitable for various jobs. But to be a student is also to make ourselves known to the school system, so it can monitor our progress, pass judgement upon us, and mould our attitudes and behaviours in various ways. In these ways, discipline and knowledge ‘make’ us certain kinds of people (p. 50).



Curriculum documents and their enactment in learning settings is an example of the moulding of children and young people explored by McCuaig (2012). McCuaig investigated how the Health and Physical Education (HPE) curriculum and the Teacher Education curriculum of Queensland changed over time. In the late 1940s, germs and defective genes were a concern of the HPE syllabus and teachers directed their focus on achieving healthy bodies and good health in their students. McCuaig describes how the “teachers’ eyes were to be ever attuned to defects of character, posture and habits emerging within the context of exercises and game play” (2012, p. 867). In the 1950s and 1960s, the focus and ideas underpinning the syllabus changed. Curriculum documents began to express concern for the immaturity of adolescents in their apparently challenging and “dangerous years”, with attention given to “matters concerning a healthy personality, diminishing physical fitness and the rising incidence of drug abuse” (2012, p. 868). As a result, concern for students’ physical capacities was extended to an “imperative for HPE teachers to subjectively measure students’ attitudes, values and beliefs regarding healthy living” (2012, p. 868). The view of young people shifted again in the 1990s as the language of ‘risk’ became more prevalent in society. Young people were now construed as “vulnerable social actors” who are both “‘at-risk’ and ‘risky’ in terms of their threat to the social order and others’ well-being” (2012, p. 869). What is the relevance to educators of McCuaig’s analysis of the HPE curriculum?

On the one hand, McCuaig illustrates how official curriculum documents are artifacts of their times, windows into their worlds. They reflect ways of knowing and seeing the world, children, learning and schooling. Their shifting ideas and priorities result in changes to the priorities and desirable actions of educators. Consequently, curriculum documents reflect how schools and other education institutions address social and political issues by targeting children and young people. On the other hand, curriculum documents do more than represent the world. The curriculum changes the world because it creates new realities; that is, new ways of perceiving and acting in the world. For example, educators create the worlds of these documents by enacting the knowledge, ideas, values and strategies found in them. Educators therefore become the vehicle through which the power of political and social authorities submit children and young people to certain knowledge, ideas and values. Through this process, children’s knowledge, habits, values and forms of personal reflection are shaped around the changing priorities of authorities, including the changing criteria of the ‘normal’ child and young person.


Theory in action

Today it is taken for granted that children go through a phase of being ‘teenagers’, associated with exuberance, being out of bounds and so on. Before the 1920s there was no category or description of ‘teenager’ for a person who was neither a child nor an adult. Read the following:


•The invention of the teenager: www.ushistory.org/us/46c.asp

•A brief history of teenagers: https://www.saturdayeveningpost.com/2018/02/brief-history-teenagers/

•LIFE magazine’s introduction of this new phase in life: https://time.com/3639041/the-invention-of-teenagers-life-and-the-triumph-of-youth-culture/

1To what extent is being and acting as a teenager biologically and culturally determined?

2Do you think being labelled as ‘a teenager’ gives a young person certain freedom to act?

3How does the category of ‘teenager’ legitimate certain avenues to regulate young people’s lives?

4How are young people in Australia today different from young people 100–200 years ago?





	
Monitoring and examining young minds and bodies

Teaching involves surveillance, where surveillance is defined as “supervising, closely observing, watching, threatening to watch or expecting to be watched” (Gore, 1995, p. 169). Practices of surveillance include taking the student roll (register), walking around the classroom observing children, and supervising the playground. Hunter (1994) argues that such practices owe much to the invention of the “gallery classroom”, in which teachers used the technique of surveillance to train children. He writes:


The gallery—a raised stepped platform on which students were seated in rows of desks—is one of those unremarkable improvisations that remain unnoticed in histories of educational ideas … Yet, in permitting for the first time constant eye contact between an entire class and the teacher who stood before it, the gallery was the prototype of the single most important mechanism of the modern school system: the teacher-centred classroom (1994, p. 72).



The teacher supervises and makes judgments about children and young people: about their level of attendance, their behaviour, their achievement of developmental milestones, and what they might and might not know. This is the panopticon at work, as Foucault (1977) put it: surveillance encourages children to regulate their own behaviour, often in anticipation of being watched by the educator. In these situations, learners may find themselves actively constructing “themselves and each other as ‘conscientious’ or ‘slack’ or any number of other student types” (Gore, 1995, p. 170). When people regulate their own behaviour in relation to such practices and their goals, the power of surveillance has done its work.


Ask yourself


•Can you give an example of where you have internalised the rules or norms of your culture, such that these manifest ‘naturally’ in your thoughts, speech and behaviour?





Examinations or tests are another form of supervision used by educators, school systems and governments (Meadmore, 2000). Not unlike the systematic medical examinations that entered Europe through the institution of the hospital in the seventeenth century, these practices of examination have co-evolved with the practices of school and preschool (Deacon, 2006). A key part of the educator’s work is to observe, test, assess, document and report. Academic, health and psychological examinations extract information from children and young people and their bodies—to measure and establish what they know and what they lack, and what they can and can’t do. Educators make judgments about the details of children and young people, such as their eating habits and how they hold their pen to write. Educators cross, tick and number students’ work, and record numbers and comments in databases for the education system. Through this routine supervision, examination, documentation and reporting to authorities, educators compare, rank and judge not only what children and young people know, think, feel and can do, but also what kind of persons they are and should become. In fact, the work of educators is set up for them to make normalising judgments; that is, to judge children and young people according to a standard—the norm (Gore, 1995).

Foucault (1977) makes the following observation about the role of the educator as the judge and proliferator of standards or ‘normality’:


We are in the society of the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the educator-judge, the ‘social worker’-judge; it is on them that the universal reign of the normative is based; and each individual, wherever he may find himself, subjects to it his body, his gestures, his behavior, his aptitudes, his achievements (p. 304).



Subject to teacher judgment, groups of children and young people are compared, ranked and known, and their individuality is made for them. This individuality is defined according to norms of behaviour and aptitude, standardised test benchmarks and expected developmental milestones. Students are divided, sorted into groups, categorised and subjected to correction and special treatments, with the goal of making them better, smarter, healthier—to make them ‘normal’, or tolerable to society.

This process typically ascribes labels to learners. They may be classified or categorised as the good student, the poor student, the gifted and talented, the distracted, the lazy, the unmotivated, the literate, the illiterate, the A student, the underachiever, the failure and the troublesome—what Foucault called dividing practices. In time, the child or young person may resist such labels, or come to describe themselves using similar terms. In the latter case, the student incorrectly accepts that these categories are relevant or meaningful in making sense of themselves among all the other possibilities that might describe who they are. In so doing, they unfortunately judge and shape their individuality according to the standards set by others (i.e. educators, experts, the education system).


Dividing practices

Where individuals are divided and labelled from each other and/or within themselves.




Theory in action

Bush schooling is an alternative to traditional classroom learning. Bush schools share similarities with the Forest Schools movement of northern Europe. Investigate bush and forest schools, beginning with the following resources:


•Siossian, E. (2019). Unique nature primary school ‘pioneers’ new way forward for outdoor education. ABC News, 2 February 2019. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-02-02/the-nature-school-primary-pioneers-outdoor-bush-education/10697332

•Forest School Association (2020). What is a forest school? YouTube video, June 2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8b2vC-ecUuU

•Roberts, A. (Writer) & De Jong, A. (2016). Kids gone wild. SBS On Demand video, 23 February 2016. https://www.sbs.com.au/ondemand/video/628862019760/dateline-23216-kids-gone-wild

1How might the views of the child and childhood that underpin bush and forest schools be different from those found in traditional schools?

2How do the priorities of bush and forest schools differ from those of traditional schools?

3What benefits do bush and forest schools have over the traditional model of schooling?

4How is risk understood and approached in bush and forest schools? What are your thoughts about this?

5Could educators successfully adopt and use the ideas and approaches of bush and forest schools in traditional school education? Explain why or why not.





	
Managing bodies and behaviour

Our discussion thus far has concerned practices, and these involve human bodies. It is the body that performs and is formed from practices in classrooms. We often think of the body as being separate from the mind, a way of thinking we have adopted from René Descartes and his concept of Cartesian dualism, or mind/body. The classical Greek philosopher Plato believed that soul/intellect/mind is different from the body, where the mind and rationality are privileged. Being shaped by these long-standing ways of thinking, we generally think that learning happens in our mind. This explains the emphasis on teaching children and young people to “render their bodies immobile so that the mind can be freed to go about its business” (MacClure, 2016, p. 180).

However, this perspective underestimates the centrality of the body. We learn through our bodies, our thoughts are bodily, and the body facilitates learning. Watkins’ (2011) study shows how children learn bodily practices at home and in school, and how these are productive for their learning. We incorporate in our bodies a certain posture that either facilitates or hinders learning. Think about learning if you have to sit at a desk and focus on reading. Is it difficult to stop fidgeting or thinking of other things? If it is, Watkins might argue that your body might not be well trained for conventional forms of learning. While of course different cultures have different practices around learning, it still seems that in Australia, sitting at a desk is how we go about it. Educators must therefore be mindful of how managing the bodies of learners (i.e. constraining and enabling bodies) influences their learning.

These issues are pertinent when considering behaviour management. An array of practices comprises part of behaviour management in schools and preschools. Discipline is often ranked by teachers as the most serious problem confronting schools, and the one that teachers have most difficulty with over the course of their careers. Further, teachers put great emphasis on keeping control over their classroom, as if behaviour management is one of their most important tasks—possibly even a sign of a good teacher. Think of the commonly used command, ‘Hands on heads’, and the practices of lining students up before entering the classroom, or sitting still quietly before being released at the end of the day. It is as if learning is synonymous with the strict control of learners’ bodies. Although the authors do not necessarily object to these practices, we do believe that educators need to reflect on their use rather than accept them as standard.

In the past, for example, physical punishment was a common practice for those who did not meet a school’s standard of behaviour. Students were caned, pushed and prodded. Today, control and power are still central issues in behaviour management, but professional norms and government legislation mean Australian educators no longer beat their students. However, physical control still happens. The underlying principle of contemporary classroom discipline approaches (covering the whole spectrum from physical punishment to behaviour management and guidance) produces a continuum that ranges from maximum control to maximum freedom. This model includes some theorisation of power that likens behaviour management in education to something of a tug-of-war (Millei, 2005). Porter (2003) argues that in the laissez faire style of management (where students can do whatever they please), students have the greatest personal power and the teacher has relatively low personal power. In the autocratic discipline style, power is located on the teacher’s side and students are relatively powerless. This way of thinking about classroom discipline, as a zero-sum power play between the teacher and students, constructs a particular perspective on classroom discipline and disruption. Ford (2003) explains:


We talk of avoiding ‘power plays’ with students, and we wonder what has happened to the respect that used to be afforded to people in our positions. Generally, we talk about power that establishes the means of controlling the behaviour of others, the ‘right’ to exert such control, and the nature and limit of that ‘right’. Questions of students’ power and their ‘right to exert control’, over themselves and others, have also been given increasing weight in contemporary educational discourses (p. 8).



However, if we agree that power does not reside within or on behalf of people, and accept that it operates in a network-like form between people, we can understand that no matter what happens—no matter who has ‘more’ or ‘less’ power on their ‘behalf’, or how we try to diminish that power—we cannot have a situation in which behaviour management is power-free. It is important for teachers to question disciplinary practices (in addition, we suggest, to other practices too) from the perspective of students’ rights and to consider what those practices mean for children and young people’s citizenship in classrooms, not to mention for their learning (Ford, 2003).

A good way to put this questioning into practice is to imagine whether you would act this way with another adult, or how you would feel if another adult acted this way towards you. You will see that many practices we perform with children and young people, thinking that they are completely justified, suddenly become unacceptable. For example, would you sit your friend on the ‘naughty chair’ if they interrupted your talk or did not stop talking when you told them to? Would you punish your friend for misbehaviour or send them to the boss without explaining and giving them appropriate time to learn the rules first, as teachers often do with first-graders? Would you direct a friend’s body to sit in a particular way or to stop fidgeting? Would you take your friend’s work and show it to others without your friend’s permission? If we look at children and young people from the same perspective as adults, it also becomes more visible that they are not passive in the construction of order in the classroom. They actively cooperate in establishing and maintaining order (Davies, 1983). How we think about managing behaviour is important.

Practices, while often performed without deliberation, are always informed by different philosophical and societal expectations. That is, your practices draw on specific bodies of knowledge (e.g. psychology and public healthcare) that inform both teachers and learners how to be and act in schools and preschools. Whether teaching Mathematics, evaluating students’ work or managing student behaviour, these are established practices that are never neutral or value-free. These practices are always an act of power informed by certain views of the world, learning and learners, and of what is good and beneficial for children and young people. For example, the toilet routine in a preschool utilises knowledge about our bodies, health and hygiene, but also embeds expectations on how to perform these acts in a civilised way fitted to society’s norms. Some educators might let children go to the toilet when they feel like it or need to go. These educators believe that children are competent and free actors, who feel when they need to go and can do so alone. Other educators take children to the toilet in groups because they think that children need guidance or need to learn routine; moreover, that they need adult supervision because they might engage in unhygienic or other acts that threaten themselves or others. Such educators potentially view children as incompetent, naturally corrupt and unable to act on their own, and believe it is the teachers’ role to teach them to behave and make ‘good’ decisions.

As you develop your personal philosophy as an educator (see Chapter 5), you will see how your experiences, the institutions you will work in, and your culturally informed beliefs about children, young people and the world shape your practices. It is important to reflect on these, their relationship to power, and the effects they generate.

	
	
Conclusion

The philosopher Ivan Illich was one of the most famous critics of modern institutions, including the school. He argued that we often mix up education with schooling, and learning with receiving information. As a result, the school stands between knowledge and the learner. For Illich, schools corrupt people instead of facilitating their learning:


Many students, especially those who are poor, intuitively know what the schools do for them. They school them to confuse process and substance. Once these become blurred, a new logic is assumed: the more treatment there is, the better are the results; or, escalation leads to success. The pupil is thereby ‘schooled’ to confuse teaching with learning, grade advancement with education, a diploma with competence, and fluency with the ability to say something new. His imagination is ‘schooled’ to accept service in place of value … Health, learning, dignity, independence, and creative endeavour are defined as little more than the performance of the institutions which claim to serve these ends, and their improvement is made to depend on allocating more resources to the management of hospitals, schools, and other agencies in question (1973, p. 9).



In his powerful critique of schooling, Illich incites us to question the naturalness of going to school, its organisation and operation, and its effects. This chapter has sought to do a similar thing. Our exploration of the history of preschooling and schooling offers insights into why schools might operate in the way Illich describes, and the challenges involved in transforming schooling. Of significance is that mass schooling is involved in the process of forming individuals through powerful practices that educate and train minds and bodies.

As a future educator, you will take your place in an institution where traditions, regulations, norms and practices are formed by historical forces and agendas larger than the learning setting itself. You will therefore be working in a context where the inherited practices and techniques prioritise the needs of the education system and the state, not the learning of the children and young people. In our view, this is unfortunate and needs resisting. Educating is not and never has been a neutral or isolated process—it has always been a question of power and its exercise over others. We suggest that the responsible exercise of power begins with taking nothing for granted, challenging orthodoxies and norms, and creating new lines of thought and action. You can begin by thinking about the following questions. What do you see as the purpose of education and schooling? How should we educate? Who should children and young people become through education? What is your role in this? How will you exercise your power?


Questions and activities


1Investigate the history of childhood. What interesting information can you find?

2Conduct an internet search using the term ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’. To what extent is it possible for formal education to empower individuals and groups? Is the goal of empowerment a hopeless cause?

3Do you think an individual’s ideas and beliefs about the world are set by the time they hit adolescence? Were yours? What role (if any) can educators have in upper primary and secondary schools in shaping the values and beliefs of young people?

4John Dewey once remarked:




I believe that much of present education fails because it neglects [the] fundamental principle of the school as a form of community life. It conceives the school as a place where certain information is to be given, where certain lessons are to be learned, or where certain habits are to be formed (1897, p. 9).



What is the meaning and relevance of Dewey’s quote?


5Describe your ideal ‘school’. How is it an improvement on our current schools?





	

Key further readings and resources

Danaher, G., Webb, J. & Schirato, T. (2000). Understanding Foucault. Allen & Unwin.

This book provides an accessible introduction to the ideas of Michel Foucault, a prominent intellectual associated with post-structuralist thinking.

Danielsson, A. & Mendick, H. (2017). Analysing knowledge and power in the classroom. Social Theory Applied, 29 March 2017. https://socialtheoryapplied.com/2017/03/29/analysing-knowledge-power-classrooms/

This webpage provides an example of how everyday classroom interactions between teachers and students are embedded in relations of power.

Meredyth, D. & Tyler, D. (1993). Child and citizen: Genealogies of schooling and subjectivity. Griffith Institute for Cultural Policy Studies.

This book examines different aspects of the relationship between education and schooling, and its role in the cultivation of citizenship.

Pollard, C. (2019). Explainer: The ideas of Foucault. The Conversation, 27 August 2019. https://theconversation.com/explainer-the-ideas-of-foucault-99758 

This short article provides an overview of some of Foucault’s key ideas.

Vander Schee, C. (2009). Fruit, vegetables, fatness, and Foucault: Governing students and their families though school health policy. Journal of Education Policy, 24(5), 557–574.

This article provides a powerful analysis of how the notion of ‘good health’ is used in a school Healthy Eating program to redefine normality and regulate behaviour.
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	4	Exploring and Embracing Learner Diversity through a Sociological Lens   Christina Gowlett and Richard Niesche







Did you feel your schoolteachers never understood who you were as a person and as a learner? Did you ever want to participate in activities, sports or games, but were not allowed to do so, or were unable to do so due to issues of sex, gender, race, ethnicity or cost? Schools, for the most part, do a wonderful job at educating students and the future leaders of this country. However, schools can also be places where students are misunderstood, silenced and excluded. What’s your experience?





Introduction

Identity is complex, and while we believe people do generally know this, we also think it is sometimes forgotten. For example, bodies ascribed female at birth will experience the world in a multitude of ways, and there will be a huge degree of variance. A variety of factors will shape their lived experiences—geographical location, family influences, income, religion, friendship groups, co-curricular activities, to name just a few. Cultural background and sexuality may also play a part in how these bodies experience the world. Yet, at the same time, there is a propensity for policy-makers to talk about students in homogenising ways. How many times have you seen policy documents refer to ‘girls’, ‘boys’, ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ students, ‘students with disabilities’ or ‘refugees’, for example, as if these groups contain uniformity? Importantly, and conversely, how often do you see the complexity of identity acknowledged within statements about learners? In the first half of this chapter, we explore the complexities associated with who learners are. We intend to do this through the sociological concepts of ‘socialisation’, ‘positionality’ and ‘intersectionality’. At the same time, we illustrate the importance of educators reflecting upon their own lived experiences because these can have a profound influence on how we perceive the actions of learners. In the second half of this chapter, we examine how everyday and seemingly neutral schooling practices and structures across education can serve to exclude, normalise and marginalise students. In Australia, there is increasing diversity in the student population. Students now come from a variety of backgrounds, and what were once considered standard approaches to education can actually serve to exclude some groups of students. With more focus on the performance of Australia’s education system in national and international tests, this underperformance limits the life chances of many students and harms Australia’s international reputation.
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Knowing you and your learners

We have all had experiences. Whether consciously or not, we learn habits, attitudes and beliefs through the people we interact with, the places we inhabit and the social structures we reside within—the experiences that we have. In other words, we have been socialised into conducting ourselves in particular ways. That does not mean that we are determined to keep thinking and acting in those ways. It just means we have been influenced, and continue to be influenced, by our surroundings. Take the simple act of eating. How did you learn to use particular utensils to eat certain foods? Where did you learn that from? Likewise, how did you learn to raise your hand when you want to ask a question in class, but to not do this when at home or with friends? How have you learnt to not wear certain fashion trends anymore? Or where have you learnt to ignore certain fashion trends?

The places/people/influences where socialisation is considered to occur are called “agents of socialisation” (Furze et al., 2015, p. 8). These are places where you spend a lot of time, so perhaps family, friendship groups, community groups, watching TV shows, sporting groups and religious groups. As you can imagine, there can be commonalities across the experiences people have (e.g. learning to raise your hand in class when you want to speak) but also a lot of variances (e.g. expectations around what is considered appropriate behaviour). What we as educators need to be aware of, however, is that socialisation is a huge influence on both learners and on us (i.e. educators). Being aware of it helps to explain how we have come to see things similarly, differently, and everything in between.


Socialisation

The process through which people, whether consciously or unconsciously, learn the habits, attitudes and beliefs of the places and social structures they reside within.




Theory in action

Socialisation is based on the idea that we learn attitudes, ways of behaving and beliefs through the social structures that we reside within and are exposed to (e.g. family, friendship groups, community groups, religion, cultural groups, popular culture groups). In other words, within social structures, there are normative attitudes, behaviours and practices that we learn to take up. Take a moment to think about, and write down:


1The agents of socialisation that have perhaps influenced you and your thinking.

2The messages, ideas, attitudes and practices that you have learnt from these agents of socialisation.



To help see the continuities and discontinuities across people, you may find it helpful to create a set of common questions for everyone in your class to answer.

Keep in mind that people often only ‘see’ their own socialisation when it is challenged by something that is different from their own experience. If you are hanging out with people who all think and see the world in the same way as you, you may be unaware of how you have been socialised.



This activity is aimed at helping you to become more aware that we are all socialised into having certain behaviours, attitudes and beliefs. This applies to both educators and learners. The goal is to see that we all reside in certain social structures (e.g. family), and that these social structures all possess and impress upon individuals certain attitudes, beliefs and practices. Being aware of socialisation is the first step in understanding how we come to be, see and act the way we do.


Social structure

The arrangement of society. It can be thought of as the pattern that exists between people and institutions.



A limitation of socialisation is that it doesn’t capture relations of power that often exist within a social structure (Raskoff, 2010). It doesn’t see that people within the same social structure may be in different positions, and thus have a more nuanced experience of the normative attitudes, beliefs and behaviours within that social structure. Take a family unit, for example. Does everyone have the same experiences within that unit? Often not. A parent or guardian is likely to have more power than a child or animal. Moreover, the assigned sex of the children may impact their experiences. Similarly, the type of animal may enable it to have more attention from family members, and thus shape the family dynamic more. To help capture this layer of complexity, sociologists draw upon the term ‘positionality’. Positionality enables us to see that there are social relations of power at play within social structures. For example, you can belong to the same family, but your position within that family may shape the degree of power and influence you have over what happens within the family. It allows us to see how the experiences which help to shape our attitudes and actions are also infused with power dynamics. Positionality helps us to turn our gaze towards how we, and the people we teach, may have had (and are having) their attitudes, behaviours and beliefs shaped by the positions they inhabit within a social structure—and this can vary greatly. For example, members of the same family unit may experience being in it very differently, based on their position (e.g. daughter, son, uncle, aunt, mother, father, dog and guinea pig, to name but a few common family positions). Why is this important? How does this relate to education? It’s important because it helps us to understand that we bring our own socialisation and positionality with us to preschool and school, as do children and our students, and we need to be cognisant of it.

A third layer of complexity concerning the experiences of ourselves and our students is encapsulated in intersectionality. The idea of intersectionality originated from Kimberlé Crenshaw, law professor at Columbia University and UCLA. It aims to demonstrate how the experiences of people—especially in regard to oppression and privilege—need to be captured in a nuanced way (see Bell 2016 for an easy explanation). In other words, the social categories we belong to (e.g. cultural background) can’t be looked at singularly and simplistically when trying to understand our lived experiences and consequently why we think, feel and act the way we do. Instead, we need to understand the variety of social categories we, or the children and young people we work with, belong to and the positions we and they have held within them, while also considering the location/s we and they reside in. You are not simply sexed, for example, but are also marked by class, sexuality, ethnicity, ability and location, and this is often also shaped by, and shapes, your positionality. This might sound complicated, but it isn’t. It’s simply encapsulating the complexities associated with who we as teachers, and our learners, are.

Why bother knowing about these concepts?

All too often education policy, including curriculum, ignores the issue of learner diversity. Instead, it collapses learners into homogenous categories. For example, policy will talk about ‘best practice’, but fail to contextualise who these practices may not work for. It thereby treats all students as if they come to school with the same life experiences, the same understandings and the same attitudes. Complex issues cannot be solved with simplistic answers. This is the catch-cry of many lecturers within the sociology of education. If there is one message that we desperately want our initial teacher education students to take away with them, it is the importance of seeing and thinking sociologically about preschooling and schooling because this helps us to capture the complexity of learners’ lives, plus our own as educators. It empowers us to not homogenise children and young people into simplistic categories, but to challenge our assumptions about the lives and identities of learners, to not use our lives as the yardstick for understanding and measuring others, and to find contextually relevant responses to education challenges and issues.


Theory in action

Find and look through three to five current school education policies or school curriculum documents relevant to your jurisdiction.


1How are students referred to?

2Is the complexity of who students are, captured in these documents?





	
Sociology helps us to open up how we conceptualise ‘the learner’

The sociological concepts of socialisation, positionality and intersectionality help us to see that who learners are, and who we as educators are, is varied. It’s also changing, based on the experiences and ideas we are perpetually exposed to. Historically, there has been a propensity to position learners within categories, often without any reflection about how those categories have been created, the connotations attached to the categories, or the consequences of this action. For example, the category of ‘disadvantaged’ is often used within education, but what does this mean? What is associated with this category? This is where sociology plays an important role. Gowlett (2011) examined the senior schooling subject selection practices at an outer-metropolitan school in Queensland, Australia that was labelled as disadvantaged. At the time, there was a funding arrangement to help schools identified as disadvantaged to improve their students’ schooling outcomes. It was found that categorising students in this way had quite negative connotations for the way teachers perceived students’ abilities. Students were positioned as deficient, in quite a deterministic way, and were mostly encouraged to select senior subjects that were considered more in alignment with their perceived lower-order skill sets. Even more worryingly, anyone who dared to openly have high aspirations was counselled back into more ‘realistic’ career pathway choices. The assigned sex of students also made the perceived deficits even worse, with bodies assigned female generally being positioned as even less likely to be capable of doing ‘hard’ subjects. We foreground this as an example because it speaks to the same conversations that are happening today, a decade later (Thomson, 2021). Chapter 8 discusses the construction of disadvantage in more detail. Social identity markers, which helps us place people into social categories, need to be understood in a nuanced way. How we come to make sense of social categories is infused with our own experiences—what we have been socialised into thinking and seeing. It is also shaped by our own positionality—how we have experienced social relations of power. Moreover, how social categorisation plays out for individuals is complex because it is impacted by our geographical location and the variety of opportunities we have (and have not) had. As educators, we need to be aware of these complexities because it helps us to create more inclusive educational solutions. Sociology asks us to pause on what we think we know—perhaps what we have been socialised into thinking—and to instead unpack the current moment in more detail. Concepts like socialisation, positionality and intersectionality assist us in seeing complexity with our learners, and this helps us to foster inclusion. Treating everyone the same is not the goal. Treating everyone based on perceived in/abilities is not the goal. Instead, taking a pause to unpack and investigate issues is the goal. By doing that, we can get to know our learners.


Ask yourself


•Reflecting upon your own school experiences, what changes to schools and schooling have occurred between the beginning of your early childhood education and the end of your secondary schooling?





	
	
The politics of schooling and inequality

In Australia, education is seen as one of the most important vehicles by which young people can develop the skills and knowledge to build meaningful careers and prosperous lives. For example, the two main goals for education in Australia, as outlined in the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration, are:



Goal 1: The Australian education system promotes excellence and equity

Goal 2: All young Australians become:


•confident and creative individuals

•successful lifelong learners

•active and informed members of the community (Education Council, 2019, p. 4).







However, we also know that there are large numbers of students not achieving educational success. Formal schooling in Australia is not meeting their needs and in some cases is actually working to further marginalise and disadvantage them. In this section, we highlight which students are missing out, and what circumstances and practices are leading to this educational underperformance. We also wish to emphasise that the notion of meritocracy does not exist, based on the available research and data in Australia, and that factors such as gender and sexuality, race and ethnicity, socio-economic status and class all serve to benefit some students while disadvantaging others. The notion of meritocracy—that people get out of life what they put in—fails to take into account the people who are disenfranchised from society and therefore are behind before they even start. Not everyone is afforded the same opportunities.


Marginalise/marginalisation

Placing people on the periphery because they do not conform to the social norms in operation within a specific context.




Meritocracy

The flawed belief that opportunities and outcomes are based on individual merit alone; the idea that people get out of life what they put in. In other words, if you work hard, then you will reap the rewards. Meritocracy excuses inequalities and privilege.



A key indicator of future prosperity is the completion of Year 12. Figure 4.1 shows there are huge variances in the completion rates of Year 12 or its equivalent, based on factors such as gender, location, socio-economic status, language background and Indigenous status. While this measure is only one indicator, it is an important one for young people’s future careers, health and prosperity, and it is alarming that nearly one-fifth of young Australians have not attained Year 12 or equivalent qualifications. Coupled with the decline in students taking up trades and apprenticeships and the high unemployment rate for young people, this is a disturbing statistic and demonstrates the risk at which many young people are positioned. The statistics are also worrying when accounting for more than one of each factor. For example, Aboriginal males in remote areas have a compounded risk factor in terms of school completion.

Figure 4.1 Completion of Year 12 or equivalent at age 19, by selected background characteristics (%)



[image: img]
Source: Lamb et al. (2020, p. 39)



As well as school completion levels, there are quite significant differences in achievement and performance levels between students from these various backgrounds. The quality of schooling experiences follows similar patterns, with recognised practices of marginalisation, social exclusion experienced by students from low socio-economic backgrounds, students with disabilities, and students from different races and from Indigenous backgrounds, as well as students identifying as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex and queer (LGBTIQ).


Ask yourself


•Looking at Figure 4.1, which factors are most likely to affect whether a student will complete Year 12? Who benefits most from schooling? Who is most disadvantaged?





	
Social class

Social class usually refers to a social hierarchy based on divisions by economic status, power, culture and so on. In the media and popular culture, class is often referred to as a factor that no longer plays a role in disadvantage and participation in educational opportunities and performance. It is common to hear claims that class no longer matters, or that everyone is middle-class and that merit and hard work are how to distinguish yourself from others. However, this is not the case. For example, according to Smyth and Wrigley (2013, p. 15), “class is deeply infused with economic, historical, and political dimensions that operate to create and sustain inequality and how that works educationally”. In other words, the legacies of class are still having profound effects on schooling and are restricting the opportunities and experiences of some groups of students.

It has long been recognised that social class plays a strong role in determining school participation and success (Connell et al., 1982). The result of such divisions leads to greater inequities throughout society. For example, Wyn and White argue, “the particular ways in which ownership, private property, and labour power are institutionalised determine the different positions and capacities of people to marshal economic and political resources in society” (1997, p. 33).

The writings of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu have been a powerful influence on much of the thinking on social class. His concept of cultural capital is a useful way of understanding the attitudes, skills and dispositions that students bring to school. Students from the middle classes are much more likely to bring forms of cultural capital that align with the practices of schools. Students with different forms of cultural capital may experience forms of exclusion and marginalisation, as their values and experiences can go unrecognised by schools.


Cultural capital

The non-financial social assets that people draw upon in order to participate in society and to promote social mobility. Examples include education and possession of dominant cultural knowledges, including styles of speech and dress.




Ask yourself


•What is your social class? How do you know?

•How did your social class affect your experiences of schooling? For example, consider your access to learning resources and whether you had resources (e.g. a desk, a computer) and a home environment that was conducive to study.





	
Socio-economic status and poverty

As discussed in Chapter 7, issues of socio-economic status and poverty are important factors in both the performance and experiences of students at school. There is a very close relationship between class and poverty. It is easy to fall into simplistic assumptions about poverty and poor people through arguments such as poor decisions, lifestyle choices, deficit perspectives (which assume that a problem rests with the individual) and so on. However, these claims fail to acknowledge the systematic practices that can work to exclude, silence and repress certain groups of people based on their material wealth. There is a significant and unacceptable gap between the average achievement of students from low socio-economic status families as a group, and all students. These differences in achievement exist when children begin primary school and continue—and in some cases get wider—throughout secondary school. The differences are also reflected in students’ participation in further education and training. However, it has increasingly been recognised that socio-economic disadvantage should not predetermine the outcomes of schooling for individual students or groups of students. Schooling, even at low-fee government schools, is a huge financial burden on many families. The costs of books, computers, iPads, uniforms, extra-curricular activities and sports are increasingly creating a divide between those who can afford these items and activities and those who cannot. Not being able to afford or participate can result in students feeling excluded or ostracised from their peers.


Ask yourself


•Do you think your teachers considered your background and those of other students in their teaching? If so, in what ways?

•To what extent did your teachers have a deficit view of students?





	
Gender

Gender, the term used for the social construction of sex, is a marker of social inequality in Australia. According to the Australian Human Rights Commission:



•Women and girls make up just over half (50.7%) of the Australian population.

•While women comprise roughly 47% of all employees in Australia, they take home $251.20 less than men each week (full-time adult ordinary time earnings). The national gender ‘pay gap’ is 15.3% and it has remained stuck between 15% and 19% for the past two decades.

•Australian women account for 68% of primary carers for older people and people with a disability.

•In 2017, Australia was ranked 35th on a global index measuring gender equality, slipping from a high point of 15th in 2006 (2018, p. 2).





This snapshot of social statistics at the broader level resonates with research conducted in schools regarding the often gendered and discriminatory beliefs in circulation within schools. By ‘gendered beliefs’ we mean the preconceived ideas pertaining to what is regarded as ‘natural’ for females and males to be interested in, and how they ‘should’ behave, dress, speak and conduct themselves generally.


Theory in action

As teachers, we play a major role in shaping both the intended and the hidden curriculum in schools. How a school is organised sends messages to students; these messages, regardless of intention, transmit clear ideas about what is valued and what is not. Read the two student reflections below, and answer the questions that follow.

Maya


I just made the under 15s national girls’ soccer team. It’s the third year in a row that I’ve played representative soccer. I leave for overseas in a month, but not that it matters to anyone here at my school. In assembly, it is always netball and rugby that receive all the attention. Every week there is a sports report read out at assembly, and every week there is praise given to boys’ rugby and girls’ netball, but very little is said about any other sports. I think that speaks volumes.



Valentina


There is a strict uniform policy at my school. Teachers are particularly strict about the length of girls’ skirts. We are told our skirts must not be above our knees since short skirts invite unwarranted attention. It shouldn’t matter what I’m wearing, let alone how short my skirt is. What I wear doesn’t affect how I think.




1What are the hidden messages being conveyed to Maya and Valentina?

2Reflect upon your own initial teacher education. Are there any hidden messages that you are being encouraged to learn?





Gender discrimination often manifests through the old idea of biological essentialism. Proponents of biological essentialism argue that male and female bodies work differently, thus resulting in differential skill sets, abilities and interests. What this means in terms of schooling is that girls and boys are seen to ‘naturally’ perform differently. Within biological essentialism, males and females are believed to have differing cognitive abilities, consequently construed as determining female and male behaviour. For example, it is ‘normal’ within this biological prism of thinking for males and females to be drawn to different types of subject domains and to have innately different learning styles. Students are seen as being hardwired to act in certain ways, based on their sex. They are consequently positioned as being born with certain predetermined capacities. Brain structure and hormonal composition are often used by biological determinists to explain differences in male and female behaviour. Despite many advances in science and technology, and the opening up of many more ways to do research, biological determinism—now being termed ‘neurosexism’ when used in relation to the brain (Fine, 2011)—somehow manages to keep circulating within the general populace, often with support by the media. For example, the newer notion of brain plasticity sits antagonistically with the idea that brains are hardwired in fixed ways. What other tools and ways of seeing are available to us when it comes to examining gender? Why should we turn to other prisms of thinking? In this section, we employ a sociological approach. We advocate a deconstruction of entrenched societal ideas to explain how certain attitudes serve to normalise some people and behaviours, while simultaneously excluding those who do not conform to those normative ideas and expectations.


Normalise/normalisation

When particular acts and ideas become so entrenched in society that other ways of acting and thinking become abnormal.



Deconstruction starts by analysing the socio-cultural terrain praised within the school—or what well-known feminist theorist Judith Butler (1990) refers to as the rules of intelligibility. The rules of intelligibility are contextual and may vary from place to place. They can also change over time, and so are not necessarily stagnant. The more entrenched the rules are, the more often they tend to linger. Rules of gender intelligibility are the preconceived ideas about appropriate female and male behaviour in operation at the place you are examining. They are contingent and contextual. In other words, rules of intelligibility may differ depending on context and location. Butler (1990) uses the example of a body putting on makeup to help explain how rules of intelligibility operate. If you saw the shadow of someone putting on lipstick, what sex would you likely presume that body to be? Likewise, what sex is a body wearing a skirt often presumed to be? The dominant intelligibility of skirts being aligned with female bodies is broken, however, when you think about Scottish kilts. The contingent and contextual nature of intelligibilities is very important to remember, since they can differ between contexts. Butler uses the example of short hair to explain this. In some countries, such as France, it is very common, even trendy and chic, for females to have short hair. Short hair is therefore not perceived as solely belonging to male bodies. In other countries, short hair may be perceived as a masculine trait, thereby associating it with males. Butler calls this process of categorising people as normal or abnormal performativity. People are performatively categorised when the actions they perform are read against a bank of preconceived intelligibilities about appropriate female and male behaviour, then labelled according to those intelligibilities. Sociology has made a significant contribution to understanding the role schools play in perpetuating gender stereotypes and, importantly, how students experience school when they are categorised as not conforming to the rules of intelligibility in local operation.


Rules of intelligibility

Social norms that become the generally accepted code of thinking and behaving.




Theory in action

Many schools in Australia organise and host a dinner dance, known as a school formal, in students’ last year of senior secondary school. Males often wear dinner suits, while females tend to wear long gowns. It is quite common for a student committee to be in charge of organising the formal, often under the guidance of a staff member. School formals are meant to be a celebration of the end of senior schooling, and are supposed to be fun. However, formals often normalise particular ways of being, thinking and functioning in the world. This is fine for students who conform to the norms, but what about students who do not fit within the normative expectations?


1Read the following extracts from Year 12 students regarding their formal, and identify the normative assumptions that each student is alluding to.




Normative assumptions

Assumptions, beliefs and practices based on an ideal or what is considered normal in society.



Casey


I’m dreading the school formal. My school doesn’t have anything written down officially about who you can take as a partner, but couples are always male/female and that just doesn’t work for me. I would like to take my girlfriend, but if I do, it’ll be a big deal since there isn’t anyone else in my year level who is same-sex attracted.



Maria


I hate getting dressed up. I hate high heels and I hate long dresses, so why on earth would I want to wear a formal gown?



Toni


There is so much discussion about what people are going to wear to the formal. It’s a really big deal. I work part-time to help support my family and it seems like a lot of money to spend on an outfit that you’re only going to wear for only a few hours.




2Compile a list of seemingly ordinary school practices and consider whether they facilitate the marginalisation of some students.





Schools often reproduce narrow gender intelligibilities (stereotypes) in passive ways. Take school uniforms as an example. Girls are still predominantly told to wear skirts, and boys to wear shorts. Why? What sports are made available to girls and boys in schools? Are they the same? If not, why not? Some teachers modify curriculum and pedagogical practices to suit stereotypical constructions about male and female learning needs. A case in point relates to literacy. In some schooling contexts, boys are given reading books about robots, machines, space and dinosaurs, while girls are given books about fairies, princesses and ponies. Interestingly, the pervasiveness of such gendered approaches has resulted in opposition by organisations such as A Mighty Girl. A Mighty Girl is an online store and resource centre with a large social media presence. It advocates alternative popular culture resources that do not sideline girls as passive, but portray them as capable of anything; this disrupts the gendered lines of thinking often promulgated in schools. Another demarcation of sexism in school relates to senior subject selection. Look up the statistics of your state or territory curriculum authority, and find the numbers and percentages of male and female students enrolled in Physics, Dance, Drama and Biology. What do you notice? Most state and territory curriculum authorities collect subject selection data annually. Map the rates of male and female participation across a number of years. Is there a trend? Schools are microcosms of society and therefore play a pivotal role in perpetuating or disrupting gender inequality.

‘Gender policing’ is a term often used to describe how students are socially disciplined into behaving in certain ways, based on their ascribed sex. This policing occurs from when students are very young, right through until they leave in Year 12. Gender policing can occur in subtle ways, such as calling somebody ‘gay’ or telling a boy they are ‘acting like a girl’. At other times, gender policing occurs through institutions and their practices, such as mandating different school uniforms for boys and girls. Can you recall a time when you felt pressured to conform to gender norms? What were the circumstances? Who or what was involved? How did it make you feel? Did you resist? Were there consequences for resisting the norms?

	
Sexuality


Ask yourself


•What gender and sexuality issues did you experience or observe during your school years or professional experience? How were these issues handled? What were the effects of the responses?

•What, if anything, would you do differently today?





While gender and sexuality inequality are often compounded by each other, we have dealt with them separately in order to better tease out the issues that occur in schools. In Australia, as in other liberal democracies, people who identify as LGBTIQ have struggled to have their rights recognised. Only in recent times has Australia legalised same-sex marriage, thus affording people who identify as LGBTIQ the same degree of democratic rights as people who identify as heterosexual. Broader societal-level issues raise questions and concerns about the treatment of LGBTIQ students in schools (for more information, see www.safeschoolscoalition.org.au).

Homophobia is rampant in some, possibly many, Australian schools. In 2012, La Trobe University conducted a study examining the experiences of over 3000 students aged 14–21 years who identify as LGBTIQ and found that 60% had suffered verbal abuse and 30% had suffered physical abuse. Most of these experiences happened in school (Jones & Hillier, 2012). The same study examined the policy terrain concerning the legal protection of LGBTIQ students, and found there was little direct education policy solely on the topic of explicit protection for LGBTIQ students. In Australia, education falls under the jurisdiction of the states and territories. This information is, therefore, a little disappointing.

Schools, whether knowingly or not, may marginalise and regulate non-heterosexuality through their institutional processes. This discrimination is sometimes obvious, but in many instances is perpetuated by a silencing of LGBTIQ issues. Take sex education as an example. The content of sex and relationship education classes is often couched within a heterosexual framework (Beck, 2013; Hirst, 2004). The silencing of other sexualities consequently marginalises students who affiliate themselves as LGBTIQ. Some argue that LGBTIQ issues should be integrated into the everyday curriculum, not ignored. For example, why not discuss same-sex marriage rights across the globe as an inquiry topic within the social sciences (Schmidt, 2010)? Pre-service teacher education programs have an obligation to talk about and raise issues relating to sexuality discrimination (Robinson & Ferfolja, 2001). By failing to do so, universities are culpable of passively reproducing inequality.

Listening to the experiences of both students and teachers is an important mechanism for opening up dialogue about sexuality discrimination. Below is a letter written in 2013 by a student to Alex Greenwich, a New South Wales member of the Australian parliament (Piotrowski, 2013).


Dear Alex,

Back in 2007 while I was in Year 12, I was in Girlfriend magazine with a coming-out story and because of that I was asked with my partner to make an appearance on Sunrise. Because of these media appearances, students and teachers at my school found out I was gay. This didn’t go down well.

It was six weeks before my HSC and they set a meeting with me and my mother to talk to them about the ‘issue’ of my sexuality. I was called up to the office, in tears, with two teachers, the assistant principal and my mother.

We were up there for over an hour talking about what I had done, why I did it and who I was.

After this meeting the conclusion was that they would take it to the school board to see what will be done and whether or not I would be expelled. I was stressed out not knowing what would happen.

A week later I had another meeting with them which ended in the school saying I could stay in school—on these conditions:


1I could not mention or talk about my sexuality at school to anyone.

2My partner Rick was to have nothing to do with the school or functions.

3I had to see a counsellor weekly until I left school.



I didn’t agree with this but with only six weeks left I had to suck it up and deal with it. It left me feeling very angry and stressed.

I contemplated leaving the school and seeing the counsellor was the hardest part. Knowing who I was, and having the school make me try to ‘fix’ myself wasn’t easy. Growing up with a very supportive family, I didn’t think I needed to be ‘fixed’.

Even in our Bible Studies class I recall hearing ‘If you are a homosexual you are going to hell’.

I did have two teachers who were very supportive through my situation and I thank them for that as it helped me get through my last weeks of school.

Then the school formal was another issue all together as I wanted Rick to be there. My date card was rejected because another male’s name was on the card. They did not allow same-sex partners to attend the formal.

It took a lot of planning to get Rick there. He ended up going as a date with one of my good friends and I took a friend of mine from outside of school.

When teachers found this out I was hounded with questions and assumptions like ‘He’s not 30 or something is he?’ Or ‘You won’t make out with him on the dance floor at the actual formal?’

We did sit next to each other, but we were clearly looked down upon. We did not dance together or be affectionate towards each other because it was very uncomfortable.

I thought that I had dealt with this but when the school said that they ‘find it offensive for people to even suggest they discriminate against students’ it made me stop and think because I was discriminated against and I found it ‘offensive’ for them to say that.




Adam L.



Teachers who identify as LGBTIQ also report having a difficult time in schools, since institutional processes may serve to marginalise them. Ferfolja (2007) conducted a study of lesbian teachers working in New South Wales schools, 17 of whom were interviewed and 30 of whom answered a questionnaire. Below are two of the teacher comments from Ferfolja’s study.

Regarding running a staff training session, one teacher wrote:


When I gave my first seminar on the difficulties of lesbian/gay students in the country, teachers commented (to others who told me), that I must be a lesbian. But at the same time I gave a lesson on depression. No one suggested that I was depressed (Ferfolja, 2007, p. 152).



Another teacher talked about the video titled Out in the Bush (Willison, 1997), which depicts interview material from gay and lesbian students discussing the difficulties they have endured:


The teachers had one staff development day where for the last hour after lunch, we sat down and watched Out in the Bush, the video, and I was supposed to facilitate a discussion after that. There were three groups and I got to lead one and again the other teachers didn’t see there was a problem, ‘There’s nothing wrong with us, this is a lovely area, we’re all very broad minded’. One teacher did actually jump up and just laugh. She’s actually got a lot of status in the school; [she] just turned around and said, ‘You’ve got to be joking. [X] is one of the most red-necked areas that you could be in’. Again there was no need to see the video—this was the feeling behind it. The department tells us that we’ve got to do these things, so we do them, but it was never taken to the kids (Ferfolja, 2007, p. 153).



These comments highlight how the denial of discussion serves to further marginalise LGBTIQ issues. It is important to recognise that teachers have a responsibility to support all students, and therefore all teachers need to be open to discussing these ideas and potentially changing their practices to acknowledge and accommodate student diversity.


Theory in action

Wear it Purple Day celebrates the right of young people to be who they are regardless of their sex, sexuality or gender identity (Wear it Purple, 2017). In August 2015, as a part of Wear it Purple Day, Burwood Girls High School in Sydney’s inner west decided to celebrate the achievement of a former student by screening Gayby Baby, a 2015 documentary about the experiences of children and young people with same-sex parents. The film was directed by an ex-student and was to be shown to the whole school during the school day. Parents were advised that if they did not wish their children to view the movie, they could opt for their children not to do so. As a part of the celebration of diversity, students were encouraged to wear a purple item, purple cupcakes were to be baked and a fashion parade was to be held at lunchtime under a rainbow flag.

Before Wear it Purple Day took place, the Daily Telegraph published an article which stated that the “gay push should be kept out of schools” and that there had been a “huge backlash” from parents complaining and not wanting their children to be shown the film. In response to this article, the New South Wales Education Minister intervened to stop Burwood Girls High School showing the film, and sent a memo to all New South Wales school principals instructing them not to show the film “so as not to impact on the delivery of planned lessons”. This became a huge issue in the media and across the education landscape as a number of commentators felt that the minister had overreacted in response to an alarmist piece of journalism. It was later established that neither the minister nor the few parents who had complained (apparently only four emails were sent to the school, equating to 0.3% of the student population) had even seen the film, which was rated PG. The school believed it was entirely appropriate to show the film as the school had a long history with the Wear it Purple celebration and the film was made by an ex-student.

There are many issues here, but for our purposes this incident shows how alternative views and depictions of same-sex couples have been censored by the government. Remarkably, the justification for the ban was so as not to interrupt classes.


1What do the actions of the Education Minister indicate about views towards same-sex couples at that time?

2Was the minister’s action justified? Why or why not?

3What would you have done if you were the principal of Burwood Girls High School?





	
Race and ethnicity

One of the most discussed aspects of Australian society in recent years is the unprecedented level of diversity and rapid social change. With an increasing number of Australians born overseas, there are challenges in fostering, recognising and appreciating diversity (explored in detail in Chapter 10). The violent clashes in the Sydney suburb of Cronulla in 2005, the demonising of asylum seekers and comments regarding Muslims after terror attacks in Paris have shown there is still resistance and hostility to notions of multiculturalism and to recognising and embracing diversity. Australia has a long history of migration and while overall the nation has been a good example of multiculturalism, there have also been numerous struggles for acceptance among a wide variety of immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers. Some people still believe that anyone who comes to Australia needs to assimilate into the Anglo cultural norms of the majority of Australian society. This would mean giving up aspects of groups’ cultures to fit in with mainstream Australian society. These views hold a deficit view of immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers—that they do not bring cultural backgrounds that are valued, and therefore they must take on Anglo-Australian values and norms in order to fit in and contribute to society.


Immigrant

A person who makes the decision to leave their country to permanently reside in another country.




Refugee

A person who has fled their own country because of violence, persecution or war, and/or are at risk of persecution or human rights violations.




Asylum seeker

A person who seeks protection from dangers, persecution and/or human rights violations in their own country but who has not been recognised as a refugee.



Australia is a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention and has assisted over 900 000 people with temporary or permanent protection (Molla, 2020; Refugee Council of Australia, 2021). Refugees have experienced violence, persecution or war, and/or were at risk of persecution or human rights violations (Amnesty International, 2021). In their resettled country, they may be seen as problematic and experience separation “from the rest of the host country by the invisible, but thick and impenetrable veil of suspicion and resentment” (Bauman, 2007, p. 45 as cited in Veck et al., 2021). This is compounded by political and media discourses that are observed by Arnot (2010, p. 261 as cited in Veck et al., 2021) to have “on occasion, constructed asylum-seekers and refugees as potential criminals and welfare scroungers that pose a threat to the social cohesion”. These views and discourses can have a significant impact on refugee resettlement (MacDonald, 2017). Contrary to these deficit views of refugees, refugees have typically overcome adversity and are highly resilient (Molla, 2020). Education has the capacity to recognise these strengths and contribute to quality life outcomes for refugees resettled in their new country (Smith et al., 2020). However, education systems and schools can struggle with this, especially when there is a focus on outputs and a ‘one size fits all’ approach rather than learning (Upton et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2020). Broader social structures can place these groups as ‘outsiders’ or ‘subordinates’ economically, politically and socially, as well as educationally. Outsiders (Becker, 1963) are perceived to be different from the mainstream group as they hold values, attitudes and behaviours outside of the norm (White & Wyn, 2004). Education and formal schooling are ways in which such norms are reinforced. Although children and young people who are refugees report seeing the value of education and wanting to learn, there are also reports of disengagement and continued barriers to learning (Upton et al., 2016). For example, schools have to allow students to practise their religion and cultural activities and to wear appropriate dress. These are practices that can marginalise minority groups and students and exclude them from regular school activities. Even attempts by educators and schools to overcome exclusionary practices can work to reinforce deficit understandings, if they fail to respect difference and give status to the range and complexity of discourses that shape differences of minority groups of students and their identities. This recognition of difference is far from easy or straightforward (Niesche & Keddie, 2012). Schools and educators must reflect on their practices so that they do not reinscribe essentialised and hierarchical notions of difference (see Chapter 10). Educators need to acknowledge what these children and young people bring to their education. This means deeply understanding them and their families and communities, along with their previous educational experiences, before planning to meet their needs (Upton et al., 2016; Veck et al., 2021).

These groups include Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Indigenous education in Australia has had a long and troubled history as schooling has failed to meet the needs of Indigenous Australians. As explored in Chapter 9, this has been closely intertwined with the issues of colonisation, discriminatory policies, the Stolen Generations, unequal access to power, dispossession and a long-standing tolerance for socio-economic inequalities (Beresford & Partington, 2003). These factors, coupled with the significant underperformance of Indigenous students in Australian schools, have contributed to one of the most enduring problems for education in Australia. The increase in ‘gap talk’ (Gillborn, 2008) is due to the ongoing disparity in performance between Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups, and the ‘closing the gap’ discourse that has permeated educational thinking is concerned with reducing this disparity. However, there is debate as to who benefits from such discourses and policies, and whether these approaches will really reconcile the differences. There is a long and detailed history of government policies in this area, including the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (MCEETYA, 2008), the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Education Council, 2019), explicit recognition of teaching for Indigenous students in the National Professional Standards for Teachers, targeted funding in the National Partnerships Agreements, and the clear differences in NAPLAN results between Indigenous students, students with a language background other than English (LBOTE) and non-Indigenous students. Critics of government policies have argued that the gap discourse is framed as a comparison to white students’ results and consequently falls into a deficit understanding of Indigenous achievement, and that government policies have functioned as acts of white supremacy (Gillborn, 2005). These arguments come from a recognition of whiteness as an ideological construct, and our need to theorise race in order to make visible the daily occurrences and practices of racial discrimination that continue to work against Indigenous groups. Education and schools operate to silence the views of Indigenous students and to preserve racial hierarchies (Vass, 2012).

It is not easy for educators to work against and understand the decades of policies and approaches that silence and marginalise Indigenous and other minority groups of students. Often with good intentions, educators can unwittingly employ culturally reductionist understandings of race and Indigeneity. For example, Niesche and Keddie (2012) have explored the challenges of school principals working in Indigenous schools and how they struggle to develop more inclusive and collaborative ways of working with local Indigenous communities. For school leaders and teachers who are predominantly from white, Western, middle-class backgrounds, understanding and engaging with the complexities of Indigenous schools and communities—particularly in remote and rural areas—is a significant challenge, and one that our education system does not adequately prepare them for. There is a need to help educators work through and challenge reductionist and binary understandings of culture and race.


Ask yourself


•What did you learn about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and cultures at school?

•How did these experiences (or lack thereof) affect your understanding of Indigenous peoples and their culture and experiences?





	
Social justice and equity

In the earlier sections we outlined several factors that can have profound effects on students’ performance and participation in mainstream schooling. At the heart of these concerns are issues of social justice and equity. Social justice and equity are concerned with removing the barriers and structures that constrain students’ lives and their capacity to participate in the social world (Fraser, 2009). The correlation between students’ socio-economic status background, gender, sexuality, race and ethnicity, and their school performance and economic and social marginality, is well recognised in many countries. Schools have been shown to re-inscribe such disparities and injustices (Mills & Gale, 2010). Therefore, it is up to education policy-makers and those working in schools to assist students to work within and against a system that does not privilege certain forms of cultural capital (i.e. mostly white, male and middle-class). How this is to be done is certainly open to vigorous debate and discussion. For example, there have been attempts to develop productive pedagogies to address academic performance and the recognition and valuing of difference (Lingard et al., 2001), and a challenge to deficit constructions of students according to their backgrounds and cultures (Sarra, 2003). The roles of school leaders and principals are important in working respectfully with colleagues to interrogate their own beliefs and practices and to work towards the principles of social justice and equity (Niesche & Keddie, 2015).

	
Conclusion

Learning to see, think and talk sociologically about education empowers us to appreciate learner diversity. Importantly, it gives us tools to analyse what is happening in our classrooms, and to appreciate the myriad of factors that affect educational opportunity. One of our key jobs as educators is to provide access to educational opportunity, and sociology enables us to think deeply about educational access. Throughout this chapter, we have illustrated a number of factors that may result in learners being silenced, normalised or excluded from participating equitably in schooling or from achieving their potential. The research literature in education has shown that socio-economic status and family background, race and ethnicity, gender and sexuality, and formal schooling structures and practices can have harmful and exclusionary effects on learners and on society more generally. It is important to be able to understand these factors, and to identify practices in preschools and schools that have these deleterious effects. If such practices can be identified and understood, then it may be possible to develop better, more inclusive ways of acknowledging and celebrating diversity, and not closing down alternative opinions. The ‘Theory in action’ activities should provoke you to think more deeply and use appropriate theoretical terms to analyse these cases and others that you may experience as a teacher in schools. The concepts and examples throughout this chapter can be used to frame and understand how inclusive practices might work to respect student difference and achieve more socially just and equitable schooling.


Questions and activities


1Think of specific examples of how early learning centres, preschools or schools exclude, silence and normalise different groups of learners. Which learners are affected? What practices lead to these effects? How would you address these issues?

2Design a range of activities in an early learning centres, preschools or schools that will work to acknowledge diversity. In particular, look at issues of gender, cultural diversity and resettlement. How can these activities avoid deficit perspectives and genuinely foster a collaborative and inclusive learning environment?

3Imagine you are an educator of a class with vast learner diversities in terms of race/ethnicity, gender/sexuality, background and socio-economic status. How will you successfully work with and manage this diversity? What sorts of things will you need to keep in mind when devising learning activities?

4Reflect upon schooling practices over the past decade. What threads of change have occurred? What threads of continuity have been perpetuated?

5How can educators make early learning centres, preschools or schools more inclusive?





	

Key further readings and resources

Australian Bureau of Statistics: www.abs.gov.au

This website provides a plethora of statistical data about Australia. You can search a variety of categories and find current census information about a number of issues, including disparities in educational access.

Australian Journal of Indigenous Education: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/australian-journal-of-indigenous-education

This journal offers a variety of articles pertaining to Indigenous education.

Asylum Seeker Resource Centre: www.asrc.org.au

This is a not-for-profit organisation dedicated to helping people who are seeking refuge in Australia. It contains a lot of information about the current issues facing asylum seekers, including inadequate access to schooling for young people.

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD]: Education: www.oecd.org/education

This is the education section of the OECD website. You can find information—much of it statistical—about educational issues, including inequitable access to educational opportunity from a more global perspective.

Safe Schools Coalition Australia: www.safeschoolscoalition.org.au

On this website, there are resources about how schools can better support students in regard to gender diversity, intersex issues and sexual diversity.
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	5	Educators’ Philosophies: Encountering and Weaving Images   Stefania Giamminuti







In a nameless class of 24 children during the first week of term, the curriculum consisted of the number 1, the letter A, the colour yellow and the shape of a circle. Week 2 was the number 2, B, red and a square.

On the way home on Friday, Lara’s mother, hoping to bolster her daughter’s flagging enthusiasm for school, wondered aloud “What will happen next week?” Lara, five years old and world-weary, said, “3, C, blue and triangles” (Robertson, 2006, p. 47).





Introduction

This chapter seeks to propose alternatives to dominant images of teachers as implementers and victims of curriculum policy, and to illustrate the possibilities of teaching as an art. It does so by presenting vivid case studies and positioning philosophies not as a static set of beliefs, standards or competencies belonging to an individual educator, but rather as constantly evolving intersections of expectations of curriculum, images of childhood, images of educators and images of learning settings. The chapter contends that educators’ philosophies are never ‘personal’ philosophies, but rather that they develop through processes of experimental, imaginative thinking and comprise a weaving of cultural images and professional beliefs, constructed in encounters with others and produced, reproduced and reimagined in cultural contexts.




Key terms

»connoisseurship

»ecological identity

»pedagogical documentation
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»progettazione





Expectations of curriculum

In my first year as an academic in Western Australia, following several years of working as an early childhood educator in an international school in Italy, I taught a first-year, first-semester unit in the Bachelor of Early Childhood Education course. This unit focused on play pedagogies and (perhaps unfortunately) it included the word ‘curriculum’ in its title. I reached the end of a daunting first semester hoping that I had enriched students’ knowledge by sharing exemplary international play-based learning theories and practices, and I highly anticipated my first student evaluations. While students did indeed mention appreciation for the breadth of experiences gained in the unit, to my dismay several complained that I had not ‘taught us the curriculum’. At this stage the policy document for Western Australia was the Curriculum framework (CCWA, 1998). The following year, we were in the midst of widespread national policy reform with the introduction of the Early years learning framework for Australia (EYLF) (DEEWR, 2009) and the Australian Curriculum (ACARA, 2015). Had I fed into those expectations and spent precious time teaching ‘The Curriculum’ (rather than positioning ‘curriculum’ as a tool) in a short-sighted attempt to equip students to deliver a doomed policy document, what would they have done once they graduated? How would they have negotiated, with inventiveness and resilience, the many policies they were destined to encounter in their hopefully varied and rewarding careers?


Ask yourself


We need a teacher who is sometimes the director, sometimes the set designer, sometimes the curtain and the backdrop, and sometimes the prompter. A teacher who is both sweet and stern, who is the electrician, who dispenses the paints and who is even the audience—the audience who sometimes watches, sometimes claps, sometimes remains silent, full of emotions, who sometimes judges with skepticism, and at other times applauds with enthusiasm (Malaguzzi cited in Rinaldi, 2006, p. 73).

The task of the teacher, who is also a learner, is both joyful and rigorous. It demands seriousness and scientific, physical, emotional and affective preparation. It is a task that requires those who commit themselves to teaching develop a certain love not only of others but also of the very process implied in teaching. It is impossible to teach … without a forged, invented, and well-thought-out capacity to love (Freire, 2005, p. 5).




•What do these quotes by seminal educators suggest about the role of educators?

•How could these multifaceted images of educators inform your own professional philosophy?





This story highlights my naïveté as an early career academic, and my determination that my students not be “enslaved by the [teaching] packages themselves, domesticated by the teachers’ guides, limited in their adventure to create” (Freire, 2005, p. 15). I had intended not to domesticate my students by restricting the possibilities of curriculum. I was in fact determined that, from the beginning of their studies, they would not buy into any of these disheartening images of curriculum: “the canned curriculum, embalmed curriculum, accidental curriculum, or unidentified curriculum” (Nimmo cited in Robertson, 2006, pp. 43–44), or the pervasive “test curriculum, this’ll do curriculum, the activity-based curriculum, the preparation for school curriculum and lastly, the thematic curriculum” (Robertson, 2006, p. 44).

My story also brings to the fore the expectations with which many students approach their studies in the field of education—the notion that they will be equipped with a reassuring toolkit of content to be delivered (the ‘canned’ and ‘embalmed’ curriculum). This image of themselves as deliverers and implementers has the potential to cripple their experience as students and as educators, narrowing their images of children and young people, their imaginations of what learning settings could be, and their ability to contribute to shaping educational transformations in the future. This image of educators as deliverers of curriculum sits within an image of knowledge as the information already given, and of the purpose of education as delivering the information already given. The essence and wonderment of learning lie instead in the possibilities that arise when going beyond the information given (Bruner, 2006). In other words, “Do we see the path of teaching as one in which uncertainty drives the path of learning? Or do we see certainty as the crucible upon which teaching is forged?” (Robertson, 2006, p. 49).

Reread the scenario by Robertson that opens this chapter. Envisage Lara’s teacher—consider how their ‘curriculum’ is premised on certainty and leads to disenchantment, not to curiosity and delight, for young Lara. Consider further how this teacher’s curriculum may be shaped by the intersections between their image of children, their image of themselves as an educator and their image of the role and purpose of learning settings:


An image of the child as an empty vessel, to whom information, prescribed by the curriculum, must be ‘delivered’; the teacher as technician, whose task is to unwrap and present packages of prescribed information … and the school as a business … whose mission it is to use technician-teachers to apply prescribed human technologies to achieve predetermined outcomes (Fielding & Moss, 2011, p. 17).



The following case study from Lance Holt School in Fremantle, Western Australia, written by the author of this chapter, highlights the very different expectations of curriculum held by kindergarten teacher Juliet Lewer. It illustrates how these expectations are closely woven with her image of children, her image of herself as an educator and her image of early learning settings.



Theory in action

Juliet Lewer is the pre-kindergarten (three-year-olds) and kindergarten (four-year-olds) teacher at Lance Holt School in the historic West End of Fremantle, Western Australia. The school has been housed in a heritage-listed building for several decades, is well known in the community for its participatory and democratic values, and has a distinctly urban feel. The school has a progressive philosophy, which includes valuing and nurturing its relationships with the surrounding place and people, and makes considered efforts to ensure children are visible and known in the community, as opposed to locked behind the school gates.

Juliet is my daughter Nina’s teacher. At the end of Nina’s pre-kindergarten year in December 2014, having come to know Juliet well and being aware of the school’s commitment to outdoor pedagogies, I hand Juliet a copy of Ann Pelo’s (2013) lyrical book, The goodness of rain. A few weeks later I receive an email from Juliet, with a gracefully written and inviting research proposal attached. In summary, Juliet intended to take the 2015 kindergarten class out for a walk around the block once a week, every week of the year—a ritual. In her proposal, Juliet referred to Pelo and other theorists, focusing on the significance of developing ecological identities in children and on the notion of ‘walking’:


Walk the land to learn the land … walk the land mindful and alert, ready to stop at each encounter with both the astonishing and the familiar … The childhood landscape is learned on foot. A map is inscribed in the mind—trails and pathways and grooves—the mean dog, the cranky old man’s house, the pasture with a bull in it. These local maps, made by walking, tell a personal and particular story of a place (Pelo, 2013, p. 68).



Juliet referred to her project as “a simple weekly walk around our block. Slowly, deliberately, observing the world around us, its characteristics and its transformations, over a year”. The written research proposal included possible links to the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009) but as an afterthought, not as a driver; policy acted as a marker of possibilities, not as a recipe for planning. Juliet, inspired by Pelo’s story, condensed the impetus for the project into a qualitative research question: “How can children develop their ecological identity within an urban environment?” This was not a canned or embalmed curriculum.


Ecological identity An individual’s connections with and attitudes towards the natural environment, and a premise for custodianship of the land and its inhabitants.



I enthusiastically accepted Juliet’s invitation to work together on this research project, and over the course of the year we walked with the children (and often other parents) one morning of every week (the children attend kindergarten three full days a week). We observed and documented our walks and our conversations with the children. Juliet and I acted as co-researchers as we met weekly to discuss, interpret and analyse the pedagogical documentation. Pedagogical documentation, also known simply as ‘documentation’, involves the use of qualitative methods for the collection of rich observational data in learning settings, and employs qualitative approaches to descriptive data analysis. It is a democratic tool, driven by an attitude of advocacy and informed by values of transparency. It emerged in the early years of the Reggio Emilia educational project to inform others about young children’s capabilities, and has become a powerful tool for social justice approaches to education. Pedagogical documentation is premised on process and complexity, and thus contests approaches to educational assessment that are based on measurement and reductionist views of learning. Juliet and I analysed our notes, photos, video footage, children’s drawings and the children’s own photos, and as we went along we established rituals and provocations for the project.


Pedagogical documentation

A research tool born within the educational project of Reggio Emilia and explored in early childhood educational contexts internationally. It can also be defined as ‘visible listening’ and a ‘democratic attitude’.



Interestingly, during our meetings Juliet and I very rarely spoke in ‘curriculum language’. Rather, we were taken by words such as reverence, delight, connoisseurship, ecology, custodianship and beauty. We interpreted the children’s learning by listening in many ways. We rarely referred to the EYLF and its five learning outcomes, but we both carried deep knowledge of this document through our own engagement with it (in different professional roles) over the preceding few years.


Connoisseurship

The art of appreciation. Often associated with aesthetic disciplines, connoisseurship indicates the capacity to experience delight, to make something new become familiar and loved by virtue of joyful encounters.



Fragments of the research

Juliet and I decided to begin this project by investigating children’s theories of nature, inviting them to draw and converse. We viewed children as theorists, engaged in wondering about their world from birth. The choice to begin the project by exploring their theories recognised the children as expert wonderers. The following conversations and drawings are small fragments of data from one very small aspect of a much larger project, but they are intended as an invitation to consider what expectations of curriculum are created through such research approaches.

On 4 February, at the very beginning of the school year, Juliet gathered the children and asked them, “What is nature?”


BenA nature trail. It means a trail for people going in a forest.

DeanA nature is where you look out for monsters.

LeylaNatures like to eat people and they leave a trail of footprints.

MarciGetting lost in the forest …

BoeI watch a show at home that’s all about nature. Nature is some plants that eat food and bugs and they’re called reptiles.

NinaI don’t know what nature is.

HuwWhen you get dangerous, like lions and stuff. And you can get lost in nature.

TorinMaybe if you get lost in a forest you call your mum and dad to help you. And that’s where dinosaurs live.

LaylaIn Chile is nature.

NinaThere’s nature at Margaret River like flowers and Christmas too.

JaydenIt’s a type of forest.

GriffinA snake is nature. A rainbow and the sky isn’t nature—stuff in the sky that stays there isn’t nature, but things that go up there are nature. I don’t know about rain though.

RosePlants are nature.

IsabellaLadybirds and us are nature.

SophieWolves are nature.

SadieFlowers and wolves.

WellingtonWell, [s]keletons, chickens are nature, and gardens and plants. I know a lot about gardens.

LeifBaby cats are nature and they’ve got sharp claws.



In February, the children’s theories kept nature at a relative distance: the forest, Margaret River, Chile, on the television. The most salient aspect of nature for them was danger: danger of getting lost in nature and being eaten by nature; dangerous animals such as wolves and snakes and lions; baby cats with sharp claws; dinosaurs and monsters. Some elements were close and familiar, like flowers and ladybirds and gardens and plants and people (but not convincingly so). Or “I don’t know what nature is”, my own daughter Nina admitted. Nature was thus theorised as many things feared and large-scale, and some familiar—but it was not seen as being ‘around the corner’. The children’s drawings in February showed their feelings of largeness and distance (see Figures 5.1–5.4).

Figure 5.1 ‘Nature is far away’ by Huw



[image: img]


In early March we established the weekly ritual of walking around the block, described thus by Juliet (see Figure 5.5):


… at the end of our block stands a single deciduous tree. I turn into the next street—a fire station and another row of buildings, but at the end, another deciduous tree and across the street a small grassed area with more trees. A small café. University buildings. More of the same around the next corner, a lunch bar, a hotel, a picture framer, a hair salon, a clothes shop and then round the corner and back into Henry Street to our school.



Figure 5.2 ‘Forest’ by Jayden
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The weekly walk was somehow delightfully termed ‘the nature walk’, though no one remembered how it acquired that name. In fact, one evening several months into the project, I walked with my husband from a Fremantle restaurant to our parked car, and as we came across the terrain of our weekly kindergarten walks I remarked to him, “This is our nature walk”. Startled, he looked around and replied, “This is your nature walk? I thought you were going to a park”. He thought we were going far away, to a forest or somewhere. Claire, a parent who often accompanied us on the walks, revealed similar expectations in an interview:


I figured [the project] had to do with finding nature in an urban jungle, in a concrete jungle. And so, at first, I would have thought, ‘‘oh please can we get on a bus”. But I do love finding things in the cracks.



It was a particular observation by Pelo that inspired Juliet to stay close to home rather than go further afield on a forest or bush excursion:


What does it mean to nurture an ecological identity when the immediate environment numbs rather than delights the senses? What can be embraced in a neighbourhood dominated by concrete, cars, and convenience stores? … Rather than contribute to a sense of disconnection from place by writing off our most urban environments as unsalvageable or not worth knowing, we can instil in children an attitude of attention to what exists of the natural world in their neighbourhoods (Pelo, 2013, pp. 44–45).



Figure 5.3 ‘Tree’ by Rose
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Figure 5.4 ‘Footprint in the forest’ by Dean
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Figure 5.5 The weekly ritual of walking around the block is established
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At some point, after weekly walks in which we alternated the children with no criteria other than dividing the class into equal numbers and giving all the opportunity to come on a walk, Juliet and I identified two distinct groups. The ‘Tree group’ was intent on getting to know the few trees we met along the way, observing their transformations over the course of the year, helping each other to climb up and have a different view of the world, challenging and supporting each other, and becoming better able to climb as the year progressed (Figures 5.6–5.7). The ‘Looking closely’ group was intent on observing at close range the small things, the moss, the cracks in the pavement, the fallen leaf, the pollen, the raindrops (Figures 5.8–5.10).

In November, as the project came to a natural close with the end of the school year, Juliet and I found ourselves analysing months of photographs, conversations, children’s field drawings and video footage. We devised a preliminary set of themes that defined the essence of the project. As we recognised that in the photos the children appeared to grow during the course of the year as connoisseurs of nature, we asked ourselves whether we had positioned them as experts and theorists in the course of this project—whether we had given them enough opportunity to act as researchers.

We decided to explore the children’s theories of nature once again. Juliet asked the children again, “What is nature?” She also afforded them an opportunity for memory and reconnaissance of their initial theories by saying, “At the beginning of the year you said that nature is … But now that we’ve been going on nature walks all year, have you changed your mind? What do you think nature is now?” Here are some of their responses:


Ben[A nature walk is] about nature—finding nature and bringing it back with you. It’s also about finding something special like a tree or something you didn’t know about. Nature is about anything; you can be in it anywhere you want to. Nature is at home and on our planet and alien planets.

Nina[A nature walk is] somewhere you go to find things that fall off trees like bark, stones, flowers and all kinds of stuff. Even stuff from under the sea. It’s on grass and everywhere. Nature is like anthills. Ants come from a world called a colony. Ants march one by one by one. Grass is nature—I suppose none of you know that. Trees where their leaves don’t fall off are called evergreens. A caterpillar comes out of an egg and spins a cocoon around themselves and then ‘pop’, a butterfly comes out and it’s magic. The sky is nature—it’s so wavy, wavy, wavy. Grass that’s under the sea is nature—it’s called seaweed. Seaweed makes a shell which sinks under the bottom of the sea—people dive in and catch it and then another piece of seaweed comes and saves it and sleeps with it. [Nature is] everywhere on our planet; on the grass under a tree and even under the sea.

BoeA nature walk is where you go for a walk and find nature. When we go for our nature walks we find it at trees, logs and spider webs and flower bushes. Nature is Daddy, flowers, trees, seeds and trees growing up and dying, rain to help plants grow, logs—even dead logs—are nature and bougainvillea. [Nature is] everywhere except blocks and houses and buildings.

Marci[A nature walk is] a walk for seeing nature that you can touch. [Nature is] in bushes, in parks, it’s trees, in shops like my apple. It’s flowers, and dirt on the ground. Nature is important because we need trees and plants to live. Human beings will die if we don’t have plants.

RoseA nature walk is when you go for a walk and see nature around you—even in the city. [We found nature] at parklets, on footpaths, buildings, on cracks we discovered moss, and between bricks. Nature is things that God made, not that people made. Nature can be anywhere but not in metal or blocks.

DeanA nature walk is a thing where you look at nature and if you want to you can find things to take home to where you live. You have to look after nature because it’s very special. [Nature is] trees and flowers and leaves and sticks. [You find nature] in the leaf patch around the corner.

Leif[A nature walk is] a walk where you find nature. Nature is leaves, grass, snakes and trees. I like the trees best because they’ve got beautiful leaves and pom-poms.

Jayden[A nature walk is] to find natures. Ours doesn’t have a forest—only trees, plants, dirt and sand. [Nature is] trees and forests and people and plants.



Figure 5.6 Members of the ‘Tree group’ helped each other to climb
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Figure 5.7 The ‘Tree group’ became better able to climb as the year progressed
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Figure 5.8 The ‘Looking closely’ group observed the small things
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Figure 5.9 Fallen leaves and cracks in the pavement fascinated the ‘Looking closely’ group
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Figure 5.10 Some examples of work by the ‘Looking closely’ group
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Figure 5.11 ‘Tree with pom-poms’ by Leif
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Figure 5.12 ‘The leaf patch around the corner’ by Dean
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Figure 5.13 ‘Autumn day’ by Rose
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Figure 5.14 ‘A map of our wanderings’ by Nina
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Nina, who admitted to not knowing much about nature in February, had a lot to say in November about the wide-ranging possibilities of discovering nature. For these children, who in February thought that nature was generally far away and big and to be feared, by the year’s end it had become close and small, accessible, to be known and treasured: “finding nature and bringing it back with you”; “you can be in it anywhere you want to”; “nature is at home”; “[nature is] everywhere on our planet’; “on the grass under a tree and even under the sea”; “we find it at trees, logs and spider webs and flower bushes”; “for seeing nature that you can touch”; “when you go for a walk and see nature around you—even in the city”. As Rose and Dean aptly summarised, with reverence and delight: “[we found nature] on footpaths, buildings, on cracks we discovered moss, and between bricks”; “[you find nature] in the leaf patch around the corner”. Jayden, who used to associate nature with forests and who had become a connoisseur of his immediate surroundings, gloriously defined the nature of the place where he lived as “ours”. Nature now belonged to the children, it was no longer dangerous and feared—and so they belonged to nature, their identities were woven together:


This is our work as parents, caregivers, teachers: to invite children to braid their identities together with the place where they live by calling their attention to the air, the sky, the cracks in the sidewalk where the earth bursts out of its cement cage (Pelo, 2013, p. 43).



The children’s November drawings showed a level of detail reflecting their connoisseurship of the patches of nature around the corner. Leif’s tree with the pom-poms accurately reproduced the spring discovery of new life on the children’s beloved “climbing tree” (Figure 5.11). Dean’s beautifully detailed drawing reflected the closeness with which he had examined the growing life in “the leaf patch around the corner” (Figure 5.12). Rose’s “autumn day” revealed her enthusiastic participation in the ‘Looking closely’ group, where she reverently observed and carefully reproduced in her field drawings the many shapes encountered in the little patches of nature (Figure 5.13). Nina’s drawing (Figure 5.14) inscribed a map of our wanderings, bringing to our attention the fact that over the course of the year the children had mapped this small patch of landscape, of their city, with their bodies, minds and hearts:


The map maker and the landscape fold into each other so that the land is brought alive by the mapping, even as the map maker falls into the land, becoming a participant in it. This mapping lays the foundation for an ecological identity in which a place and its ecology are inscribed in the mind. Knowing one place intimately makes possible knowledge of other places: we become adept at paying attention, we are attuned to the marvellous and beautiful (Pelo, 2013, p. 68).



Juliet’s research question—“How can children develop their ecological identity within an urban environment?”—was thus aptly addressed in the children’s ritualistic mapping of this apparently unsalvageable urban environment, where adults saw nothing much but children saw a great deal. Vanessa, a parent who was a regular participant in our walks, recalled in an interview:


I liked how they were so free about going into [the leaf patch where the dead bird was]. Whether they were running through it or rolling through it or laying in it they had a great time just in that spot … I would just normally stick to the path instead of getting in there!



These children had become participants in the land by ritually walking one route and knowing one place intimately. The weekly ritual of walking laid “the foundation for an ecological identity in which a place and its ecology are inscribed in the mind” and invited the children to be attuned to the interesting, the marvellous and the beautiful. Danielle, a parent who accompanied us frequently on the walks, suggested in an interview that one of the aspects that most struck her was “the way [the children] started noticing” over time. In fact, when considering what to tell others about their nature walks, Ben said with reverence, “You will see stuff you’ve never seen before”.

Our next step in this project is cartography/mapping of the nature walk territory, thanks to Nina’s gift that gave us insight into what had been happening all year—the ways in which the children had indeed researched nature in their apparently unsalvageable home landscape, and mapped it with their bodies.

This was a negotiated curriculum, born of the research question of a thoughtful and thinking adult, and grown through the course of attentive listening to children and documenting and interpreting their learning. A curriculum that was not enslaved to the words and priorities of policy, but borrowed them and kept them always in mind, all the while looking beyond. Adults and children alike, given the chance, are always desirous to go beyond the information given (Bruner, 2006) when our expectations of curriculum invite them to do so, enabling endless possibilities.


1What expectations of curriculum does this case study suggest?

2What image of the child does this case study highlight?

3What image of the educator does this case study propose?

4Take your inspiration from a research project enacted with children (such as the inspiration Juliet Lewer took from Pelo’s (2013) work). Develop a research question that would inform an inquiry project with a group of children or young people. Consider possibilities for learning/research contexts, provocations and materials, and data analysis.





Britt and McLachlan (2015) share similar documentation of many research projects conducted in the company of their primary-school-aged children in Sydney. In viewing children as authors, scientists, mathematicians, philosophers and citizens, they eloquently illustrate their relationship with curriculum policy documents:


Because we know these documents thoroughly, we carry them with us (they do not carry us). In other words, we do not design experiences that will lead to the outcomes; instead, we have focused our energies on recognising the outcomes as they are achieved within children’s natural learning processes … We become answerable for our decisions in a new way. By reclaiming our right to be designers and creators of curriculum rather than simply those who do what we’re told to do by the powers that be, we open up the possibility of imagining teaching as an art (Britt & McLachlan, 2015, pp. 194, 196)




Ask yourself


•What are your expectations of curriculum?

•Do you see yourself as an implementer or as a designer and creator?





	
Images of childhood


Lara already knew all her colours and shapes, could count to 50, write the names of her family and understood the nature of the alphabet. Two weeks into school and she was bored. The school’s image of the child had constrained her possibilities (Robertson, 2006, p. 47).



In the quote from Robertson that opens this chapter, you were invited to consider Lara’s first experience of school. Does this experience resonate with you? How and why? What image does this vignette portray of children and what does it suggest about the purpose of learning settings? The predictable and lamentable structure of Lara’s weeks reveals a particular image of the child, and particular expectations of curriculum. Lara’s school has an image of children as empty vessels to be filled with knowledge—knowledge that is in the hands and head of the powerful adult, who dispenses and delivers it according to the “pre-planned, the ordered and the controllable curriculum” (Britt & McLachlan, 2015, p. 175). In Lara’s school, certainty is the crucible in which teaching is forged; I suspect it was such certainty that my own students expected when they came seeking to be taught ‘The Curriculum’ in the first year of their studies. Perhaps, given their prior knowledge of learning settings, it is an experience such as Lara’s that they risk reproducing for children. Despite the fact that it has been many years since educational literature openly declared that children are empty vessels to be filled, the translation into policy and practice stutters; thus, the image of children as empty vessels risks being inevitably reproduced in the curriculum that is constructed in schools. As Eisner (2005, p. 137) suggests:


When a university teacher education program tries to promulgate a new image of teaching, but sends its young, would-be teachers back to schools that are essentially like the ones in which they were socialised, the prospects for replacing the old ideals with the all too familiar contexts in which new teachers work is dimmed: the new wine is changed when it is poured into the old bottle.



And furthermore:


So often educators are presented with only one way to teach—a method which sees children following teachers and each other blindly in the dark, marching in unison, along a straight line, veering neither left nor right. We are often told by kind and well-meaning teachers that “this is the only way things are done here”. We are limited in spaces in which learning is presented with walls and corridors and no windows (Britt & McLachlan, 2015, p. 101).




Ask yourself


•Have you had the experience of being presented with only one way to teach?

•With what expectations did you approach your studies in education?

•What expectations do you have of the early childhood education or teaching profession?





The contributions from Eisner (2005), a university professor in North America, and Britt and McLachlan (2015), teachers and researchers in Australia, echo the well-known student lament that the theory learnt at university is of little use when encountering the practicalities of learning settings, where budding educators are often told by their mentors to forget all the ‘useless’ theory learnt at university. So, depending on the people and places they encounter, they risk reproducing ‘the only way things are done here’ and being limited to spending their professions in spaces with walls and corridors and no windows. More hopeful scenarios exist, however, of settings that have made a strong and competent image of the child the cornerstone of their philosophies. Moss (2014) refers to these as ‘real utopias’ and projects of democracy, as he forcefully contends the existence of alternatives. Fielding and Moss (2011) give us hope that such experiences of radical education may be more widespread than we expect, thus opening up the possibility that new wine may be poured into new bottles through the encounters with new ideals rather than old ones: “if we begin to systematically document and take stock of such experiences … we might well find that there exist far more countercurrents than we thought and stand a little less in awe of the mainstream” (Fielding & Moss, 2011, p. 16). There is not only one way to teach, and the often-heard and debilitating mantra of ‘this is the only way things are done here’ can be contested and overcome, instead of becoming the crucible in which a teaching profession is created and inevitably dies.

One such experience of ‘real utopia’ is the educational project of the remarkable city of Reggio Emilia (Italy) for children aged up to six (now extended to the primary school years), led for decades by inspirational educator and philosopher Loris Malaguzzi. In northern Italy, ravaged by the Second World War, Malaguzzi heard that the citizens of Villa Cella, a district of Reggio Emilia, were salvaging and washing bricks to build a school for young children. He rushed there on his bicycle to hear the story: a war tank and horses abandoned by the retreating Germans had been sold. With this money, the men of Villa Cella wanted to build a cinema and the women wanted a school for young children. The women won, and so brick by brick grew an extraordinary educational project—a project of hope, possibility and democracy born out of the ravages of fascism (Malaguzzi, 1998) in which education was placed as a public good (Giamminuti, in press; Giudici & Cagliari, 2014; Lazzari, 2012; Moss, 2014). Eighty years later, the municipal infant–toddler centres and preschools of the city of Reggio Emilia have gained international acclaim, with their documentation of children’s learning travelling the world in beautiful and provocative exhibitions (e.g. ‘The hundred languages of children’ and ‘The wonder of learning’) that have contested all we thought we knew about young children and caused the all-powerful universalistic knowledge of the discipline of child development to stutter. The experiences documented and democratically shared by educators in Reggio Emilia contributed to shaping a new image of childhood:


It’s necessary that we believe that the child is very intelligent, that the child is strong and beautiful and has very ambitious desires and requests. This is the image of the child that we need to hold. Those who have the image of the child as fragile, incomplete, weak, made of glass, gain something from this belief only for themselves. We don’t need that as an image of children. Instead of always giving children protection, we need to give them the recognition of their rights and of their strengths (Malaguzzi, 1994, p. 56).



The experience of Reggio Emilia has been an inspiration to international settings worldwide, contributing to a collective reimagination of childhood (Rinaldi, 2013). This is evident in the words of Janet Robertson, Outdoor Teacher at Mia Mia Child and Family Study Centre at Macquarie University in Sydney, and long-time scholar of the Reggio Emilia educational project:


If we hold an image of children as remarkable thinkers and learners, then we are obliged to make this visible to others. If we hold a notion of children as learning what we teach them, we are not accountable to the child, only to our employer or to the test (Robertson, 2006, p. 51).



This image is reflected in the words of primary school teacher Alexandra Harper (2006), who holds herself accountable to her third-grade students. She engaged them in expressing their views on such socially just and contentious topics as child detention, race discrimination and peace:


Rachel:Why can’t we just ask to meet them and say we want peace?

Peter:As if. They would just shoot us.

Rachel:We have to do something. What can we do, Mrs Harper?

Mrs Harper:I don’t know, Rachel.

Rachel:How could you not know?

Mrs Harper:I don’t have answers for this. I don’t think many adults do.

Rachel:But I want to know what we can do now. Tell me. Tell Me. TELL ME (p. 281).



Harper recounts how Rachel’s insistence challenged her to consider whether Rachel perceives a distinction between adult and child roles in society, and whether she holds an expectation that “children ask questions and adults answer them” (Harper, 2006, p. 282). This led to further discussions with the children on issues of beliefs, values and social justice—questions to which the teacher does not hold all the answers. There ensued a curriculum of dwelling in a place where the path of teaching is one where uncertainty drives the path of learning (Robertson, 2006). Harper recalls that “I saw children as competent beings, not as passive recipients of a syllabus … consequently, one of my roles in the classroom was to be an active listener and attentive observer” (Harper, 2006, p. 279).

Another such experience—another ‘real utopia’—was led by charismatic and visionary leader Alex Bloom at St-George-in-the-East, a secondary modern school in Stepney, one of the toughest areas in East London, during the 1940s and 1950s (Fielding & Moss, 2011). By succeeding in transforming the image of the child in an educational context that was seen by many as troubled, hopeless and requiring extensive behaviour management, Bloom advocates that “perhaps what is needed most of all by teachers is a larger faith in the natural fineness of the child and in his inner potential” (cited in Fielding & Moss, 2011, p. 11). There is much need to reflect on Bloom’s image of the child, in our contemporary dominant educational climate that is often driven by the notion that diverse children in settings such as those attending St-George-in-the-East require targeted interventions. A University of Melbourne report (Iorio & Yelland, 2021) titled Defying deficit: Children as capable citizens of the now laments the power and proliferation of intervention programs in early childhood policy and practice, whereby research programs “articulate quick solutions to ‘fix’ ‘needy’ or ‘deficit’ children and focus on the ‘redemptive’ or ‘investment’ potential of young children” (p. 11). Iorio and Yelland (2021) propose instead that funding models, policy and research attend to new, strengths-based images of childhood, abandoning the discourse of returns on investment in favour of “creating spaces for alternative narratives to inform how we construct research in early childhood education” (p. 16). In this report, the COVID-19 crisis is positioned as “an opportunity for disruption of inequity and narrow practices utilised throughout schooling” and as “a pivotal moment for all of us to consider what could be if we rethink education and schools in response to children, families and communities” (Iorio & Yelland, 2021, p. 15). The authors issue a forceful invitation to refute deficit images of childhood, instead viewing young children as “capable and contributing citizens of the now” (p. 16).


Theory in action

My daughter Nina turned three during a holiday in Rome, where our families and many of our dearest friends live. One day we went to the zoo, with Nina’s friends Rosa and Tilly—daughters of my very good friend Sally, my mentor in my first year of teaching in Rome. After an extensive exploration of the zoo and most of its inhabitants—on foot at a very excited young-child pace—Sally and I suggested boarding the zoo’s little train for a final all-round look at the animals. As the train sputtered along, we approached the camels, which we hadn’t seen during our on-foot gallop. Nina was sitting on my lap and had a very good view of the camels. I pointed them out to her, “Look at the camels, Nina, they have two humps”. She observed the humps studiously, then turned to me and said, “There’s babies in there, maybe”.

I was so delighted I could go no further than saying “Yes, maybe”. We had to get off the train and rush home, and we didn’t have much time to talk it through. You may be familiar with this scenario—a child’s gift of a beautiful and seductive theory, but no time to dwell on it. Thankfully, I have long-distance friends who always welcome an invitation to engage in dialogue about young children—even my own child. What I had most marvelled at was not so much the theory itself (which could have derived from Nina’s experience of seeing a pregnant woman a few days before), though it’s delightful to think of camels’ humps having babies inside. Rather I rejoiced at Nina’s awareness that this was in fact a theory—her “maybe” marks her understanding that the statement is provisional. Her gift of uncertainty told me that she is a researcher of the world.

I shared my marvel at the camel theory with my friend and colleague Janet Robertson in an email, and she replied:


Maybe is such a brilliant concept. A place holder, theory generator, pre-emptor of mistakes, social oil and signal of wonderment ahead (J. Robertson, email to author, 2014).



The image of the child is that of a wonderer/marveller and theorist, from birth.


1How might you respond to such an invitation in your teaching? How would your response be influenced by your image of the child?

2What image of the child is conveyed by your local curriculum policy document? How might this influence your curriculum choices?

 



To support your interpretation of these questions, consider the following scenario.

Perhaps you have an image of the child as an empty vessel to be filled (or your local policy document is predicated on such an image of the child)—a child full of preconceptions or misconceptions of the world, to be rectified and addressed in true scientific fashion. If so, how might you have addressed Nina’s theory? Another friend and colleague, Jane Merewether (who also holds a very strong image of the child as theorist), also responded to my sharing of Nina’s camel theory:


Humans have humps when they are pregnant so, given the lack of any other evidence, it’s as good a theory as any. The dominant science education literature would advocate that, once identified, such a ‘preconception’ (or worse, misconception) must be addressed. If you don’t, Nina might carry this belief throughout her life and this could be detrimental. So I recommend taking her to a pet meat factory where they chop camels up for dog food. Or [we] might be able to organise for her to go on a feral camel hunt in [Western Australia] where they shoot them from helicopters—and she could witness what is really in those humps. That should fix her (J. Merewether, email to author, 2014).



Merewether’s irony—and her by no means casual mention of ‘fixing’ children—is a reminder that such deficit images of children are unfortunately widespread, and that they are a great influence on educators’ professional philosophies and curriculum choices.

Children as theorists and wonderers/marvellers contend with philosophical questions about the world and its wonders every day; adults can position themselves as listeners and provocateurs rather than as dispensers of knowledge. Consider the sophisticated desire of Jessie, age five, to go beyond the information given (Britt & McLachlan, 2015, p. 125):


JessieHow does there be a mother bug, and the mother bug has a mother bug, and that bug has another mother bug, and that bug has a mother and that bug has a mother, and how did it all start? I wonder how there’s a mother, and that mother has a mother and that mother has a mother, how it all starts? With one mother? But I don’t know how it all starts. With insects. There’s so many mothers and you can’t tell which one started it all off. And there’s no way that it can stop. So that’s my question.

JulietI don’t know.

JosieGod made them?

JessieGod made them, but which one was the one who started them all off?






Ask yourself


•What is your image of the child?





	
Images of educators: The dictatorship of no alternatives

Educators as melancholy implementers


Child:Mrs Harper’s a bit unusual, isn’t she?

Teacher:What makes you say that?

Child:She teaches differently.

Teacher:In what way?

Child:I don’t think she teaches from the curriculum (Harper, 2006, p. 274).



A child’s image of the teacher who “doesn’t teach from the curriculum” as being “a bit unusual” is a thoughtful reminder that dominant images of educators as implementers and deliverers of curriculum policy are constructed from powerful discourses. These powerful discourses perpetuate a pervasive image of the teacher as:


[a] transmitter and reproducer of predetermined knowledge and values … a technician, trained in a range of discrete and measurable competencies that enable the effective application of pedagogical human technologies; and a self-interested and essentially untrustworthy individual whose performance must be monitored, managed and moulded through the deployment of powerful managerial human technologies (Moss, 2014, p. 93).



Governing systems such as the ubiquitous professional standards for teachers are an example of the ways in which the dominant discourse affects our perceptions of teaching as a project of individuality, subject to market conditions and practices (e.g. measurement and monitoring) rather than being driven by the collaborative, dialogic, democratic, experimental and inventive processes of education as research. The educator thus portrayed in this discourse—an untrustworthy individual who must be monitored, managed and moulded—is what Malaguzzi would have called a ‘melancholy implementer’, when he proposed an image of teaching as:


[a] profession that cannot be permitted to think small, or allowed to forget that our first choice is that of renouncing a school which talks and acts only on commission, thus neglecting its functions of critique and reform. This is what saves you from being or becoming simply a melancholy implementer (Malaguzzi cited in Strozzi, 2014, p. 39, my translation).



The dominant stories of current neoliberal education reforms, such as standardised curriculum testing and professional standards, risk imprisoning the educators along with the children. Critical theorist Henry Giroux (2013) writes scathingly of the very real risks we face as “the school increasingly is modelled as a factory, prison, or both” (p. 462), rather than as a democratic forum where dialogue and debate are privileged. What is the image of educators that we want to carry forward? Poorly paid child-minders, unqualified carers, transmitters and reproducers of predetermined knowledge, essentially untrustworthy individuals whose performance must be monitored, managed and moulded? Do we see early childhood teachers as melancholy implementers of policy developed by others? Or do we see educators as researchers and theory-builders who transform our understandings of children and of the world (Giamminuti et al., 2021)? Fielding and Moss (2011, p. 1) cite the concern of Brazilian social theorist, legal scholar and politician Roberto Mangabeira Unger, who warns that “we live today under a dictatorship of no alternatives”. They exhort educators to believe that alternatives do indeed exist and flourish. However, as Unger contends, “the dictatorship of no alternative cannot be overthrown without ideas” (Fielding & Moss, 2011, p. 2)—ideas capable of overthrowing dictatorships come to educators who see themselves as thinkers and researchers, not as melancholy implementers imprisoned in schools that become “despair’s boutiques” (Winton, 2013).

	
Educators as researchers

The child as thinker and theorist, as competent social being in relationships with others, should be accompanied by a thinking and researching adult as provocateur—an adult who is taken with going beyond the information given and who creates the possibilities for this to occur for children. Giuliana Campani, an educator who has worked in the municipal infant–toddler centres and preschools of Reggio Emilia for decades, sees her role thus:


The adult researching with the child is always within this idea of an adult who does not determine what children are doing, an adult who tries to interpret the child’s gestures without preconceived ideas. This does not mean that we do not offer provocations to the children without ideas: what becomes very important is to ask yourself questions and the more questions you ask yourself the more you are prepared to see that which you had not imagined or thought of (G. Campani, educator, Nido Arcobaleno, interview with author, 2006).



The following case study, based on three data fragments from an interview with Juliet Lewer, kindergarten teacher at Lance Holt School in Fremantle, highlights possibilities for viewing yourself as a researcher.


Theory in action

As described above, Juliet Lewer and I worked together on a research project with a group of kindergarten (four-year-old) children at Lance Holt School in Fremantle, Western Australia. The research project involved weekly nature walks in the proximity of the school, which was located in an urban landscape, and weekly meetings between Juliet and myself. The focus of our meetings was on pedagogical documentation: listening, analysing and making visible to others the data collected during the course of the project (photos, video footage, children’s conversations and artifacts), and devising provocations for the development of the research. During one such meeting, I interviewed Juliet on how she views her role as a teacher. Three fragments of this interview are shared below in order to stimulate discussion around images of educators.

Fragment 1


StefaniaHow do you see yourself as a teacher?

JulietAs a co-researcher, co-wonderer. Just as children are learning so am I. I don’t imagine that I know everything but I continue to learn and wonder with the children and also about the children.



Fragment 2


StefaniaHow do you do that?

JulietListening across the school day. Having time to do that. Planning provocations for the children.



Fragment 3


StefaniaWhat attracts you to working with inquiry projects?

JulietI love the authenticity of it. It goes back to your image of the child, that you don’t assume they are an empty vessel and that you are going to give them the answers and the knowledge but that you can co-construct that knowledge together … it’s respectful to the children because they are listened to, considered … it’s motivating and exciting for the children and the educator … I don’t know if sitting down at the beginning of the term and planning everything and then delivering it is particularly exciting or motivating.




1In relation to Fragment 1: How is Juliet’s image of herself as an educator connected to her image of the child?

2In relation to Fragment 2: What does Juliet mean by listening? What role does listening play in the image of the educator as researcher?

3In relation to Fragment 3: What makes life as an educator motivating or exciting for Juliet? How does this fragment emphasise the connection between images of children, images of educators and images of curriculum?

4“Teachers find themselves continually ready to rethink what has been thought and to revise their positions. Their learning lies in their seeking to become involved in their students’ curiosity and in the paths and streams it takes them through” (Freire, 2005, p. 32). How does this quote relate to Juliet’s image of the educator?

5Reread the seminal quotes by Malaguzzi and Freire presented in the ‘Ask yourself’ box at the start of this chapter. How do Juliet’s words and experiences reflect the images of educators suggested by these eminent philosophers?





The motivation and excitement that Juliet finds in constructing curriculum as inquiry—which she positions in contrast to “sitting down at the beginning of the term and planning everything and then delivering it”—in the educational project of Reggio Emilia is nurtured by what is termed pensiero progettuale (Strozzi, 2014). Pensiero progettuale can be defined as an inventive way of thinking that makes it possible for educators to not offer provocations to the children without ideas, but rather to ask themselves questions and be prepared to see that which they had not imagined or thought of, to “welcome unease” (Giamminuti et al., 2021). Progettazione (from which pensiero progettuale derives) is an Italian term that is most familiar to the design professions. It emerged in educational discourse in Italy in the 1960s to counteract the rigidity of programmazione (programming). It is defined in Reggio Emilia as “a strategy of thought and action that is respectful and supportive of the learning processes of the children and the adults … and is capable of being modified in relation to the evolution of the contexts” (Preschools and Infant–Toddler Centres Istituzione of the Municipality of Reggio Emilia 2010, p. 12).

In the experience of Reggio Emilia, an attitude of documentation, guided by pensiero progettuale, is an exceptional tool for research (Giamminuti, 2016). Pedagogical documentation is defined as visible listening (Rinaldi, 2001), a democratic attitude (Millikan & Giamminuti, 2014) and as an act of ethics and values (Dahlberg et al., 2013; Giamminuti, 2013, 2016). In cultural contexts where the values, policies and practices of early childhood are informed by modernist discourses of compliance and conformity (a trend increasingly evident in Australia), documentation is at a great risk of becoming just another instrument for surveillance, control and accountability (Dahlberg, 2012). This is not the discourse of documentation in the experience of Reggio Emilia or settings worldwide inspired by that educational project. At its heart, documentation is a place of encounter between theory and practice, it is research-based advocacy for a new image and culture of childhood, a new image of educators and a new image of learning settings. Documentation is premised on and nurtures an ethic of resistance, not a culture of compliance and conformity. The aesthetic-ethical-political stance (Giamminuti et al., 2021) of documentation and progettazione invites teachers “to problematise, to produce knowledge through unease, to avoid being satisfied with overt, dominant and linear constructs, and to discard predictability in favour of uncertainty and vitality in worldly relations” (pp. 11–12).

	
	
An ethic of resistance

Fenech et al. (2010) extend an invitation to reimagine early childhood educators as activist professionals engaged in resistance-based professionalism. Similarly, Giroux (2013, p. 458) laments the “neoliberal attacks being waged on teachers”, stating that “educators must fight against this anti-democratic configuration of education by reconceptualising themselves as engaged citizens and public intellectuals committed to making the pedagogical more political and the political more pedagogical”. This image of the teacher as an activist engaged in resistance is far removed from the expectations foregrounded at the beginning of this chapter, where educators are seen as compliant instruments of policy delivery and policy implementation, with their professionalism prodded and measured and standardised. These expectations extend to primary and secondary educators. One of the strongest voices to advocate for the image of the educator as activist is that of Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire:


Progressive educators need to convince themselves that they are not only teachers—this doesn’t exist—not only teaching specialists. We are political militants because we are teachers. Our job is not exhausted in the teaching of math, geography, syntax, history. Our job … requires our involvement in and dedication to overcoming social injustice (2005, p. 104).



Freire highlights the role of educators in the project of democracy:


As educators we are politicians; we engage in politics when we educate. And if we dream about democracy, let us fight, day and night, for a school in which we talk to and with the learners, so that, hearing them, we can be heard by them as well (2005, p. 121).



This powerful exhortation to listen echoes the words of the teachers whose experiences have been shared in this chapter—teachers whose commitment to listen to children overrides any static definition of professionalism.


Ask yourself


•What is your image of the educator?

•Discuss and creatively compose (e.g. through drawing, collage, video-clips or digital art) a variety of images of educators.





	
Images of learning settings


I wanted a school … that wasn’t like my mother. A school that believed more in young people and that didn’t think that some of them are just waiting around to make trouble for others (Freire, 2005, p. 110).



In the dominant educational discourse, schools are generally like this student’s mother—places that think young people are just waiting around to make trouble for others. In this view, learning settings are often conceived of as places “for technical practice: places where society can apply powerful human technologies to children to produce predetermined outcomes” (Moss, 2007, pp. 6–7). As such, they risk becoming boutiques of despair (Winton, 2013) or dead zones of the imagination (Giroux, 2014) for children and adults alike. This chapter prefers to propose a more joyful and hopeful image of learning settings as being entirely unlike that of Freire’s student’s mother—places that believe more in young people, places of democratic political practice (Moss, 2007). One of their purposes is to act as “public forum[s] in civil society … place[s] of encounter and dialogue between citizens” (Moss, 2007, p. 12). Learning settings should be “collaborative workshop[s]” (Moss, 2007, p. 15) where young people’s voices are not only heard, but valued and acted upon. Learning settings are a public good, where “children are regarded as active participants in democratic societies, and teachers are perceived as competent cultural actors enabling children’s aspirations and capabilities within and beyond schools” (Giamminuti, in press).

Such possibilities are ever more pressing. As we collectively face unimagined challenges, perhaps we can hope that “something new is being born again from our contemporary reckonings, as it was in Italy after the ravages of fascism” (Giamminuti, in press).

I return therefore to the words of Loris Malaguzzi, the philosopher and educator whose image of the teacher appeared in the ‘Ask yourself’ at the start of this chapter. This chapter has involved a discussion on educators’ philosophies, on images of childhood, teaching and learning settings, but first and foremost it is a contribution to our ongoing debates about the purpose of education:


Either education is a place of research and the research produces new pedagogy, or it is the implementation of an offering that is delivered to young children, imprisoning them within a message that is somehow constructed or coded in advance (Malaguzzi cited in Strozzi, 2014, p. 40, my translation).




Ask yourself


•What is your image of a democratic learning setting and how does this differ from your own experience of school?

•What are the possibilities envisaged by constructing education as ‘the public good’?

•What does an image of learning settings as forums suggest about the purpose of education?

•How do your images of children, educators and learning settings intersect? How does the intersection of these images contribute to shaping your educational philosophy?

•What people, places, times, values and cultures have shaped and continue to shape your educational philosophies?





	
Conclusion

Inspired by provocations in the form of case studies and references to contemporary and seminal educators and philosophers, four key questions have been posed throughout this chapter:


•What are your expectations of curriculum?

•What is your image of the child?

•What is your image of the educator?

•What is your image of learning settings?



While these questions are posed as if to individual readers, the conclusion to this chapter must place the emphasis on two key notions. First, although each question is separately posed they are all inextricably interconnected, as the beliefs intersect and stand on each other’s shoulders. Second, although the questions are addressed to readers, they are posed with the understanding that educating should cease to be a project of loneliness, governed by instruments of measurement of individual performance. Rather, it should be recognised as first and foremost a project of collaborative democracy and collegial research—an endeavour of encounter.

This chapter has traversed a lot of ground, historically, theoretically and in the breadth of places, experiences and voices shared. It offers itself as a provocation to consider that educators’ philosophies are never personal philosophies—they are always constructed in encounters with people, places, times, values and cultures.


Questions and activities


1Develop your educational philosophy, informed by images of children, images of educators, images of learning settings and expectations of curriculum. Share your philosophy with other educators or fellow students and identify how the images intersect.

2Research learning settings you admire and study their stated philosophies. How can they inform your own views?

3How can your educational philosophy be shaped by encounters with other philosophies now and in the course of your professional life?

4Read the quote below:




And so came one of the most important lessons I’ve learnt as a teacher: I am in the room. Not some image of me, not some idealised version of myself—me. That realisation came partnered with an equivalently important sense of responsibility—if I am going to be ‘in the room’ I am determined to find ways of discovering what I bring and making who I am visible and open to question, not wanting to be caught unawares of how my presence influences the children I teach (Britt & McLachlan, 2015, p. 12).



How do you want to ‘be in the room’?


5Reconsider the provocations in the ‘Ask yourself’ box at the beginning of this chapter.


aWhat do the quotes by Malaguzzi and Freire suggest to you now about the role of educators?

bHow could these multifaceted images of educators inform your own professional philosophy?



6Reconsider the quote from Robertson that opens this chapter. How might you transform Lara’s experience? In what way would you ‘be in the room’ to contest this dominant image of the purpose of learning settings? How could you reimagine curriculum so that the stories of children like Lara can be transformed?
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Key further readings and resources

Print resources

Britt, C. & McLachlan, J. (2020). Unearthing why: Stories of thinking and learning with children (2nd ed.). Curious Teacher.

This accessible and rigorous book is premised on a strong image of children as competent learners and is rich in stories from Australian learning settings that bring theory, research and practice together. Also see the Defying deficit report from the Graduate School of Education, University of Melbourne: https://education.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/3814496/MGSE-Industry-Report-4-Defying-Deficit_WEB.pdf

Cavallini, I., Filippini, T., Vecchi, V. & Trancossi, L. (Eds.) (2011). The wonder of learning: The hundred languages of children. Reggio Children. 

This catalogue of the travelling exhibition from Reggio Emilia is a visual treat, rich in inspiration and wonder, which showcases young children’s capabilities in a unique format. Also refer to https://www.reggiochildren.it/en/exhibitions/the-wonder-of-learning-the-hundred-languages-of-children/

Dahlberg, G., Moss, P. & Pence, A. (2013). Beyond quality in early childhood education and care: Languages of evaluation. Routledge.

This is a seminal book which remains cutting-edge and should be required reading for all early childhood educators.

Edwards, C., Gandini, L. & Forman, G. (Eds.) (2012). The hundred languages of children: The Reggio Emilia experience in transformation. Praeger. 

A wide-ranging and informative introduction to the educational project of Reggio Emilia.

Freire, P. (2005). Teachers as cultural workers: Letters to those who dare to teach. Westview Press. 

Letters from Brazilian educator, philosopher and activist Paulo Freire, which form an inspiring tool for reflection on the role of the educator.

Giudici, C., Rinaldi, C. & Krechevsky, M. (2001). Making learning visible: Children as individual and group learners. Reggio Children. 

A seminal research project on pedagogical documentation, from Harvard Project Zero and the municipal infant–toddler centres and preschools of Reggio Emilia. Also refer to www.pz.harvard.edu/projects/making-learning-visible/

Moss, P. (2014). Transformative change and real utopias in early childhood education: A story of democracy, experimentation and potentiality. Routledge. 

A book that offers hope and possibility, brings together theory and practice, and invites us to consider that there are indeed alternatives.

Pelo, A. (2013). The goodness of rain. Exchange Press. 

A lyrical narrative, pleasant to read and providing inspirational material for any encounters with young children.

Preschools and Infant–Toddler Centres Istituzione of the Municipality of Reggio Emilia (2010). Indications preschools and infant–toddler centres of the municipality of Reggio Emilia. Reggio Children.

A very short publication which offers fundamental reading to understand the values and organisation underlying the educational project of Reggio Emilia. It is also a wonderful resource for reflecting on the meaning of ‘regulations’ in other settings.

Online resources

Reggio Children. (2021). A digital world for the Reggio Emilia approach. https://www.reggiochildren.it/en/ e-learning/

Reggio Children (2021). Publishing. https://www.reggiochildren.it/en/publishing/ 

For a list of publications from Reggio Children.

Reggio Emilia Australia (2021). Information exchange. www.reggioaustralia.org.au

For implications for Australian contexts, and Australian professional learning opportunities both in person and virtual.

Dew Resources (2016). An interview with Ann Pelo [Video], 15 June 2016. https://youtu.be/xOmpWnLqK0A

An interview with Ann Pelo about pedagogical leadership, play and respecting children.

ThinkersinResidence (2013). Prof. Carla Renaldi on reclaiming childhood [Video], 22 April 2013. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dqgvW-IRXKg 

Adelaide Thinker in Residence Professor Carla Rinaldi presents an address on ‘Reclaiming Childhood’.
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Unpacking Curriculum Issues


»Chapter 6 Neoliberalism, Education and Curriculum

»Chapter 7 The Education System and Social Class: A Shifting Relationship

»Chapter 8 The Trap of Binary Thinking: Problematising Gender and Social Disadvantage

»Chapter 9 Understanding the Techniques of Colonialism: Indigenous Educational Justice

»Chapter 10 Rethinking Australia’s Cultural Diversity

»Chapter 11 Psychology, Psychiatry and Neuroscience in Education

»Chapter 12 Child and Youth Identity Formation: Consumerism and Popular Culture




Part II explores key issues surrounding the curriculum choices of educators and the learning experiences of children and young people.

The authors of the chapters in this section explain and interrogate significant social, economic, cultural, historical and political relations that make up and remake education. They cover a range of topics that explore the many relations of power that shape the ideas, practices and experiences of learners and educators in the early childhood, primary and secondary phases of education.

Some topics covered in these chapters may be familiar to you; others may be unfamiliar. The topics relate to the current assumptions, economic priorities and effects of political authorities and government policies on education; the persistence of economic privilege and disadvantage in society and education and how this is exacerbated by education policy and the education system; stories of the norms of binary thinking about sex-gender and disadvantage; formal education as a tool of colonialism that hampers efforts to achieve justice for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples; ways to think about ethnicity and cultural diversity; the worrying use of psychology and neurosciences to know and diagnose children and young people; and the formation of youth identities through popular culture and new technologies.

These chapters invite you to unpack contemporary curriculum issues. They do this not by offering ‘models’ for you to learn and then follow or obey. Rather, they offer you the most precious gift of thought—not what to think, but concepts and perspectives with which to think and experiment. Thinking and experimenting with these concepts and perspectives may give you a headache, but they will prepare you with the following powerful practices crucial for working in specific educational contexts with specific demands: observation, interpretation, critical analysis, problem-solving and the generation of knowledge.












	6	Neoliberalism, Education and Curriculum   Glenn C. Savage







Former US President Jimmy Carter said, “The measure of a society is found in how they treat their weakest and most helpless citizens”. Similarly, US politician Hubert Humphrey said that “the moral test of government is how that government treats those who are in the dawn of life, the children; those who are in the twilight of life, the elderly; and those who are in the shadows of life, the sick, the needy and the handicapped”.

How would you measure the greatness of a country and its government? How would you rate Australia?





Introduction

Everywhere we look these days there is evidence of education being understood as an economic good. Parents navigate ‘education markets’ in the hope of choosing ‘the best’ school for their children. Policy-makers talk about the economic benefits of increasing young people’s literacy and numeracy skills. University students compare the future financial pay-offs associated with one university degree or another. We see public schools increasingly operate like private businesses, as competition intensifies between schools. More than ever before, school principals are positioned as managers, accountable to the needs and wishes of ‘clients’ (parents and students). Schools now adopt sophisticated marketing strategies to recruit local and international students. The results of high-stakes tests are published on the My School website to inform and promote parent choice. Many parents choose private schools over public schools, leading to strong competition within and between the public and private sectors. The content of school curricula is also being reimagined in line with changing economic demands. Vocational and applied learning programs are growing in secondary schools in the hope of better preparing young people for post-school employment. Traditional ‘academic’ curricula are being transformed, with twenty-first-century skills and an increased focus on science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) to prepare young people for participation in an economy that is increasingly global.

These economic and market-based ways of thinking about and doing education might seem natural to many of us, but if we rewind the clock 50 years, some of these now commonsense ways of imagining and organising schools would seem very strange. Historically, of course, there have always been links between schools, curriculum and the economy, and there are strong histories of technical schools that provided work-related pathways into employment for young people who did not pursue an academic education. However, since the 1980s, Australia and other nations have seen a significant intensification of links between schooling and the economy, and related shifts in how schools are governed. This shift has fundamentally transformed how parents navigate school systems, how policy-makers seek to manage schools, how curriculum designers decide the knowledge and skills young people must learn, and how school principals and teachers operate in schools.

If you start asking questions and doing research into how these shifts in schooling have been made possible, you are certain to come across the term ‘neoliberalism’ used to describe ways of thinking about, designing and governing schooling systems that have become dominant since the 1980s. Neoliberalism is also used widely to describe similar shifts in other areas of policy, including health, transport, telecommunications and many more. In its most general sense, neoliberalism refers to ways of governing society that emphasise the central role of markets and advocate for minimal state involvement and intervention in market processes. But what does this actually mean in practical terms? What does neoliberalism look like in terms of everyday ideas and practices? For example, does neoliberalism mean the same thing across the world? Or are there multiple forms of neoliberalism in different countries and education systems? And when it comes to education and curriculum, how exactly does neoliberalism influence what happens in schools? Perhaps more importantly, why is it even important for educators to know anything about neoliberalism in the first place?

In this chapter, I will seek to define neoliberalism and argue that it is a highly complex concept that is of great importance for educators who want to understand how contemporary education systems operate. In fact, I will suggest straight-up that if you do not understand the basics of neoliberalism and its impacts on education, then you will remain largely blind to the dominant forces that underpin what happens in schools. My hope is to provide a rudimentary overview of neoliberalism and some of its manifestations in education and curriculum. In doing so, I will attempt to be as clear as possible about what neoliberalism means and looks like in practice.

This chapter is not designed for the advanced policy researcher or curriculum theorist. It is designed for students of education and curriculum who want a relatively easy-to-consume introduction to neoliberalism and its implications for schooling. I begin by briefly charting the emergence of neoliberalism over the past century. After this, I consider key features of neoliberalism as a way of governing society and schools. I then illustrate some ways in which neoliberal ideas and practices manifest in schooling and curricula, offering two examples: the quasi-marketisation of public schooling systems and the economisation of the official curriculum. I conclude with brief reflections on the future of neoliberalism and why it is important for teachers to be critically aware of its influence in schools.
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Historical perspectives: The emergence of neoliberalism

Neoliberalism literally means ‘new liberalism’ (neo meaning ‘new’, from the Greek word néos). The term first emerged in the post-Great Depression 1930s as part of a movement of thinkers who believed that older forms of laissez faire classical liberalism had failed society, leading to the Wall Street Crash of 1929 and the Great Depression. A ‘new liberalism’, they argued, was required, which would involve a more interventionist role for governments in regulating markets and societies. Alexander Rustow, a German economist, is widely considered to be the first person to have used the term ‘new liberalism’, at the Walter Lippmann Colloquium held in Paris in 1938. The colloquium brought together a number of high-profile intellectuals committed to devising a new middle-way liberalism, which avoided the pitfalls of both classical liberalism (on the political right) and socialism (on the political left). These 1930s attempts to create a new liberalism were very distinct from the kind of neoliberalism that evolved in the second half of the twentieth century and now dominates government policies globally (see the following discussion of marketisation and privatisation).


Classical liberalism

In an economic sense, refers to ideas and practices that favour free markets and minimal intervention of governments in market processes.




Socialism

Favours strong government control over markets and forms of collective ownership of the means of economic production.



Not all participants at the Walter Lippmann Colloquium held the same views on what new liberalism should look like. One of the participants, Friedrich von Hayek, was not convinced that classical liberalism was a failure. He went on to found the Mont Pelerin Society in 1947, comprising an international group of economists who advocated for a revived form of classical liberalism that strongly promoted free-market economics and minimal state intervention. The Mont Pelerin Society is frequently cited as laying the foundations for the kind of neoliberalism that came to dominate global capitalism from the 1970s. The trajectory of the Mont Pelerin Society was at odds with broader postwar shifts towards what is known as Keynesian economics, named after British economist John Maynard Keynes. While Keynesianism was by no means as left-leaning as socialism, it did promote a more interventionist role for governments to regulate markets and develop strong welfare states in areas such as health and education. Keynesian economics dominated in democracies such as Australia and the UK in the postwar era, and helped bolster the significant expansion of public schooling and higher education systems. Keynesianism is seen by some to have driven the Golden Age of capitalism, marked by strong economic growth and prosperity, paired with strong social protections. Critics, however, view Keynesian economics as inefficient and as driving the unnecessary expansion of government roles, responsibilities and spending.


Welfare states

Systems in which governments play a strong role in protecting the well-being of citizens, particularly the most disadvantaged, in areas including health, housing and education. Free healthcare and education are policies of the welfare state.



During the 1960s, the Mont Pelerin Society became highly influential among economists, academics and politicians, particularly in the US. The Department of Economics at the University of Chicago gained prominence as an epicentre for neoliberalism, driven in large part by Milton Friedman, an economist and academic who was also a member of the Mont Pelerin Society. The University of Chicago generated what became known as the Chicago Boys—a group of Chilean economists who studied with Friedman and were funded by the US government, as part of a Cold War-era program to counteract left-wing tendencies in Latin America (Harvey, 2007). The Chicago Boys were responsible for dramatic neoliberal reforms in Chile after Augusto Pinochet came to power in 1973 and appointed multiple Chicago School-trained economists to powerful government positions. This kick-started what is commonly understood as the first national experiment in neoliberalism, with Chile instituting dramatic economic reforms that were later emulated in other nations.

The rise of neoliberalism in Chile coincided with the recession associated with the global oil crisis, which bolstered critiques of Keynesian economics and paved the way for the rapid expansion of neoliberalism in the West. Neoliberalism is typically seen as being cemented in the West during the 1980s by President Ronald Reagan in the US and Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in the UK. Much has been written about the role of these two leaders in promoting neoliberal reforms that fundamentally reshaped economic policies and the role of governments. In Reagan’s case, these reforms are often referred to as ‘Reaganomics’. While the neoliberal reforms of the 1980s were varied in scope and nature, some similarities were clear—the reforms emphasised the central role of markets in the governance of society, and advocated for minimal state involvement and intervention. In practice, this translated to a range of actions, including increased marketisation and privatisation. Together, marketisation and privatisation typically involve the selling of (and transfer of some responsibilities for) government services such as health and education to private companies; shifts towards minimal regulation of markets; various cuts in government spending, including reducing the size of some government departments and agencies; tax cuts (often for the highest earners); strategies to promote de-unionisation; and new techniques of governance that foreground new systems of accountability and remodel the public sector in line with the private sector (the section on ‘The quasi-marketisation of public schooling systems’ describes what this looks like in practice in schools). Similar policies were pursued in Australia under successive Labor Prime Ministers Bob Hawke and Paul Keating.


Marketisation

The introduction of market ideas and practices into the organisation and delivery of government services, ranging from cases where users pay for accessing government services, through to public services adopting more market-like and competitive practices borrowed from the corporate sector.




Privatisation

The selling of aspects of government services such as health and education to private companies.



The kind of neoliberalism that emerged during the 1980s was very different from the new liberalism initially imagined by 1930s intellectuals at the Walter Lippmann Colloquium. Instead of a new middle way between socialism and classical liberalism, neoliberalism resembled a rejuvenated form of laissez faire classical liberalism, with some similarities to the dominant policies prior to the 1929 Wall Street Crash and the Great Depression. Indeed, many parallels have been drawn between the 1920s and the 2008 Global Financial Crisis (GFC), the latter seen by many as evidence of the failure of neoliberalism (Rudd, 2009). However, as I note in the next section, there are also important differences between the older classical liberalism and more recent forms of neoliberalism.

From the late 1980s, neoliberal reforms spread rapidly, buoyed by the global expansion of capitalism and the transnational integration of markets. Rizvi and Lingard (2010) suggest that the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was a turning point, signifying “a fundamental shift in policy thinking around the world, both resulting from and giving rise to the globalisation of capitalism and the emergence of a dominant ‘neoliberal’ ideology” (p. 2). In the decades that followed, they argue, neoliberal ideas and practices have vastly reshaped the ways policies are “forged, implemented and evaluated” (p. 2). Indeed, the influence of neoliberalism became so widely accepted that it emerged into a kind of new world order, “embraced by parties across the political spectrum, from right to left” (Ross & Gibson, 2007, p. 2). The ascendancy of neoliberalism led to the catchphrase ‘there is no alternative’ (TINA), which was coined by Thatcher to describe what she saw as the inevitable and ultimate triumph of neoliberal economics.

Despite the dominance of neoliberalism in reshaping politics and policies, the past few decades have seen the emergence of strong criticisms which argue that neoliberalism is a failed approach and needs to be replaced. Critiques of neoliberalism have intensified since the GFC and comprise a diverse range of individuals and groups, including leading politicians. For example, in 2009, during the aftermath of the GFC, then Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd wrote a highly critical essay on neoliberalism for the political magazine The Monthly. Rudd (2009) suggested the GFC had spawned events of “truly seismic significance” and marked “a turning point between one epoch and the next”. Rudd did not hold back, describing neoliberalism as promoting “extreme capitalism and excessive greed” and as rising to become “the economic orthodoxy of our time”. Positioning himself as a social democrat, Rudd argued for an end to neoliberalism and said that a new approach was required to “save capitalism from itself” by recognising “the great strengths of open, competitive markets”, while at the same time “rejecting the extreme capitalism and unrestrained greed that have perverted so much of the global financial system in recent times”. Rudd’s arguments channelled similar ideas to those related to British ‘third way’ politics, which are commonly associated with the Labour Party under the leadership of Prime Minister Tony Blair from 1997 to 2007. Third way politics have similarities with 1930s arguments for a middle-way liberalism that unites the best elements of left (socialist) and right (free-market) models. Third way politics also have similarities to postwar Keynesian models.

Despite such arguments for post-neoliberal models, however, neoliberalism remains the dominant form of governance (Springer, 2015). Indeed, many theorists have argued that even though the GFC had bone-rattling impacts, governments have since fallen back into familiar modes of neoliberal governance (Brown, 2015). Moreover, as I will argue later (see “Neoliberalism, education and curriculum”), neoliberalism shows little sign of abating when it comes to the governance of education and schooling. Far from being a dying orthodoxy, neoliberalism is alive and well, reshaping multiple aspects of schooling, curriculum and the lives of educators and students across the world.

	
Neoliberalism as a form of governance: Key characteristics

The brief history above focused mainly on the broader (macro-level) developments of neoliberalism, looking at its emergence among a powerful group of thinkers in the mid-twentieth century and its rapid spread from the late 1970s to become the status quo among governments globally. In this section, I will shift focus to examine in more depth the key characteristics of neoliberalism as a form of governance (a way of governing populations). In doing so, I draw upon the theories of French philosopher Michel Foucault to argue that neoliberalism relies upon modes of reason (ideas and ways of thinking) derived mainly from the field of economics, which assume that individuals are inherently economic beings and markets are the most effective means for governing populations. These neoliberal modes of reason have generated many techniques and practices that now govern individuals and institutions across the world.

In a series of lectures delivered at the Collège de France in Paris between 1977 and 1979, Foucault provided a detailed analysis of the neoliberal ideas and practices that were beginning to take hold globally in the late 1970s. Foucault paid specific attention to the historical emergence of neoliberalism, and examined how it was beginning to shape the lives of governments and individuals in various ways. He developed two powerful concepts for examining how neoliberalism operates as a form of governance: political rationality and political technology (Foucault, 2008). The primary difference between political rationalities and political technologies is that the former is concerned with forms of reason (ideas), whereas the latter names a technical realm and is concerned with specific techniques or mechanisms of governance (practices). Together, these two concepts are useful for understanding how neoliberal ideas and practices play out in specific contexts and influence our everyday lives—including what happens in schools on a daily basis.


Political technologies

The techniques, mechanisms, instruments and processes through which governance is done; the practices of governance.




Political rationalities

Ways of thinking about and justifying forms of governance (ideas about how to govern), especially in the realm of politics.



Foucault (2008) argued that the defining feature of neoliberalism was a shift towards a new political rationality based on ‘truths’ associated with the economy, the market, human capital and an entrepreneurial vision of the individual. These ideas and forms of reason, he argued, have generated multiple political technologies which govern societies and individuals in ways that reflect neoliberal rationality. Put simply, therefore, Foucault argued that the ideas and practices of neoliberalism are intimately entwined. For Foucault, neoliberalism was not simply a rejuvenation of the classical liberalism that dominated prior to the 1930s. It represented a much deeper and more comprehensive reshaping of society in line with economic ways of thinking. One of the key features that Foucault saw as distinct about neoliberalism was the extension of market thinking and forms of practice into previously non-commodified domains—that is, “domains previously considered to be non-economic” (p. 215). This included essential public services such as health and education, which were either subjected by governments to forms of privatisation or were reorganised to operate more like the private sector. Neoliberalism, therefore, was not just about loosening government regulations on the economy; it also involved a reimagining and reformulation of life in the image of the market, in ways that have had profound effects on the shape and functioning of governments and public services. Foucault called this “the economisation of the entire social field” (p. 242), whereby markets became the new ‘truth’ for governing human life.


Human capital

Skills, knowledge and experience possessed by an individual or population of people, understood as a measure of their economic value. Education produces human capital.



A similar argument has been made by sociologist Nikolas Rose, who argues that neoliberalism involves “a new relation between expertise and politics” (1996, p. 54), whereby previous Keynesian modes of governance—which were based on ‘truth claims’ with a basis in the social and human sciences—were gradually replaced by modes of governance based on truth claims from the grey sciences of management and economics. Education researcher Michael Peters (2010, p. 370) has similarly argued that in the 1980s “a distinctive strand of neoliberalism emerged as the dominant paradigm of public policy”. Central to this change was either the abolishment or drastic rewriting of Keynesian policies in favour of market solutions at all levels of government (Peters, 2010).

Reflecting on the impacts of neoliberalism on public policy in Australia, journalist Laura Tingle writes:


It long ago became taken for granted in politics—and in the broader political debate—that market-driven outcomes are always the best. Similarly, the presumption is that the private sector knows how to do things better than the public sector, and governments in general are bad. All sorts of public policy have been built on these foundations: government debt is always bad; contracting out is good; the public sector should adopt the managerialism and language of the private sector; public assets should be privatised; government regulation is little more than a frustrating pile of red tape. To argue against these propositions, particularly at the height of the fervour in the 1980s and ’90s, was to invite ridicule or contempt (2015, p. 8).



In addition to charting major changes to practices of governance, Foucault (2008) examines the influence of neoliberalism on individuals. He argues that neoliberal forms of governance rest upon the assumption that individuals are inherently economic beings. Central to neoliberalism, he argues, is a vision of the individual as Homo economicus; that is, as a fundamentally self-interested “entrepreneur of himself” (p. 226), who perpetually strives towards self-maximisation and self-capitalisation (personal improvement and gain) in competitive markets and social arrangements. Neoliberal governance therefore operates on the assumption that individuals are, above and beyond anything else, competitive beings who seek to gain advantage not only through participation in the economy, but through all aspects of their lives.

This vision of humans, Foucault argues, has profound implications for how governments seek to govern populations and for how individuals seek to govern themselves. In line with this, individuals are seen by governments as human capital, which must be invested in. Individuals are also expected to self-invest and take responsibility for nourishing their productive potential. Foucault calls this form of self-governance ‘responsibilisation’. The impact of framing individuals in primarily economic terms can be seen in a dizzying array of everyday examples. A good example in education is the policy shift in Australia and other countries towards promoting school choice. Such policies reframe parents as entrepreneurial choosers and investors in their child’s education, rather than treating them as citizens who are entitled to equal access to quality education in all schools.

In summary, neoliberalism has not only involved new attempts by governments to govern populations in line with market-based ideas and practices, but it has also generated new conditions of possibility for how individuals imagine and govern themselves.


Theory in action

In societies influenced by neoliberalism, individuals are often positioned to invest in themselves in various ways (especially through education), market themselves, contract out their skills and knowledge, and compete with others in pursuit of maximising their human capital and potential.


1What are some real-life examples that illustrate this?

2How might the popular notion of lifelong learning align with neoliberal ideas?





	
Neoliberalism, education and curriculum

While the effects of neoliberalism have definitely not been the same everywhere, it is undeniable that neoliberal modes of governance have had wide-reaching impacts on education systems globally. In Australia, government schooling systems and curricula have been fundamentally reshaped by neoliberalism. This trend continues, with reforms increasingly driven by market-based logics. The past two decades in particular have seen Australian governments borrow heavily from neoliberal reforms in the UK and US, despite a vast body of research that highlights the negative effects of many of these reforms on schools, educators and students.

The transformation of education in relation to neoliberalism has been extensively theorised by researchers, particularly in the fields of education policy studies and sociology of education. Arguably the most significant impact of neoliberalism in education has been the broad-scale reimagining of schooling from an economic point of view (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Education is now framed and justified in policy as primarily a site for building human capital and contributing to economic productivity, from the early childhood years right through to the tertiary level (Savage, 2021). In Australia, this is evident in a wide range of schooling policies, including major statements such as the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Education Council, 2019). The declaration, signed by all education ministers (federal, state and territory), frames education as an economic investment tied to the nation’s global competitiveness. It argues that education is central in providing young people with “skills they need to participate in the economy and society” (p. 2).

While, in historical terms, schooling has always been seen by governments as having economic benefits, the unique element in policy shifts over the past two decades is the extent to which the economic purposes of schooling have risen to dominate policy agendas at the expense of other purposes. Many important social, personal and emotional purposes of schooling have either become peripheral concerns in education policy, or have been reimagined in line with economic imperatives. The past decade, for example, has seen things like ‘equity’ reframed in education policy as central to broader economic reform agendas (Savage, 2013; Lingard et al., 2014). For example, if young people are not finishing school or participating in education, or students from disadvantaged backgrounds are underachieving on NAPLAN or the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests, this is represented as a policy problem because it ‘costs’ the nation economically. In other words, because schooling is seen as important primarily from an economic point of view, then a failure by young people to successfully engage with and succeed in schooling is seen as an economic problem. Equity has been reframed as a market-enhancing mechanism (Savage, 2011). This reflects what Foucault calls the economisation of the social and what Nikolas Rose calls the neo-social: that is, a rejuvenated policy interest in enabling social goods like equity, but primarily for the sake of fostering greater economic productivity. While there are certainly important links between inequalities in schooling and the economy, the key point is that this economic framing of equity has become dominant. This means that other ways of understanding equity get lost and broader concepts, such as social justice, are pushed to the margins.


Theory in action

Belonging, being and becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework for Australia (EYLF) “marks a point in Australia’s history when supporting young children’s learning became a national priority; it is the first national statement to guide learning and teaching across varied settings providing early childhood education” (Connor, 2011, p. 9). For Cheeseman et al. (2014, p. 408), the Federal Government’s curriculum intervention into the realm of early childhood is motivated by its concern for nation-building:


Focusing on ever younger children, productivity policies today are aimed at harnessing potential early and ameliorating risk factors before they become entrenched. The policy focus has manifested into an intensification in the learning dimension of early childhood, evidenced in part through the increased production of national curricula documents.



In other words, the early childhood curriculum is an instrument of government guiding ‘the education of young people towards the advancement of particular national ideals’ (Cheeseman et al., 2014, p. 411).


1Based on your reading, what are some of these national ideals?

2Is it possible that such government intervention into early child development and learning could not be in the interest of a child and their family?

3In what ways might the interests and beliefs of children, families and governments differ?

4Do you think early childhood curriculum decisions should be informed by economic productivity concerns?





The spread of neoliberal reforms in education has been rapid and wide-reaching. Australian education policy theorists Fazal Rizvi and Bob Lingard (2010), for example, argue that neoliberalism has become cemented globally as the new commonsense education policy. They refer to this as the rise of the neoliberal imaginary, which is rapidly transforming national education systems—which were previously more distinct—in line with a dominant set of policy solutions that strongly reflect neoliberal ideas and practices. In a similar vein, education policy theorist Stephen Ball (2003) argues that education reform agendas influenced by neoliberalism have spread across the globe like “a policy epidemic” (p. 215), and are being strongly bolstered by powerful economic organisations such as the World Bank and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). Indeed, perhaps more than any other organisation, the OECD has driven reform agendas in schooling through a wide range of policy work—including PISA—that focuses on reforming schooling for the sake of increasing economic productivity within nations. This is to be expected, as the OECD is an economic organisation. Nevertheless, many researchers and educators question whether its profound influence in education is justified.

Neoliberal reforms have also been strongly promoted by a proliferation of edu-businesses and think-tanks, which have capitalised on changes to the public service and the marketisation of schools (Reckhow, 2013; Thompson et al., 2016). As Ball (2003) argues, neoliberal reforms have created the conditions “for various forms of ‘privatization’ and the ‘commodification’ of core public services” (pp. 215–216). Major edu-businesses, such as Pearson, have benefited considerably from these changes, through the production of educational resources and government contracts to deliver core educational services (Hogan, 2016). Pearson, for example, holds lucrative contracts relating to both NAPLAN and PISA testing.

It is important not to view these changes as producing a ‘one-size-fits-all’ set of policy reforms across the globe. The influence of neoliberalism in education systems has resulted from a gradual and varied series of interventions by governments, which have introduced reforms that share a family likeness. In other words, various reforms share overarching similarities in the sense that each seeks to reorganise education in line with market ideas and practices. It is also important to note that neoliberal reforms have not played out in homogenous ways across systems (they have not had the same impacts everywhere), but instead have emerged in context-specific ways, depending on multiple social, economic, cultural and historical factors. This shows us that rather than being a monolithic identity, neoliberalism is a flexible force of governance, always morphing and adapting to specific circumstances and contexts (Springer, 2015; Ong, 2006). For example, school choice reforms or strategies to promote the commercialisation of schools (just two examples of neoliberal-style reforms) often manifest quite differently in different nations and systems.

The dizzying breadth and variety of neoliberal reforms in schooling mean that it is impossible to capture the full range of influences in the space of this chapter. Indeed, it would take a large number of very long books to even begin such a task! As such, I will provide a brief illustration of two ways in which neoliberal ideas and practices have manifested in Australian education schooling and curricula over the past few decades. While these examples are by no means exhaustive, they each signal some important shifts in Australian schooling, and together provide some tangible insights into the impacts of neoliberalism.

The quasi-marketisation of public schooling systems

Reflecting the core tenets of neoliberal governance, one of the most prominent changes to education since the 1990s has been the reshaping of government schools in line with market-based principles and practices. The marketisation of public education systems in Australia and other nations, including the UK and US, is often referred to as quasi-marketisation. This is because rather than promoting a shift towards unregulated free markets, governments have maintained strong regulatory powers over schools but at the same time have introduced reforms that make the public schooling sector operate more like the private sector (Marginson, 1997). The shift towards quasi-marketisation has been driven by a view that public schooling is inefficient, overly unionised, unresponsive to user demand, lacks accountability and does not effectively nourish the growth of human capital. Market practices are positioned as solutions to these perceived problems.


Quasi-marketisation

The redesign of public services to encourage such services to operate more like the private sector, through introducing market-based ideas and practices.



The impacts of quasi-marketisation are incredibly complex and difficult to capture in a concise way. This is because quasi-marketisation does not emerge from one specific set of reforms, but is the result of a broad range of interrelated reforms, introduced over several decades, which have reshaped schooling in Australia and many other nations. Governments have not followed a single market formula, but have instead rolled out a complex assemblage of reforms of “breath-taking” scope and complexity (Ball, 2003, p. 217). In Australian schooling, reforms that have contributed to quasi-marketisation include, but are not limited to, the following:


•Policies have been designed to heighten competition between schools, driven by new regimes of accountability, measurement and comparison based on standardised testing measures. For example, the My School website and NAPLAN work together to hold schools accountable through publicly displaying test data. This promotes competition between schools and informs and promotes parent choice. NAPLAN and My School arguably have both positive and negative effects. For example, on the positive side, these reforms make schools more publicly accountable and highlight inequalities between schools; on the negative side, the reforms may act as a disincentive for schools to collaborate, can promote ‘teaching to the test’ and might cause anxiety among school leaders, teachers, parents and students.

•New school autonomy models position schools to operate more like businesses and reposition school leaders as managers, who are increasingly responsible for tasks such as marketing and ‘client’ recruitment, as well as the hiring of staff. An example is the Independent Public Schools (IPS) initiative in Western Australia, which is designed to give principals greater autonomy, particularly over resource allocation matters such as the school’s budget and staff hiring. In effect, an IPS principal operates more like the CEO of a company, working closely with an elected school board (akin to a strategic advisory board of a company) that usually comprises parents, community members and business representatives.

•Schools have been opened up to corporate sponsorship, partnerships and involvement. For example, a major trend in Australia has been the shift towards various school–industry partnerships with major businesses. For example, Aviation State High School in Queensland works in partnership with aviation companies such as Boeing, Qantas and Virgin Australia. Warrnambool College in Victoria has designed a science and technology program in association with the pharmaceutical company GlaxoSmithKline.

•Federal government funding to fee-paying non-government schools (Catholic and independent) has increased, resulting in a steady drift to these schools among the economically privileged. Australia has a very high number of students in private schools in comparison to other OECD nations. The private school drift has increased the need for public schools to compete for enrolments with private schools, and has also increased competition within non-government school sectors. While non-government schools have played important roles in Australian schooling since colonial times (and thus should not be seen as effects of neoliberalism), government funding increases to private schools have rapidly grown since the 1970s and have directly supported the growth of private school enrolments. The rapid expansion of enrolments in private schools can therefore be seen as one impact of neoliberalism. Critics see these trends as undermining the public system.

•There are increased financial incentives for public and private schools to generate revenue through attracting and enrolling full-fee-paying international students. This has spawned a new era of international roadshows, whereby Australian schools are marketed to families overseas, especially in China. International students are a particularly valuable source of income for public schools, as they generate money for the school in ways that local students do not.

•Education businesses have new and powerful roles, especially via the contracting out of government services but also through new business arrangements with schools. There are myriad examples of this trend, from the large-scale contracting of NAPLAN and PISA testing to the edu-business Pearson and the rapid expansion of ‘iPad schools’ supported by technology company Apple.



The everyday impacts of quasi-marketisation are varied in scope, influencing multiple areas of school governance as well as the lives of school leaders, teachers, parents and students. As you can imagine, schools are subject to multiple forms of quasi-marketisation, with the bullet-point examples offered above (plus many more) often overlapping to influence what happens in schools. I conducted early research into the impacts of quasi-marketisation on two public schools in Melbourne (Savage, 2011, 2013). One of the most significant findings was the extent to which the professional lives of school leaders were being transformed by market reforms. The school principals I interviewed spoke in depth about the changing nature of their work, suggesting the role of a principal was rapidly shifting from that of a leading educator to that of a business manager or CEO. The interviews generated significant amounts of data that suggested market ideas were increasingly naturalised among school leaders in terms of how they talked about schools and their relationships with young people and parents. Principals, for example, regularly evoked market metaphors and language to describe their school, using terms such as product, hierarchy, clientele and market position. School leaders also spoke in very hierarchical and transactional terms when framing relationships between schools, parents and students, using market logic to judge their school’s value relative to other competing local schools. Strongly reflecting Foucault’s concept of Homo economicus, the conversations I had with school leaders often revolved around what different schools offered consumers, what parents or students could gain from their school, or which strategies set some schools apart from others. Rather than viewing government schools as part of a relatively homogenous system, school leaders viewed them as part of a highly differentiated market, with individual schools seeking to provide education products to clients (parents and students) based on consumer demands. Here we see the link between knowledge and the formation of individuals’ identities and senses of self, described in Chapters 2 and 3.

These market forms of reason had strong impacts on the professional identities of school leaders. Many, for example, appeared to strongly embrace a market identity, imagining themselves as managers and as educational entrepreneurs, striving to maximise their potential as leaders and the competitive advantage of their school. These findings are reflected in the work of education researcher Brad Gobby, whose research into IPS schools in Western Australia found a similar repositioning of school leaders (Gobby, 2013). As one principal in his study said, “I run the school like a business, the students are our clients, my shareholders. It’s a business” (p. 282).

Returning to my own research (Savage, 2011, 2013), school leaders engaged in a complex variety of marketing practices to improve the image and competitiveness of their school and to lure potential clients. These practices, which would have seemed very strange to public school principals a few decades earlier, included:


•the production of glossy brochures and elaborate websites, often mirroring the marketing language and style of elite private schools;

•highly orchestrated school tours and open nights;

•the concerted promotion of school successes (especially tertiary entrance scores) to media outlets, and strategies to avoid bad press when issues occurred;

•marketing tours to China to lure international student enrolments; and

•various attempts to refine the school’s brand image through school logos, facilities and uniforms modelled on private schools (blazers, ties, etc.).



Many researchers and educators are vehemently against the quasi-marketisation of public schools, viewing such reforms as divisive and antithetical to the notion of a public schooling system that offers equality of opportunity and provision. Indeed, in the US, where market reforms are in many ways more advanced, multiple researchers have argued that neoliberalism is driving the demise of public education (Ravitch, 2013; Hursh, 2015). There are mounting fears within the Australian education community that our nation is following a similar path.

Despite research that has highlighted the potentially divisive and negative impacts of quasi-marketisation, there is little sign that such reforms are losing momentum. In fact, quite the opposite. Take, as just one example, the aforementioned IPS initiative, which has expanded beyond Western Australia to other states as a result of $70 million in federal funding designed to incentivise the broader uptake of the initiative across the nation. The purpose of such reforms is not to make government schools truly independent or to privatise schools, but to remodel the governance of public schools in ways that more closely resemble private schools. The reform gives principals and school communities greater control, and is designed to reduce bureaucracy and improve operational efficiency. Core features include greater authority of principals over their school’s budget and the staff members they hire, as well as some ability to develop locally tailored policies and processes. The initiative shares some broad similarities with free schools in the UK and charter schools in the US. However, it is misleading to make direct international comparisons, as countries have unique education systems and legislation; for example, some US charter schools are run by for-profit corporations. IPS policy documents have suggested the reform will lead to higher productivity and better-quality education outcomes for students. However, to date there is no strong evidence that the reform produces any of these positive effects. Despite this lack of evidence, free-market think-tanks such as the Centre for Independent Studies have argued for even more radical reforms to school governance, suggesting that Australian governments should consider introducing charter schools based on the US model, which could include government-funded for-profit schools (Jha & Buckingham, 2015). The tenor of such debates, paired with continued global momentum towards neoliberal reforms in education, suggests the marketisation of Australian schooling may only be in its infancy.


Theory in action

More than ever, schools are marketing themselves to prospective students and their parents. This often involves a concern for managing impressions, school reputation and the community’s perception of a school’s quality and excellence.


1How might quasi-marketisation impact on schools, their staff and students?

2In what ways might it be a problem?

3Do you see any benefits to quasi-marketisation in education?





	
The economisation of the official curriculum

In Australia and internationally, curriculum reforms since the late 1980s have strongly reflected broader trends towards framing schooling in economic terms. As a result, the kinds of knowledge and skills young people learn in schools have been reimagined (and in some cases entirely transformed) in line with economic and market-based forms of reason. As a result, the official school curriculum is increasingly being assessed and reformed based on its utility in terms of preparing young people for the evolving global knowledge economy. Many terms have been conjured to describe this trend, including the ‘utilitarian curriculum’ (Goodson, 1997), ‘technical-instrumentalism’ (Young, 2008) and ‘new vocationalism’ (Wheelahan, 2010). In this section, I will refer to these trends as the ‘economisation of curricula’, and will draw attention to two key features that have dominated curriculum reforms in Australia over the past three decades: the expansion of applied and vocational curricula in schools; and the rise of the twenty-first-century skills agenda.


Global knowledge economy

Global changes in economies and work, particularly in developed nations, towards wealth being created through highly skilled occupations and industries, and innovations in areas such as technology and science.



The first key feature is the rapid expansion of applied and vocational curricula in schools since the early 1990s, particularly in the senior secondary years. This includes Vocational Education and Training (VET) in schools, school-based apprenticeships and other applied pathways such as the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL). To understand the expansion of applied and vocational curricula, it is necessary to look back to the significant economic changes that took place globally during the 1970s and 1980s. In the early 1970s, for example, the global oil crisis recessions had profound impacts on youth unemployment across developed nations. In Australia, rising youth unemployment meant that more young people were staying on to Year 12, with retention rates rising dramatically from 28% in 1982 to 82% a decade later (ABS, 1993). The economic prospects for school leavers were made worse due to declining manufacturing industries and the growing competitiveness of entry to white-collar professions. These conditions bolstered criticisms of Keynesian economics and nourished arguments in favour of neoliberal reforms, which implicated schools in the wheel of the economy in new ways.

By the late 1980s, policy debates had begun to centre on the extent to which schools were aligned with the needs of the economy, and whether or not schools were effectively developing the human capital required to support economic growth. In particular, policy-makers began to focus on the role of applied and vocational education in schools. Historically, applied and vocational education had existed separately from mainstream academic schooling. Victoria, for example, had a dual system of high schools and technical schools for most of the twentieth century until the 1980s, when the landmark Blackburn Report (1985) led to the development of the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) and the discontinuation of technical schools. These developments, which were mirrored in broadly similar ways in other states and territories, meant that young people from diverse backgrounds (and with diverse aspirations) were all studying a general academic curriculum. Few pathways remained within school for young people who did not aspire towards university study. Many people saw this shift towards a general academic education for all as a victory for equality of opportunity, as it put an end to the historical tracking of young people into vocational or academic pathways. However, others saw the move towards a general academic curriculum as being out of step with the needs of the economy and unfair to young people who did not want to pursue tertiary study. These problems and tensions, against the context of broader economic change within Australia and globally, spurred a series of reports and initiatives in the early 1990s that led to the development of a national VET system based on the principles of competency-based training. The VET system expanded rapidly into schools, and all Australian states and territories now allow some VET subjects to be counted towards the award of a senior secondary certificate.

The rise of VET in schools is an interesting example of the contradictory effects of neoliberal reforms in schools. On the positive side, through better aligning schooling curricula with the needs of the economy and offering young people the opportunity to gain vocational qualifications while remaining at school, VET has provided valuable options for young people who do not desire purely academic pathways. VET has also proved to be important as a retention strategy for young people at risk of dropping out of school, who can sometimes be re-engaged through practical and applied learning options (Nguyen, 2010). On the negative side, a significant number of researchers have argued that VET further marginalises young people (especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds) by offering low-level skills that often do not lead to post-school employment and that distance young people from the powerful academic knowledge that is needed to fully participate in modern society (Polesel, 2008). Curriculum theorist Ivor Goodson (1997), for example, writes of the “utilitarian” subject tradition, comprising “low-status practical knowledge” designed to train young people for work in “non-professional vocations” (p. 144). Goodson contrasts this with the academic tradition, which has historically dominated senior secondary schooling and typically comprises high-status knowledge, delivered through a discipline-based curriculum that is confirmed by the examination system and designed to prepare students for professional and academic life. For Goodson, the high-status academic tradition and the low-status utilitarian tradition are linked to the production of class differences in a capitalist society. Australian policy researcher John Polesel (2008) makes the same point regarding VET in Australian schools, arguing that it serves as a mechanism for training children of the poor. Polesel argues that VET is low-quality and low-status, and “is associated with significant levels of social selection—rather than democratisation” (p. 630).


Ask yourself


•How are VET subjects or the VET streams typically viewed by students and staff in Australian schools?

•Do you think some schools pressure students into studying non-ATAR subjects? If so, why might they do this?





Significant criticisms have also been levelled at the competency-based training model upon which VET is based. Wheelahan (2007), for example, argues that competency-based training reflects a “very fragmented, atomistic and instrumental view of knowledge” (p. 647), providing content in isolated bits. Wheelahan contends that, rather than better preparing young people for work or further education, VET further marginalises young people from poorer backgrounds by providing access to procedural knowledge and skills, while denying access to the more powerful forms of knowledge and modes of reasoning. Wheelahan (2010) further argues that a reductive instrumentalism pervades contemporary curriculum debates, which “precludes a discussion about knowledge in its own right because it is primarily concerned with the needs of the economy” (p. 109). In summary, therefore, there is ongoing debate about whether the rise of VET is a positive thing when it comes to the complex links between education and equality of opportunity. Questions also remain about whether schools should be linked to economic priorities to the extent that they have been under the VET system.

The second key feature that reflects the economisation of curriculum is the rapid rise of the twenty-first-century skills agenda, which has seen the traditional academic curriculum remodelled in ways that seek to better provide young people with skills and competencies required for participation in the global knowledge economy. Proponents of the twenty-first-century skills agenda typically argue that globalisation and rapid technological changes require a rethinking of the discipline-based academic curriculum, which is often portrayed as being stuck in the past and as not adequately preparing young people for a future workforce in which the jobs of today might no longer exist. These ideas are proffered by countless education writers and policy-makers, but are arguably exemplified in the work of Yong Zhao. Zhao (2009) argues that we are in the midst of a global and technological revolution which “at least rivals the Industrial Revolution” (p. 145). This revolution, he contends, is significantly changing our societies, making new knowledge, skills and talents requisite, while rendering others obsolete. Zhao surveys efforts in the US and Europe to embed twenty-first-century learning agendas in curricula by including new essential skills and forms of knowledge, such as problem-solving and critical-thinking skills, IT skills, social and civic competencies, and knowledge in core subjects such as English, Mathematics, Science and Economics (pp. 145–148). Realigning the academic curriculum with such skills, Zhao argues, is the way forward.

In Australia, the twenty-first-century skills agenda has flourished over the past decade, especially through the Australian Curriculum. The national curriculum seeks to marry traditional subject-based disciplines with a concept called ‘general capabilities’. The curriculum includes seven general capabilities: literacy; numeracy; information and communication technology (ICT) capability; critical and creative thinking; personal and social capability; ethical understanding; and intercultural understanding. The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA)—the organisation that led the development of the national curriculum—describes the general capabilities as a key dimension of the curriculum, encompassing the “knowledge, skills, behaviours and dispositions” that play a significant role in “equipping young Australians to live and work successfully in the twenty-first century” (ACARA, 2012, paras 1–2). Rather than being additional to the subject-based curriculum, general capabilities are to be woven into the curriculum of every subject, as they are considered relevant to all learning areas. Teachers of all subjects must explicitly integrate the general capabilities into their teaching. ACARA (2012) describes the design of the general capabilities as an attempt to recognise the interconnectedness of young people’s learning across subjects.

The shift towards general capabilities represents a different form of economisation from that associated with VET. Unlike applied and vocational learning, the usefulness of the general capabilities is not seen by policy-makers and supporters to lie in their capacity to train workers for specific trades or occupations. Instead, the general capabilities are supposed to imbue young people with general forms of knowledge and skills that are deemed requisite for participation in changing economic contexts. At its heart, the twenty-first-century agenda reflects a desire to create a particular type of citizen: one who is literate, numerate, flexible, creative and IT-savvy, and who is ready to compete in the global knowledge economy. As British curriculum theorist Michael Young (2008) argues, curriculum reforms globally now reflect a pervasive form of “technical-instrumentalism”, which, it can be further argued, is reflected in the general capabilities and which results in “education, the curriculum and even knowledge itself” becoming “means to an end, not ends in themselves” (Young, 2008, p. 21). In other words, education is geared principally towards the needs of global capitalism, rather than being important for its own sake.

The twenty-first-century knowledge and skills agenda is also utilitarian because it shifts the emphasis of young people’s learning away from the importance of knowing to the importance of doing, by foregrounding skills they should be able to demonstrate (rather than knowledge they must acquire) and aligning these with various standards, tests and outcomes. The past decade, for example, has seen remarkable shifts in Australia and globally towards judging the quality and achievement of students, schools and systems based on outcomes in standardised testing regimes, including NAPLAN and PISA. Philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2009) argues that global shifts towards the economisation of education threaten the democratic role of education in producing active and informed citizens. Nussbaum (2009) describes economic trends in curriculum; for example, as part of a broader shift towards “education for economic enrichment” (p. 6). She also argues that education is now dominated by a narrow “economic conception of development” that focuses on “basic marketable skills” (p. 6). These trends are putting “democratic education on the ropes” (p. 13). Australian education researcher Simon Marginson (1997) has made similar arguments, suggesting that the economisation of education has seen “the formation of citizens” subordinated to a “new economic mission” (p. 151). Brown (2015) has argued that the impact of neoliberalism on education has resulted in “knowledge, thought and training” being “valued and desired almost exclusively for their contribution to capital enhancement”, rather than “for developing the capacities of citizens, sustaining culture, knowing the world or envisioning and crafting different ways of life in common” (pp. 177–178).

	
	
The future of neoliberalism (and why thinking about it is important)

In the immediate aftermath of the GFC, there appeared to be a global shift in the tide of public opinion towards critiquing the economic and social effects of neoliberalism. Neoliberal policies were typically framed as driving forces behind the collapse of financial systems and as major factors in exacerbating inequalities. Activist agendas such as the Occupy movement found voice in this context, arguing against growing social and economic inequalities across the globe and advocating for a fairer distribution of resources and life chances. The negative effects of neoliberalism on income inequality have been thrust further into the spotlight since the GFC, with several leading economists illustrating the stark inequalities that have emerged (and are deepening globally) because of expanding neoliberal reforms. Thomas Piketty’s (2014) bestseller, Capital in the twenty-first century, for example, concludes that growing income inequalities within nations have not emerged by accident, but have been made possible by a lack of government intervention in economic markets over several decades. These deepening inequalities, he argues, are undermining democracy. Piketty suggests that the consequences of continued growths in inequality are “potentially terrifying”, particularly given “the divergence in the wealth distribution … occurring on a global scale” (p. 571). He argues that we are witnessing “a drift towards oligarchy” (p. 514)—that is, a planet ruled by a relatively small number of economic elites—and suggests a new system of progressive wealth taxes is needed globally to arrest the concentration of wealth in the hands of a minority and to reduce overall inequalities. A significant rethink of neoliberal policies is therefore needed.


Ask yourself

Consider Piketty’s (2014) comments on wealth distribution.


•How might oligarchy impact education, schools, teachers and students?





Old habits, however, die hard. Despite vocal agitations against neoliberalism and minor tinkering around the edges by governments in the wake of the GFC to better regulate aspects of the economy, there is little broader evidence that neoliberalism is receding as the dominant form of governance. Quite the opposite is the case in education— rather than seeing a retraction of neoliberalism, we are seeing an expansion. Neoliberalism is alive and well, and is continuing to reshape multiple aspects of school governance, curricula and the everyday lives of school leaders and teachers across the world.

The future, however, is not yet written and the continued expansion of neoliberalism is not inevitable. As more individuals learn about and experience the impacts of neoliberalism, new opportunities open to think differently about it and agitate for change. It is critically important, therefore, for educators to understand the profound impact neoliberal policies have had on shaping the conditions of possibility for schooling, and how they impact upon their everyday lives. Why? Because without such understanding, educators will remain little more than subjects of the broader forces of society and policy, rather than being informed and better placed to actively participate in reshaping the direction of reform. In the US, for example, widespread concern about the impacts of high-stakes testing have led to the ‘opt out’ movement, which has seen large numbers of teachers and parents choosing not to facilitate the involvement of young people in certain testing programs. You might think this kind of activism is unhelpful, and I am not personally advocating for or against it. My point is that examples like this show that educators (and parents, in this case) can be powerful social actors, who can negotiate and speak back to dominant powers and politics in multiple ways.

It is naïve to think that neoliberalism is all bad and that we might need to return in some rosy-eyed way to the past that existed before neoliberal reforms were introduced. The truth is that education systems in pre-neoliberal times were rife with inequalities and problems too. There are good arguments to support aspects of contemporary neoliberal policies in schools. For example, policies such as My School and NAPLAN make schools more accountable and make it easier for policy-makers, researchers, educators and parents to identify certain inequalities and performance gaps between schools. School autonomy reforms are providing new ways for parents and community members to engage in school-based decision-making processes. An uncritical relationship to neoliberalism that paints it as an entirely evil force is just as unhelpful as an uncritical celebration of its benefits. Instead, what is needed by us as citizens (including educators, parents, students and policy-makers) is an ongoing critical engagement with neoliberalism as part of ongoing efforts to make education better for everyone. The impacts are what matter most.

	
Conclusion

Neoliberalism refers to ways of governing society that emphasise the central role of markets and advocate for minimal state involvement and intervention in market processes. Neoliberal policies have had profound impacts on education systems globally, particularly since the 1980s. In Australia, government schooling systems and curricula have been fundamentally reshaped by neoliberalism. This trend continues, with reforms increasingly driven by market-based reform strategies. Two examples of neoliberal policies on education that have been canvassed in this chapter are the quasi-marketisation of public education systems and the economisation of curricula. Neoliberal reforms in education have not played out in homogenous ways across systems, but have instead emerged in context-specific ways. Neoliberal reforms have had arguably positive and negative effects. Given the profound impact of neoliberalism in shaping the conditions of possibility for education, it is imperative for educators to understand its impacts and engage critically in its evolution.


Questions and activities


1How would you describe neoliberalism to somebody who had never heard of the term before?

2Do you think some people are advantaged and others disadvantaged by neoliberal policies and reforms? Speculate on the reasons why this may or may not be the case.

3What are some of the positives and negatives associated with schooling being tied closely to the economic needs of a nation?

4To what extent can (or should) teachers resist broader policy agendas?





	

Key further readings and resources

Brown, W. (2015). Undoing the demos: Neoliberalism’s stealth revolution. Zone Books.

Analysing neoliberalism as a form of governance, this book argues that it is a threat to democracy.

Harvey, D. (2007). A brief history of neoliberalism. Oxford University Press.

David Harvey offers a history of the development of neoliberalism.

Rizvi, F. & Lingard, B. (2010). Globalizing education policy. Routledge.

This book analyses global policy trends and how neoliberal forms of governance have influenced education.




References

ABS [Australian Bureau of Statistics] (1993). 4221.0—Schools Australia, 1993. ABS.

ACARA [Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority] (2012). General capabilities in the Australian curriculum. ACARA.

Ball, S.J. (2003). The teacher’s soul and the terrors of performativity. Journal of Education Policy, 18(2), 215–228.

Blackburn, J. (Chair) (1985). Ministerial review of post-compulsory schooling. (Blackburn Report). http://web.education.unimelb.edu.au/curriculumpoliciesproject/Reports/vic1985.html

Brown, W. (2015). Undoing the demos: Neoliberalism’s stealth revolution. Zone Books.

Cheeseman, S., Sumsion, J. & Press, F. (2014). Infants of the knowledge economy: The ambition of the Australian government’s Early Years Learning Framework. Pedagogy, Culture & Society, 22(3), 405–424.

Connor, J. (2011). Foundations for learning: Relationships between the Early Years Learning Framework and the Australian Curriculum. Early Childhood Australia & ACARA. https://docs.acara.edu.au/resources/ECA_ACARA_Foundations_Paper_FINAL.pdf

Education Council (2019). Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration. Education Council.

Foucault, M. (2008). The birth of biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978–1979. Palgrave Macmillan.

Gobby, B. (2013). Principal self-government and subjectification: The exercise of principal autonomy in the Western Australian Independent Public Schools programme. Critical Studies in Education, 54(3), 273–285.

Goodson, I. (1997). The changing curriculum: Studies in social construction. Peter Lang.

Harvey, D. (2007). A brief history of neoliberalism. Oxford University Press.

Hogan, A. (2016). NAPLAN and the role of edu-business: New governance, new privatisations and new partnerships in Australian education policy. Australian Educational Researcher, 43(1), 93–110.

Humphrey, H.H. (1977). Remarks at the dedication of the Hubert H. Humphrey Building. Congressional Record, 4 November 1977, vol. 123, p. 37287.

Hursh, D.W. (2015). The end of public schools: The corporate reform agenda to privatize education. Routledge.

Jha, T. & Buckingham, J. (2015). Free to choose charter schools: How charter and for-profit schools can boost public education. Centre for Independent Studies.

Lingard, B., Sellar, S. & Savage, G.C. (2014). Test-based accountabilities and data infrastructures: Re-articulations of social justice as equity in education policy. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 35(5), 710–730.

Marginson, S. (1997). Educating Australia: Government, economy and citizen since 1960. Cambridge University Press.

Nguyen, N. (2010). The impact of VET in schools on the intentions and achievements of young people. National Council for Vocational Education Research.

Nussbaum, M. (2009). Education for profit, education for freedom. Liberal Education, 95(3), 6–13.

Ong, A. (2006). Neoliberalism as exception: Mutations in citizenship and sovereignty. Duke University Press.

Peters, M.A. (2010). Practice. In M.A. Peters, S. Marginson & P. Murphy (Eds.), Imagination: Three models of imagination in the age of the knowledge economy (pp. 363–382). Peter Lang.

Piketty, T. (2014). Capital in the twenty-first century. Harvard University Press.

Polesel, J. (2008). Democratising the curriculum or training the children of the poor: School-based vocational training in Australia. Journal of Education Policy, 23(6), 615–631.

Ravitch, D. (2013). Reign of error: The hoax of the privatization movement and the danger to America’s public schools. Knopf Doubleday.

Reckhow, S. (2013). Follow the money: How foundation dollars change public school politics. Oxford University Press.

Rizvi, F. & Lingard, B. (2010). Globalizing education policy. Routledge.

Rose, N. (1996). Governing ‘advanced’ liberal democracies. In A. Barry, T. Osborne & N. Rose (Eds.), Foucault and political reason: Liberalism, neo-liberalism and rationalities of government (pp. 37–64). University of Chicago Press.

Ross, E.W. & Gibson, R. (2007). Neoliberalism and education reform: Critical education and ethics. Hampton Press.

Rudd, K. (2009). The global financial crisis. The Monthly, 42, 20–29.

Savage, G.C. (2011). When worlds collide: Excellent and equitable learning communities? Australia’s ‘social capitalist’ paradox? Journal of Education Policy, 26(1), 33–59.

Savage, G.C. (2013). Governmentality in practice: Governing the self and others in a marketized education system. In D. Gillies (Ed.), Educational leadership and Michel Foucault (pp. 66–84). Routledge.

Savage, G.C. (2021). The quest for revolution in Australian schooling policy. Routledge.

Springer, S. (2015). Post-neoliberalism? Review of Radical Political Economics, 47(1), 5–17.

Thompson, G., Savage, G.C. & Lingard, B. (2016). Think tanks and Australian education policy: Issues of expertise, influence and evidence. Australian Educational Researcher, 43(1), 1–13.

Tingle. L. (2015). Political amnesia: How we forgot to govern. Quarterly Essay, 60. www.quarterlyessay.com.au/essay/2015/12/political-amnesia

Wheelahan, L. (2007). How competency-based training locks the working class out of powerful knowledge: A modified Bernsteinian analysis. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 28(5), 637–651.

Wheelahan, L. (2010). Why knowledge matters in curriculum: A social realist argument. Routledge.

Young, M.F.D. (2008). Bringing knowledge back in: From social constructivism to social realism in the sociology of education. Routledge.

Zhao, Y. (2009). Catching up or leading the way: American education in the age of globalization. ASCD.











	7	The Education System and Social Class: A Shifting Relationship   Joel Windle







How much influence does your family’s social status have on your future prospects? Meritocracy is the notion that through decent educational opportunities, hard work and talent, we can make something of ourselves regardless of our background. However, variation in social status can be partly predicted from parents’ status—roughly 20–60% can be explained in this way and there is some evidence that, for elite groups, “status is more strongly inherited even than height” (Clark & Cummins, 2013, p. 2). A study based on the surnames of students attending Oxford and Cambridge universities over 800 years shows that the maintenance of elite status across generations is high in both medieval and modern periods. Amazingly, wealthy families with strong chances of attending Oxbridge in 1230–1259 still had better than average odds of attending in 1980–2009, 750 years later (Clark & Cummins, 2013, p. 20)!





Introduction

This chapter traces the history of schooling in Australia, including the development of curriculum and examination structures, and the struggle over these when ‘new’ student populations became a larger part of the student body. It shows how social class has been a concern for policy-makers and teachers, including through the emergence of an activist stance in teacher unions during the mass expansion of secondary education. It concludes with a reflection on how schools are seeking to overcome tensions caused by class divisions in society and educational outcomes.
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Social status and education

The influence of social status on educational experiences and outcomes has long been a central concern for Australian schooling, particularly since the 1970s. Interest increased at that time largely because economic and occupational pathways were becoming ever more tightly connected to educational qualifications. Unemployment also rose sharply in the 1970s, contributing to a mass growth in student retention and the rapid expansion of a public secondary school sector. The 1960s and 1970s also saw the rise of social movements demanding a more egalitarian society and education system, along with theories that criticised schooling as serving an oppressive capitalist order (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Connell et al., 1982).


Meritocracy

The belief that opportunities and outcomes are based solely on individual merit; that people get out of life what they put in. In other words, if you work hard, then you will reap the rewards.




Egalitarian

The principle that all people are equal, and entitled to equal rights and opportunities.




Capitalist order

An economic system based on the exploitation of workers by those who control capital (capitalists), and the institutions and ideologies that maintain the system.



As the education system expanded, many expected the increased opportunities would result in a democratisation of educational outcomes. However, the availability of large data sets and publication of a series of government-commissioned reports in the 1960s and 1970s showed that social inequalities in schooling were persistent and deep. Teachers were increasingly feeling the pressure of catering to a much broader social spectrum of students than they had been trained to teach, or for whom the curriculum had been designed. This change in the role of education in society generated a series of tensions within schools that remain unresolved to this day.


Democratisation

Access in equal measure of all social groups, not just an elite group.



Socio-economic status (SES) refers to a positional differentiation based on wealth, income, occupation or educational attainment, or some combination of these measures. SES is often divided into a set of categories; for example, high, middle and low. Thus a student who has two parents with university degrees and an occupation defined as ‘professional’ may be described as ‘high SES’. But SES may also be divided into evenly sized groups—quartiles, quintiles, deciles or even percentiles.


Socio-economic status (SES)

A ranking based on wealth, income, occupation and/or educational attainment.



Government and international agencies, as well as researchers, commonly use SES in order to evaluate equity and explain variance in performance between individuals and schools. The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority’s (ACARA) My School website <www.myschool.edu.au>, which provides data on school performance and finances, is one example. My School provides two measures of SES—a number that reflects the school’s overall social position, and the percentage of students within each SES quartile. A school that reflected the broader social composition of Australian society would have 25% of students in each quartile. Such an even spread is unusual in Australian schools, compared with many other education systems. Some Australian schools have less than 5% of students from the ‘bottom’ SES quartile, and more than half from the ‘top’ SES quartile. These schools—which have a concentration of high-status students—are typically the oldest schools, located in wealthy neighbourhoods, charging high fees or using some form of academic selection process. Other schools draw half of their students from the ‘bottom’ quartile and almost none from the ‘top’ quartile. They are more typically regional, remote and suburban schools, with no or low fees, more recently established and without academic selection.


Ask yourself


•Based on the My School website (or other sources), what was the socio-economic composition of the schools you attended?

•How did this influence the way the schools operated?

•How did it influence the way the schools were viewed by students, teachers and people outside the schools?

•How many of the schools in the top 10 of the examination league tables have a balanced socio-economic composition?

•What information do such measures fail to capture about disadvantage and advantage in education?





While some see SES as a continuum from the most humble to the most exalted, it is usually understood to be a proxy for membership of a status group or social class. Members of a status group or social class share common interests and sometimes a collective identity, and work to protect these. The famous ‘1%’ who have been targeted in protests are not merely those who have the largest bank accounts, but those who control major corporations, landholdings, information channels and government decisions (Stiglitz, 2011). Billionaire Rupert Murdoch, for example, controls major media outlets and uses his influence to push education reforms that give private corporations a larger role in, and profits from, education (Windle, 2015). Murdoch also attended Oxford University, which places him in an educational 1%. This elite educational experience is the product of, rather than the source of, his economic status and class position. Elite educational settings help to forge a common class identity (and set of ideologies) and build social networks that serve to advance shared interests that are often in conflict with the interests of other groups.

While those with more economic resources obviously have an educational advantage, the work of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu shows that it is collective control over the structures of curriculum and examination that is most important. Bourdieu argues that the modern school system was set up to recognise and reward the tastes and cultural practices that are cultivated in privileged families. Importantly, through the institutional processes of schooling, these tastes and practices—including ways of speaking and seeing yourself in the world—are presented as universal and natural talents (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979, 1990). Someone who has lots of money may not earn respect, but someone with a degree from an elite university is frequently viewed as talented and worthy of respect. Educational achievement thereby provides legitimacy for privileged social status.

In fact, it is not the super-wealthy who depended most on schooling over its period of mass expansion, but the growing professional classes for whom educational credentials were increasingly important (e.g. engineers, accountants, lawyers, public servants, some health professionals). Bourdieu uses the term cultural capital (also discussed in Chapters 4 and 14) to describe the kinds of practices, tastes, ways of seeing the world, knowledge and goods (books, musical instruments, etc.) that are characteristic of the social groups for whom education and examination systems have been historically set up. Many of the experiences that shape cultural capital are available only in large urban centres, and by direct contact through activities such as regular visits to the theatre and museums. Traditional schooling relies on students who come prepared with this cultural capital and, when faced with ‘new’ student populations who have other kinds of outlooks and tastes, it enters into crisis.


Cultural capital

The non-financial social assets that people possess and draw upon in order to participate in society, and that promote social mobility. Examples include education and possession of dominant cultural knowledges, including styles of speech and dress.




Theory in action

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) sometimes uses the number of books in a home as a proxy for cultural capital.


1Why do you think this is? How many books, roughly, are there in your home? Compare your answer with others.

2What are the limits of this approach? How might new technologies change the ways in which cultural capital is cultivated, or even what counts as cultural capital?





In schooling, cultural capital works together with economic capital and social capital (networks of contacts) to influence future social position and prospects (Bourdieu, 1986). The brilliant law student who knew no lawyers growing up occupies a different social position from even the mediocre law student whose parents are lawyers and who attended a school in a large city where the majority of parents are executives in large corporations. Upon graduating, the second student enjoys an advantage in seeking employment, attracting clients and gaining promotion by virtue of their school and family networks—their social capital. Education systems and the outcomes they deliver for students are challenged when new groups of students with diverse social backgrounds enter into the student population. The rest of this chapter traces the history of school education in Australia, the complexities around socio-economic privilege and disadvantage, and how social class has been a concern for policy-makers, educators and education stakeholders.

	
The establishment of Australia’s education system

A classical sociological definition of education is preparation for social, affective and economic roles. When these roles do not involve a high degree of differentiation and specialisation (or social division of labour), then education is more likely to occur through kinship networks, informally and experientially. This is the form that education generally takes in indigenous societies, including in Australia (Campbell & Proctor, 2014; Morgan, 2018). Traditional education in pre-colonial Australia varied between Indigenous nations with their distinctive histories, cultural practices, languages, trading relationships and ways of meeting basic necessities (see Chapter 9 for a discussion of Australia’s colonial history and Indigenous education). Education often included separate rites of passage for boys and girls, and rich experiences of dancing, singing, story-telling and artwork. Campbell and Proctor (2014) emphasise that learning in pre-colonial Australia was largely a cooperative endeavour, undertaken through opportunistic instruction in areas such as “language acquisition, food collection, hunting, constructing shelters, and much ceremonial and sacred life, and the skills associated with making tools, weapons and clothing” (p. 3).


Roles

Sets of situationally specific sets of expectations, norms, practices and duties.




Social division of labour

The division of tasks between different categories of people, particularly in relation to producing products.



When social roles and status become more differentiated—through the rise of mechanised and industrial forms of production under capitalism, for example—preparation for these roles often becomes more specialised, rigid and formalised (Durkheim, 1971; Walford & Pickering, 1998). Industrial societies like Australia face a particular challenge to maintaining solidarity—acceptance of the social order and your place in it—that Durkheim considered should be addressed in schools. As a teacher-educator who founded the discipline of sociology of education, Durkheim stressed that the primary role of teachers was to provide a moral education, inculcating social norms as a buttress against social upheavals and conflict.

In the context of European imperialism, theories of orderly social progress such as Durkheim’s provided justification and cover for the ‘civilising’ missions of colonial and religious administrators (Connell, 2007). In the early days of colonial Australia, formal schooling was scarce and a rigid class order was largely enforced without the support of moralising school teachers. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders were positioned as outside this system, below even the bottom rank, and stripped of their humanity through processes that were later expressed in forms of Eurocentric schooling that remain predominant (Morgan, 2018).

Education at the outset of British colonialism in Australia, at best, took the form of apprenticeships. Child labour was the norm. The need to moralise to the children of convicts and to maintain social order motivated the churches and colonial administrators to establish small schools that focused on basic literacy and religious instruction. Funding and teaching materials were largely supplied by missionary societies in England (Campbell & Proctor, 2014). ‘Dame schools’, run as small businesses by enterprising individuals, were also a feature of the colonial educational landscape.

By the 1820s, an emerging squattocracy was anxious to have its children educated separately from the children of convicts, and convict teachers (Campbell & Proctor, 2014). Following British models, more upper-class private schools taught morals, English, Arithmetic, manners, a smattering of practical skills, and French. In contrast, schools for orphans, indigents and Indigenous children aimed at ‘elevating’ them from the ‘corrupting’ influence of their social group, and preparing them to gratefully accept roles as servants and labourers.


Squattocracy

A class of wealthy landowners, whose property claims were based on their being the first European occupiers of land in Australia.



Indigenous populations were largely or entirely excluded from schooling or were segregated, and Indigenous culture was actively destroyed. In some jurisdictions, until the mid-1960s the Chief Protector was the legal guardian of all Indigenous children, regardless of whether they had living parents or relatives (Wilkie, 1997). Schooling meant preparation for domestic service and farm work (Loos & Osanai, 1993). As one Indigenous woman recalls:


I wanted to be a nurse, only to be told that I was nothing but an immoral black lubra, and I was only fit to work on cattle and sheep properties … I strived every year from Grade 5 up until Grade 8 to get that perfect 100 percent mark on my exams at the end of each year, which I did succeed in, only to be knocked back by saying that I wasn’t fit to do these things … Our education was really to train us to be domestics and to take orders (Wilkie, 1997, p. 148).



The most violent strategy for integration into subordinate social positions was the forced removal of Indigenous children from their families, from the 1870s to the 1970s. Christian mission schools were a part of this project, but school was also the point from which many Indigenous students were effectively kidnapped from their families and communities (Wilkie, 1997).

In the early colonial era, formal schooling essentially meant primary school. The pinnacle of schooling, for boys in wealthy families, was a stay in England to study a classical curriculum in grammar schools. However, the second half of the nineteenth century saw the establishment of the educational institutions that continue to dominate Australian schooling—the sandstone universities and elite private schools. This period also saw the increased involvement of colonial governments in systematising and universalising public primary school instruction. Educational credentials, like high school certificates and university degrees, started to gain importance for some professions, and schooling became more important to the definition of social status and mobility.


Theory in action


1In what years were the top 10 ranked schools and universities in Australia founded?

2How many were founded in the colonial era?

3Why do colonial-era and Christian denominational schools continue to maintain dominant positions in the education system today?





In the final three decades of the nineteenth century, government departments of education were established, and free, compulsory primary education was legislated—if not a reality for all. Many working-class families objected to compulsory education. Those who owned farms or had small businesses believed that it would disadvantage them as their children could no longer provide labour. Public funding for denominational schools dried up and a secular curriculum, rather than one based on scripture and Christian morality, was provided in government schools. Private schools operating as family businesses continued to be an important part of educational provision, particularly in preparation for the examinations set by universities and the public service, but they did not have the staying power of the church-run schools. Divisions between Catholic and Protestant schools were another feature of the colonial educational landscape that survived well into the twentieth century. Catholic schools were linked to Irish, working-class Roman Catholics and to a church hierarchy hostile to secular education, and sometimes considered disloyal to the British crown.

The education provided to British elites at ‘public schools’ was the inspiration (often via British principals and teachers) for a model that continues to make its presence felt. The creation of young ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’ with polished manners, sporting or artistic prowess and a sense of duty and service to God, Queen and country (including the lower orders) was imbued. A conspicuous and meticulously maintained uniform, sports, and elaborate systems of hierarchy and belonging through prefects and houses were imposed (Campbell & Proctor, 2014). Rather than fading with the march of time, such archaic rituals have made a spectacular comeback in the twenty-first century, even in Australian state schools seeking to imitate the success of the older church-founded counterparts.

Twentieth-century schooling remained, until the Second World War, a mass primary system accompanied by a tiny secondary system. With the exception of a few students assisted by scholarships, secondary education and university were the preserve of the wealthy, and the pathway there was through expensive church-run schools. In Victoria, private schools in the pre-war era argued that public schools should not offer secondary school subjects, and in South Australia a Royal Commission heard that the secondary curriculum was unsuitable for working-class youth (Campbell & Proctor, 2014). However, a small number of academically selective public secondary schools emerged. These pre-war schools now hold a position close to the top of academic hierarchies, together with the older, mainly Protestant, private schools (Teese, 2000; Teese & Polesel, 2003).

When the colonies joined into a federation in 1901, the Australian Constitution mentioned no responsibilities for education. The moral purpose of schooling, now harnessed to nation-building, remained predominant:


The conception of a nation as merely an aggregation of units, each struggling for its own selfish ends, has carried with it the elements of national decadence. On the other hand, in contrast to this individualism, it is the development of corporate responsibility, the partial merging of the individual in the community, the subordinating of personal freedom to the welfare of the State which, added to the personal progress of the individual with regard to his own private interests, has produced the most stable and contented communities (Peter Board quoted in Meredyth, 1997, p. 289).



The new nation had just five public secondary schools, one in Adelaide and four in Sydney (Burke & Spaull, 2001). Melbourne, already well supplied with private schools, opened its first public secondary school in 1905. Both private and public schooling grew in the early decades of the twentieth century; however, even in 1946, just 7% of 16–17-year-olds were attending school full-time (Burke & Spaull, 2001). There followed three decades of spectacular growth in enrolment and the establishment of a system of public secondary schools. While these initially operated through curriculum streaming, the model of the suburban comprehensive secondary school gradually came to dominate (Campbell & Sherington, 2006). The most rapid growth in student retention occurred from the late 1970s to the 1990s, with secondary completion rates increasing from 34.7% in 1979 to 92.1% in 1992 (Thomson & Holdsworth, 2003). This period coincided with growth in the numbers of migrant-background students attending school, and policy attention to equity became framed through multicultural, gender-inclusive and disability-inclusive approaches (Thomson & Holdsworth, 2003).

The moral-focused education of the colonial era was slowly replaced with humanist concerns for cultivating well-rounded individuals and citizens, and basic skills for a rural economy gave way to preparation for new occupations in factories, the public service and corporate administration. The public share of secondary enrolments peaked at 75.9% in 1975, before dropping 5% per decade until 2005, when it reached 61.9% (Campbell et al., 2009). The massive growth in public provision of secondary education in the 1950s and 1960s was partly due to legislation that made attendance compulsory, at least in the initial years. As families came to depend less on the labour of their children, and job opportunities for early school leavers dried up, the conflicts that had marred earlier attempts to make schooling compulsory faded considerably. But changing employment patterns also presented new challenges for schooling, as the increased participation of women generated demand for childcare centres, which competed with kindergartens for government support (Brennan, 1998).

The era of mass secondary education brought some relief for primary education, which was no longer a terminal phase of schooling. By the 1960s, the conditions of provision and training had improved enough that the progressive pedagogical ideals of personal development, which had emerged at the beginning of the century, began to be implemented on a large scale (Burke & Spaull, 2001). This only served to highlight the failure of secondary education to move beyond the rigid, lock-step pedagogy of earlier eras. Despite the emergence of alternative schooling approaches in the 1970s and 1980s, the structural position of secondary school as the new terminal phase of education for many working-class students created a set of tensions that remain today. The sharp break from primary school is something that Year 6 teachers note when their students move on to secondary school:


Quite often they’ll go from an open learning situation with tasks and group work and suddenly they’re all sitting in rows and it’s the teacher at the blackboard and I didn’t think that existed anymore (Windle, 2015, p. 157).




Ask yourself


•Which of the following purposes (Labaree, 1997) do you see early childhood, primary and secondary education as fulfilling:


–setting moral norms and values;

–building a common set of knowledge for active citizenship;

–developing well-rounded individuals;

–providing specialist skills for different economic roles; and/or

–sorting and ranking students for access to different positions in society?



•Which of these purposes is/are most relevant to each phase of schooling?

•Which purposes do you see yourself as fulfilling, as a teacher?





By the beginning of the twenty-first century, many of the elements of the mid-century school system—based on a sequence of publicly funded and administered kindergartens, primary and secondary schools—were fraying. Private secondary schools were making inroads, particularly in the enrolment of middle-class students, and a competitive market-based environment emerged. Private school enrolments accounted for approximately 35% of total enrolments, and government school enrolments for 65% (Campbell & Proctor, 2014). A minority of high SES families remained in the public sector (see Figure 7.1).

Primary schools, once a haven of progressive pedagogy, were subjected to high-stakes testing regimes and more rigidly defined curricula. The early childhood sector, never fully incorporated into a system of free and universal provision, consisted of a range of public and private institutions that housed sometimes conflicting visions of care, education and development (Andrew & Newman, 2012; Meyers & Gornick, 2003). As a fast-growing sector with a recently professionalised workforce, early childhood education presented some of the characteristics of schooling in the colonial era—unstable and poorly regulated commercial operations and ‘dame schools’, often with ephemeral existence and with clear exploitation of teachers.

Figure 7.1 Student SES by type of school attended
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Source: Chesters (2018, p. 338)



	
Disadvantage and advantage in 21st-century Australian schooling

Schooling plays an ever-greater role in influencing employment prospects, earnings, well-being and health (Lamb & Mason, 2008; McLachlan, 2013; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2004). In the past, access to professions such as accounting, engineering and pharmacy was gained not through university degrees but through apprenticeships. Now, those with limited schooling find it most difficult to find work and are the first to be laid off in times of recession. For example, 81% of people with a Bachelor degree or higher are in paid employment, compared to 66% of those who completed Year 12 and 44% of those who completed Year 11 or below (ABS, 2015). Both educational and employment opportunities are fewer in rural and regional areas, where limited transport further accentuates disadvantage.

Much writing in economics argues that those with more education are paid more because schooling creates ‘human capital’—additional skills and knowledge that result in increased productivity (Becker, 2009). However, it is just as likely that qualifications are used as a screening mechanism—benefiting the highly educated individual, but not raising productivity (Arrow, 1973). The fact that the chances of attaining a high level of education are closely linked to social background gives weight to the screening hypothesis. It is also true that working-class young people, with objectively lower chances of success in gaining a high level of education, have an incentive to hedge their bets by investing less of their energy in the classroom and looking for alternative pathways. The costs of remaining in school, rather than working, are also heavier for families with fewer resources.


Screening mechanism

A way of separating individuals for the purpose of inclusion and exclusion, sometimes based on hidden criteria.



The idea of competition for credentials helps to explain why social disparities in educational outcomes persist, despite constant growth in retention rates and attainment levels. Between the 2011 and 2016 Australian censuses, the proportion of young people aged 19 who had completed Year 12 increased to 81.6% (Lamb et al., 2020). However, the completion rate for Indigenous students was approximately 58%. There was also a persistent gap in the completion rate between those who had two parents who were themselves high school graduates (90%), and those whose parents did not complete high school (68%) (ABS, 2011). Looking at the criterion of completion of secondary school by age 19 lets us bring these inequalities into sharper focus. Using the 2016 ABS data, 19-year-olds from the highest SES decile had a completion rate of roughly 91%, compared to 67% of those from the lowest decile (Lamb et al., 2020). Only 33% of speakers of Indigenous languages completed Year 12 by age 19, making them the most disadvantaged group educationally.

Some historical measures of educational success, such as completion of primary school or even junior secondary school, have lost their value and are not recognised through any certification. Access has become universal. This process is sometimes referred to as credential inflation. Whereas a high school diploma was a mark of distinction in the 1950s, today it is often considered to be a bare minimum. Many young people are forced to stay in school for want of other options, without managing the official curriculum or having any interest in its contents. These students have been termed the ‘excluded from within’ (Bourdieu & Accardo, 1993). If we consider the Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) to be a rough signal of full participation, granting access to higher education, it is possible to identify the extent of this exclusion from within. Of Year 12 graduates from the highest SES decile, just over 80% gain an ATAR and their average score is 82 (Lamb et al., 2020). By contrast, just 44% of their peers from the lowest SES group gain an ATAR and their average score is 67. It is worth recalling that low SES school graduates are already more highly selected, with 40% of 19-year-olds failing to complete secondary school. The results for regional and rural students are similarly disturbing. Among Year 12 graduates from metropolitan regions, 68% gained an ATAR compared to 50% in regional areas and just 32% in remote areas. This is revealing of the role played by access and availability of facilities, both educational and recreational, beyond the major urban centres.

Educational advantage and disadvantage are built up over time. Current measures, such as the OECD PISA tests that are applied to 15-year-olds, often report differences in terms of years. For example, the performance gap in Mathematics between the lowest SES quartiles is roughly two-and-a-half years of schooling (Thomson et al., 2013), while the gap in Science scores between the most and least advantaged groups is equivalent to three full years of schooling (OECD, 2019). This may give the impression that privileged children are either naturally more precocious or that they work harder. However, their educational advantage should be understood as the result of a historical pooling of resources and control over the official curriculum, and the conditions under which it is delivered and examined. In the 1940s, when only a small elite completed secondary school, close to half failed Pure Mathematics in Victoria (Teese, 2000). Although Melbourne High School and large private schools enjoyed an advantage in Mathematics performance, they were far from the virtual abolition of failure that has been achieved by this historical bloc in the era of mass secondary schooling (Teese, 2000). Teese (2000) shows that disadvantaged schools in Victoria experience failure rates in secondary Mathematics examinations of close to a third, a rate not seen since the 1960s in the system as a whole: “To attend school in the western suburbs of Melbourne is to be more than three decades behind in relative terms” (Teese, 2000, p. 2). This reality reflects a long and careful process by which the established (mostly private) schools gradually coached ever-larger cohorts of students through a senior secondary curriculum that they increasingly controlled, and which reflected the experiences and values of students and teachers in these restricted settings. As success became both essential and possible for virtually all students in these schools, they learnt to collectively manage demands that other students had to face either in isolation, or with much-reduced support and experience.

Just as advantage accumulates institutionally over time, so too is it located across the various stages of schooling. The most visible signs of inequality are at the end-points of secondary school and higher education; however, these reflect the gradual accumulation of advantages and disadvantages that begin in early childhood. A team at Victoria University mapped a set of milestones in Australian schooling that show roughly a quarter of children and young people missing out at each step (Lamb et al., 2015, 2020). Encouragingly for teachers, a modest proportion of those who miss out at one point can make up their educational disadvantage and succeed at the next milestone. In measures of readiness for primary school, 78% are deemed to “arrive at school ready to succeed in their learning” (Lamb et al., 2015, p. v). Indigenous students are more likely than non-Indigenous students to arrive without sufficient preparation (20.9 percentage gap), and low SES students are more likely than those from the most advantaged group to be unprepared (Lamb et al., 2020). Worse, the communities with high proportions of children who arrive at school unprepared are also served by lower-quality early childhood centres and by primary schools with poorer performance (Lamb et al., 2015). NAPLAN tests at Year 7 show that 28% of students do not reach the minimum benchmark in the middle years. The chances of low SES and Indigenous students being excluded from learning are even higher at this stage of schooling. At secondary school, students are more socially segregated and the SES of the school population influences individual performance. That is, a school’s performance is influenced by the peer group as well as the quality of teachers and efficiency of the principal.

Just under three-quarters of people aged 24 are engaged in education or work, with young women, low SES youth and Indigenous people disproportionately excluded from both. Two out of three young people from the highest SES group have gone to university by this age, compared to one in three from the lowest group. The Victoria University reports (Lamb et al., 2015, 2020) conclude that apprenticeships and Vocational Education and Training (VET) subjects in school provide an important pathway for students who are socially and educationally disadvantaged.

Further to this:


Australian students who attend schools in rural and remote communities experience lower educational outcomes than their peers in the cities. They are less likely to attend university, less likely to finish secondary school, and have poorer performance on achievement tests (Sullivan et al., 2013, p. 355, citations omitted).




Theory in action


1Brainstorm ideas about how the following might influence educational outcomes for different groups:


anegative views in the media and wider society of poor and working-class families, community and students;

bparents’ experiences of schooling;

cassumptions of teachers;

dteaching methods and curriculum; and

eavailability of transport, libraries and internet.







	
Shifts in education policies and practices

As mentioned in the introduction, the extent and persistence of social inequalities in Australian schooling have produced a range of political and policy responses. One spark was the publication of Rights and inequality in Australian education (Fensham, 1970). This book was important in framing equality of educational opportunity as a right, based on presentations marking the twentieth anniversary of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1968. The book, and its editor, Peter Fensham, also influenced the Karmel Review (ICASC & Karmel, 1973). The Schools in Australia Karmel Review was a major landmark both in mapping inequalities in Australian schooling and in attempting to establish student needs as the basis for funding. The report noted the conditions of one inner-urban public school with a high proportion of migrant and Indigenous students:


Toilet facilities, shelter sheds and art and sewing facilities were archaic and even sordid … social problems, including the control of contagious diseases of poverty, claimed a good deal of the time of both the principal and infant mistress (ICASC & Karmel, 1973, p. 45).



The report also described, and ultimately helped to systematise, government support for private schools, whose previous funding by government were modest grants that led to the state aid debate. In the 1966–67 school year, the Federal Government led by Prime Minister Robert Menzies spent $2.7 million setting up science laboratories in private schools. The following year, the figure rose to $5.3 million for private school laboratories, with an additional $3 million for private secondary school libraries. It is noteworthy that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education received $700 000 and migrant education received no support that year (ICASC & Karmel, 1973).

The Karmel Review was conducted by an interim Schools Commission, but upon the release of its report the Whitlam Labor Government made the commission into a permanent statutory body. The Schools Commission funded and propelled pedagogical innovations, particularly focused on equity, but was disbanded when its independence started to become inconvenient to the government. The composition of the Schools Commission—which included academics, school teachers and unionists, as well as bureaucrats from the public and Catholic education systems—reflected a certain set of social-democratic ideas about who should be involved in driving school reform. It heavily endorsed compensatory approaches to education, including a Disadvantaged Schools Program.

The next major review of school funding was not held until 2011, by which time the educational landscape had altered radically. This time, the commission was headed by a wealthy banker and philanthropist, best known for his connections among Sydney’s business and political elite (Windle, 2014). Some of the work of the commission was outsourced to multinational consulting firms and think-tanks, and the reality of higher funding levels for the school sector that caters to very few disadvantaged students was laid bare (Gonski et al., 2011). The difference between the Karmel Review and the Gonski Review shows that the kinds of actors involved in education reform shifted dramatically, in line with the emergence of neoliberalism as a form of government. The relationship of private schooling to government also shifted radically. In the 1960s, some private schools, and Catholic schools in particular, had fewer resources than public schools. One argument for state aid to private schools was to bring them up to scratch with public schools. Part of the crisis in Catholic school finances in the 1960s was caused by the drop in the numbers of teachers drawn from religious orders, which until that point had provided a cheap source of labour. By the time of the Gonski Review, private schools enjoyed a strong financial advantage, operating with up to twice the per-student resources of public schools and receiving political promises that they would never be worse off under any changes.

Government support not only for public schools, but also for a parallel private system in which some schools receive virtually all of their funding from public sources, follows the market principle of school choice. As schools are placed into competition for students and are judged on their results, social segregation increases. The parents most actively involved in school choice have high SES, speak English at home, pay for tutoring and have children with strong academic achievement (Windle, 2015). Victoria presents one of the most extensive experiments in school choice and school autonomy, with management responsibilities devolved to principals and a shrinking pool of funding in the 1990s. This resulted in schools in low SES areas losing enrolments, particularly of academically able and middle-class students. These schools had high proportions not only of disadvantaged students, but also of Indigenous young people and those with special needs. By 2004, public schools in poor neighbourhoods had shrunk to roughly half the size of those in middle-class areas (Lamb, 2007). This draining of students has been termed ‘residualisation’. Interestingly, this phenomenon appears less strong in regional areas, where there are often only one or two schools to serve a population.

While the education market offers the promise of ‘voting with your feet’ to leave poorly performing schools, the reality is that it also reinforces feelings of shame for those unable to gain access to ‘good’ schools. Melinda is a single mother of three. She sent her children to Riordan, a local public school in the low SES neighbourhood where she lives, and describes the dilemma:


A lot of my kids’ friends went to private schools. I found that hard, because I had them on my case—“Why can’t we go to private schools?” and it wasn’t financially viable for me. And Riordan was the only one that was close. I do permanent nightshift, I’m on my own. So I have to come home, get them to school, blah blah, and I average about three hours sleep a day. So I couldn’t be going too far afield. I mean if I had to I would, but Riordan was sort of within the zone (Windle, 2015, p. 84).



While Melinda thought that Riordan looked pretty dingy, ultimately she was happy with the teachers’ care of her children and considered the school’s social and cultural diversity to be an advantage:


They’ve connected with great kids at the school. I’ve also told my kids that kids that do muck up at school, they could have issues at home, so don’t ever judge them. And they get along with everybody. They tend to be very compassionate. Sort of all walks of life (Windle, 2015, p. 85).



But marketised schooling places other pressures on parents like Melinda, who are struggling to make ends meet. The school her children attend has introduced a stricter and more expensive uniform, including blazers. Antiquated dress codes are spreading as schools seek to boost their market appeal and compete with private schools, with which such costumes are associated. With dwindling funding, public schools must place increasing costs on parents through ‘voluntary’ fees and payments for extra-curricular activities. When these appear at short notice, they can present serious problems. Melinda, for example, was caught short when asked to pay for school swimming activities:


My daughter needed ten dollars for the swimming that had to be paid the week before. I know it’s ten dollars, but I didn’t have it … the swimming fell on the day before my payday. I said “Can I please pay it on the Friday?” and that’s what I found hard, because they said, “No, she misses out”. So she missed out on swimming carnival, and she’s really athletic. She was devastated. And I thought—with those sorts of events, where it was the whole school going, there should be something in place just to help the parents that are struggling. Because I would have paid it, I just didn’t have it at that time. And it’s embarrassing. That’s embarrassing to say you couldn’t afford ten dollars. So she stayed home, we just made out she had a sick day that day, because she was so embarrassed. My daughter loves swimming; she excels in it. And she couldn’t go. That was hard. And she still talks about it. And that has to have some sort of effect on her down the track (Windle, 2015, p. 86).




Theory in action

Consider Melinda’s situation and discuss the dilemmas she faces.


1What sort of effect ‘down the track’ do you think Melinda is concerned about?

2How could schools and teachers be more inclusive of families like Melinda’s?

3What kind of benefits are there in attending socially and ethnically mixed schools?





Low SES families, such as Melinda’s, are overwhelmingly concentrated in public schools—close to 80% (Lamb et al., 2015). Non-Catholic private schools cater to 6.8%, Catholic schools to 15.7% and public schools to 77.5% of the lowest SES quintile. Indigenous students and students with disabilities are concentrated in similar proportions in public schools. This means that public schools must be able to meet the needs of a broad range of students and perform the heavy lifting for those historically disadvantaged in Australian schooling. Within the public system, this work—the most important that any teacher can be called upon to undertake—occurs mostly in working-class schools. Indigenous students, for example, comprise 10% of the student population in the most socially disadvantaged public, urban secondary schools, but just 2–3% in schools with more socially mixed populations and close to zero in the highest SES schools (Lamb et al., 2015).

Early childhood education is the level from which disadvantaged populations are most likely to be totally absent (Grace et al., 2014). Close to 92.4% of children attended a preschool program, but this dropped to 86.9% of low SES children and 86.6% of Indigenous children (Lamb et al., 2020). Subsidies exist for childcare, and pre-school and kindergarten programs are funded by states and territories, but these levels are not fully integrated into the education system and are outside attempts by recent federal governments to unify schooling and curriculum. A National Quality Standard for the early childhood sector was introduced in 2012. The exposure of this sector to market forces led to the spectacular growth of commercial operators, culminating in the 2008 bankruptcy of ABC Learning. The market failure revealed by the collapse of this operator, which had achieved a near-monopoly in some areas, exposed some of the weaknesses of the neoliberal model of competitive, consumer-driven service provision, in which the state provides subsidies to for-profit providers.


Theory in action

In 2015, Monash University academic David Zyngier began comparing median study scores for public and private schools with similar high Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) scores in Melbourne. He found little difference in academic performance, despite the private schools having higher levels of funding.

Using the My School website, compare outcomes (NAPLAN results, study scores or destinations) for schools in different sectors with similar ICSEA scores in your state or territory.


1Do Zyngier’s (2015) findings hold for different cities, or for low SES schools?

2What explains the findings?

3What are the implications for education policy?





	
Inequality and the curriculum

The connection between education and life chances intensifies the role of education as a site for competition and conflict around social mobility. This has a distorting effect on the curriculum, teaching and student experience—typically in the form of sorting mechanisms and cramming strategies for examinations. However, behind individual or family strategies to maintain or improve social status through education there are hidden struggles for control over curriculum and examination processes. This is where the real stakes lie.


Social mobility

The ability to move between different status groups.



The traditional academic curriculum was based on a few years of mass rote-learning and morality lessons for the masses, and higher-level learning for a select few. Subjects at the upper reaches of the education system were designed for tiny numbers of the most able students. In 1947 in Victoria, less than 3% of boys and 1% of girls attempted Pure Mathematics or General Mathematics at Matriculation level—and a large proportion failed (Teese, 2000). University professors set the examinations, and deliberately made them so rigorous as to be accessible only to a minority of those who survived to the end of secondary education. It is little surprise, therefore, that the traditional curriculum—including subjects such as Chemistry, Physics, French and Specialist Mathematics—continues to draw enrolments disproportionately from students who are both academically strongest and from the highest SES groups. Smaller schools, and those in rural and regional settings, may even be unable to offer these subjects due to a lack of both students and staff.

The mass expansion of secondary schooling saw the growth of new subjects, including vocational streams, and attempts to democratise the academic curriculum. These reform efforts often came from teachers working in disadvantaged schools, with students for whom traditional curriculum and pedagogy were completely alien. They were supported by teachers’ unions, and even government departments republished union articles on school reform (Hannan, 2009). Figures such as Bill Hannan, a French teacher and union official, reacted to the alienation of students by producing and trialling new kinds of learning that were not subordinated to the university-dominated examination system (Ashenden et al., 1984; Hannan, 1985). Alternative schools began to emerge, and at one point the reformers were able to gain recognition from a higher education institution for an alternative pathway to university (Thomson & Holdsworth, 2003). The Disadvantaged Schools Program (DSP), founded in 1974, was another vehicle for progressive change:


… producing teaching materials that reflected the actual experience of children from working-class, immigrant or Aboriginal, inner-city or remote rural backgrounds. The DSP became a publisher of readers and other texts produced at school level. Through the process of negotiation, the pupils themselves became a source of curriculum content in DSP schools (Connell et al., 1992, p. 454).



The idea that all students should have access to, and be able to succeed at, senior secondary school was new and disturbing to those who ran examination systems as a sorting-house for selection of the gifted few. This group included universities and the established private and academically selective public schools—adamant defenders of the status quo, and well represented on examination and curriculum boards. One expression of this idea was the concept of ‘science for all’, advocated by Fensham, a professor of science education at Monash University:


We had to create a form of science [education] that was attractive in ways which were different to the way it had been attractive to me and to most people in the science education field, because we were the exceptions. For some reason we had stuck with science where most of our peers had rejected science at school as being boring, too difficult, or totally irrelevant (cited in Cross, 2003).



It is certainly noteworthy that the cast of curriculum reformers, and the sites from which reform emerge, have shifted from disadvantaged schools, unions and universities to think-tanks and billionaire philanthropists, such as Bill Gates. One example is Direct Instruction, a form of highly scripted learning that has been introduced in schools serving Indigenous students, as the solution to their disadvantage. This solution was devised by a conservative think-tank, the Cape York Aboriginal Australian Academy (CYAAA) Initiative, and a visit by one of its staffers to Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) charter schools in the US. It was heavily promoted by The Australian newspaper and another think-tank, the Centre for Independent Studies. At the end of a forum held by the Centre in 2013, one of its fellows, Steven Schwartz, declared ‘case closed’ on what works in literacy education (Buckingham et al., 2013). This is despite a lack of evidence of student improvement, which the schools themselves measured by “the number of words a student reads correctly in one minute” (ACER, 2013, p. 80). Large numbers of students (40–50%) were missing from the data promoted by The Australian and the CYAAA Initiative. Attendance rates even declined in two of the three participating schools over the initial period of the initiative, and there was conflicting evidence about “the extent to which Indigenous teachers are engaged in the school and about the CYAAA Initiative’s unique impact on the wider community” (ACER, 2013, p. 10).


Theory in action


1Look up the backgrounds of ACARA members (www.acara.edu.au). What are their professions? What kinds of school experiences did they have as students, parents or teachers? Why do you think they were chosen? What political beliefs or commitments do they hold?

2Think back to your own teachers. Were any of them members of curriculum-setting or examination authorities? In what ways could they influence the direction of curriculum and examinations, inside and outside your school?





	
Conclusion

SES disadvantage has been a part of Australian society and its education system for a long time. Schooling in Australia was originally focused on upholding a rigid, brutal, but also fragile colonial social order. Compulsory primary education emerged at the end of the nineteenth century, and public systems of schools and government bureaucracies were established. Rich and poor were kept apart, and school acted as preparation for life as servants and labourers on one hand, or members of the squattocracy and business elites on the other.

As occupations tied to educational qualifications grew in number and importance across the twentieth century, school became a site for status and social mobility. In the postwar years, secondary schooling expanded dramatically and became compulsory across Australia. Most of the growth was in public schools, which, confronted with new student populations, attempted to manage them through streaming and curriculum reform. The public, comprehensive, neighbourhood school sat alongside the longer-established private and Catholic school sectors, which lacked public subsidy from the late nineteenth century until the 1960s. With rising youth unemployment, many young people with little interest in, or attachment to, the curriculum stayed on at school, becoming the ‘excluded from within’.

The 1970s was a high point in progressive innovation in Australian schooling, and the start of a shift towards government support of private schools and a market model of provision. From the 1990s onwards, social inequalities were managed by segregating disadvantaged students into locations with fewer resources and shrinking enrolments. Schools had incentives to attract middle-class, high-performing students who would gain good grades and contribute to market position. Curriculum conservatism re-emerged as standardised tests were introduced, and some schools reduced their offering of ‘working-class subjects’ and vocational programs in order to avoid attracting the ‘wrong kind’ of student (Windle, 2015). Some of the worst excesses of neoliberal, market-based education can be found in the early childhood sector, which has only relatively recently become regulated by the passing of national standards. Teachers in some settings remain poorly paid and hold low professional status.

The expansion of education across the twentieth century was driven by the ideal of equal opportunities, and this gained political force through the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Many school reformers were active in these movements. Since the 1980s, the focus has been on removing the influence of teachers and unions, seen as self-interested groups that stifle innovation and protect poorly performing schools. Instead, trust has been placed in private providers and think-tanks, and a new political consensus has emerged around the importance of school choice. Indigenous students and regional and rural schools remain largely beyond the reach or interest of market mechanisms, and are therefore marginalised within the wider system.

One powerful line of analysis is that Australian schools reproduce inequalities in society. The uneven chances of low SES and Indigenous students show that this occurs despite the universal provision of primary and secondary education (early childhood and post-secondary access remains patchier). Some early work put this down to cultural or cognitive deficits, or a culture of poverty. However, there are more convincing explanations: (1) material constraints on access, including transport, fees, uniforms, time, books and computers; (2) uncertainty and instability created by precarious employment and living conditions, and lack of access to supportive social networks; (3) socially segregated schooling with uneven levels of resourcing; (4) intense competition for social status through school examinations; (5) an official curriculum that attends to the dispositions and cultural practices of only part of the population; (6) control over curriculum, examinations and reform by a narrow social group with interest in maintaining the status quo; and (7) ideologies that naturalise educational inequalities and discourage or disparage disadvantaged groups.

International comparisons show that educational inequalities are lower in countries with more integrated school systems and less social inequality; for example, Finland. The most effective policies for reducing educational inequalities may not even be in school systems, but in programs that reduce poverty and redistribute wealth, as is the case in Brazil. Historical progress in Australian schooling shows that working-class students have made consistent progress in reaching ever-higher educational levels; the problem is that maintenance of the gap in educational attainment between rich and poor is all but guaranteed by the way the system is structured.

The political goal of democratic schooling and democratising the curriculum is far from dead. It lies in the hands of each teacher, in the classroom, in the staffroom, in unions and in political advocacy. It relies on unmasking the experiences of marginalised students as a form of oppression, to borrow from the inspiring work of Paulo Freire (1986). Freire brought a revolutionary vision to adult literacy projects in Brazil, showing how teachers can play a role in social struggle and liberation. It is this vision that the curriculum conservatives in think-tanks and edu-businesses seek to destroy, and replace with the lockstep and didactic learning of the nineteenth century. But the destruction is more than metaphorical; it is based on the protection and expansion of profits by the multinational corporations that underwrite neoliberal think-tanks. The paternalistic imposition of ‘solutions’ on Indigenous and disadvantaged communities, and the opening up of schooling to for-profit enterprise, is a continuation of the gross exploitation and disregard for human life that big businesses often represent. Any analysis of social class and education is incomplete without an account of these wider forces.

The Centre for Independent Studies, whose board member Steven Schwartz in 2015 became head of ACARA, is a case in point. Set up and funded by big mining companies (WMC, CRA, BHP, Shell, Santos), the Centre has campaigned heavily, and successfully, for the imposition of commercially provided curriculum packages, based on Direct Instruction, in Indigenous schools across northern Australia. This organisation, answerable only to a board of mining and financial sector executives, now plays an influential role in determining education for the very populations most likely to suffer from the exploitative business practices of these companies.


Theory in action

This chapter ends on a personal note, questioning the right of companies like BHP to direct education policy, and their interests in doing so. On 5 November 2015, a mining dam controlled by BHP burst in Mariana, the Brazilian town where I teach, releasing 60 million cubic metres of waste, destroying the district of Bento Rodrigues and killing 19 people. The company knew that the dam might collapse and even considered relocating inhabitants of the district, but ultimately put profit before the lives of its workers and local residents. It even ignored pleas to install a warning siren. When news of the disaster reached those of us working in schools in the township, our first thoughts were for the Bento Rodrigues school—packed with students and on low ground. There was no news of them until the following day, when they finally emerged. With the wave of mud fast approaching, the 40 students at the school ran to higher ground, many screaming for their parents in despair. After walking for kilometres through the dense forest, the school group found that a critical bridge had been washed away and so they had to spend the night in the muddy remains of the district.

On 12 November 2015, BHP Chief Executive Andrew Mackenzie promised to create a relief fund, but pledged less than 10% of the money needed for clean-up and compensation. The promises of help and expressions of sympathy to the cameras were in stark contrast to the lack of care for the victims, including more than 600 survivors who in 2017 were still in temporary accommodation. Bento Rodrigues and its school have vanished from the map, buried under metres of mud.

There is good reason for BHP to back schooling that steers students, particularly those who may challenge its interests, away from critical thinking. There is also good reason for us to do the opposite.

There were a number of projects undertaken by educators to support school students impacted by this disaster. Here is an example of a project undertaken by English students and supported by university students: www.facebook.com/MarianaInfo1.0/


1What would your response be if you were a teacher working in the area? What actions could you take locally, or in Australia?

2How could the issues raised by the mining disaster be dealt with in different curriculum areas, and with different age groups?

3What parallels are there to the ways big mining companies operate in Australia and in other parts of the world?






Questions and activities


1In discussion with classmates, design a checklist to help schools identify and address issues of student exclusion (think about getting to know students’ situations, communication with family, costs, selection of examples and texts used in class, assessment practices).

2In discussion with your peers, write a list of steps for designing a curriculum that is representative of, and responsive to, a broad range of life experiences and communities.

3In the 1970s and 1980s, some teachers proposed abolishing examinations and granting university access by ballot. Identify five strategies that would help to make access to higher education more equitable (think about pathways, curriculum options, pedagogy, academic and financial support, funding models for schools).

4It is your job to appoint the head and members of a new Australian curriculum and assessment authority. As a group, decide who should be on the authority and justify your choices.





	

Key further readings and resources

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J.G. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory and research for the sociology of education (pp. xxiv, 377). Greenwood Press. 

Bourdieu’s work offers the most sophisticated account of how social power is reproduced through education. His work on elite schools in France is difficult to read, but this widely available paper on forms of capital provides a useful outline of his theoretical position.

Connell, R.W. (2012). Just education. Journal of Education Policy, 27(5), 681–683.

Connell has a long and influential career analysing, and fighting against, social inequalities in Australian education. Her recent proposals around what a ‘just education’ could look like are helpful for teachers in training.

Freire, P. (1986). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Continuum.

Paulo Freire is one of the key inspirations for efforts to democratise and de-colonise schooling, and is essential for any teacher seeking to work with social justice principles. He is the author of the third most cited book in the social sciences.

Gonski, D., Boston, K., Greiner, K., Lawrence, C., Scales, B. & Tannock, P. (2011). Review of funding for schooling—Final report. https://docs.education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/review-of-funding-for-schooling-final-report-dec-2011.pdf

The Gonski Review gathers together some of the most up-to-date evidence on the state of equity in Australian schooling. It has links to papers prepared by consultants that also contain valuable information, particularly one prepared by the Nous Group.
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	8	The Trap of Binary Thinking: Problematising Gender and Social Disadvantage   Jane Pearce







“There are two kinds of people in the world: those who divide the world into two kinds of people, and those who don’t”—Robert Benchley (attributed).

What kind of person are you? Here, we explore some of the traps that come with thinking that the world can be divided into two kinds of people, and how this kind of thinking can make the highly complex circumstances that learners bring to their learning seem much simpler than they really are.





Introduction

This chapter looks at ways to think about our own and others’ social selves, including what it means to be male or female, and what it means to be educationally advantaged or disadvantaged. In using the terms ‘advantaged’ and ‘disadvantaged’, I am referring to the idea that there are certain social conditions or circumstances which put individuals in favourable (advantaged) or unfavourable (disadvantaged) positions with respect to their capacity to engage successfully with society, and that this makes such individuals more or less likely to succeed in life. Individuals often are not personally responsible for being advantaged or disadvantaged; for example, educational advantage or disadvantage may come about as the result of family background or schooling practices. I use a number of stories that capture my own growing understanding of both my social context as a teacher and the social contexts of my students. I hope to show how ideas about gender and about disadvantage can too easily be reduced to impoverished and oversimplified understandings. For example, historically it appeared to be common sense to say that gender is biologically natural, that children and young people develop gender identities unproblematically and that individuals are responsible for their own disadvantage. This chapter explores ways to move towards a more nuanced and informed understanding of such ‘commonsense’ ideas by paying attention to the trap of simplistic binary thinking about gender and about social disadvantage. Because such thinking is so pervasive, it affects both the overt, ‘official’ curriculum and the implicit and hidden ‘unofficial’ curriculum.
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Binary thinking

Binaries are sets of paired concepts that are related to each other but are understood as opposites. Examples are on/off, hot/cold, male/female, clever/unintelligent. Binary thinking considers things in an either/or way, ignoring other alternatives. We use binary thinking to make sense of such concepts, because only by understanding one part of the binary pair can we understand the other. Without the concept of ‘cold’ we would not be able to understand the concept of ‘hot’, and vice versa. In other words, each concept complements the other.

Dealing with concepts that can be measured or objectively tested, such as temperature or whether something is on or off, is relatively straightforward. Concepts such as on/off or hot/cold are clearly opposite and mutually exclusive; something cannot be both on and off at the same time. Because binary thinking pervades our understanding of concepts in the material, non-social world, it is tempting to think in this way when we try to understand concepts we use to understand our social selves, such as ‘male’ and ‘female’. In fact, our language encourages us to think in these ways, since the apparent distinctiveness of each gender is embedded in the language we use. The words we use to ascribe both biological sex, and gender and gendered attributes to individuals—boy/girl, man/woman, male/female, masculine/feminine—lead us to assume that individuals are either one or the other. However, there is ample evidence that this is not the case. Individuals of non-specific sex do exist—in fact, in April 2014 the High Court of Australia ruled that New South Wales laws permitted the registration of a category of sex other than male or female (www.abc.net.au/news/2014-04-02/high-court-recognises-gender-neutral/5361362). The concept of gender is also extremely fluid. Many individuals do not identify as either male or female, but rather as a blend of the two (www.genderspectrum.org). Further, while biological sex and gender identity are in alignment for many people, there is also ample evidence that for many others this is not the case. Many individuals who are biologically male exhibit stereotypically feminine behaviours, yet still identify as male both in terms of their sex and their gender. The same goes for biologically female individuals. So, thinking in binary ways is not straightforward when we use it to explain aspects of our social selves such as our gender.

	
Binary thinking and gender

One problem with binary thinking is that it sets up false dichotomies. A dichotomy pre-supposes a clear distinction between two concepts or ideas, where each component of the binary is exclusive of the other. The binary on/off is a true dichotomy because, as noted above, one thing cannot be both on and off at the same time. In the case of gender, the binary male/female is said to be a false dichotomy, because these distinctions are not clear-cut. As a parent (I have two children: a girl and a boy) I was determined, as far as I could, to resist these false dichotomies by refusing to impose particular stereotypical ideas about what it means to be male or female. I wanted my children to learn that there were many different ways of being a girl or a boy, and to not be constrained by gender stereotypes about what males and females can and cannot achieve, or how females and males should or should not behave.


False dichotomy

A false assumption that there are only two ways to understand a situation or make a distinction.




Dichotomy

A pair of opposite or mutually exclusive concepts.



I understood that young people eventually have to work out for themselves what it means to be female or male, and that this often means trying out the stereotypical roles enacted by peers and endorsed by other adults in the world beyond the family and school. I also understood that while young children’s gender-identity formation is well under way when they begin school, their gender identities will have to be renegotiated not only in the new setting of the school but throughout their life. Once in school, children and young people spend a great deal of time and energy trying to learn “the rules of the school”, which include learning about gender stereotypes (Bryan, 2015, p. 243). There is immense social pressure for every young person to “get its gender right, not only for itself to be seen as normal and acceptable within the terms of the culture, but it must get it right for others who will be interpreting themselves in relation to it as other” (Davies, 2002, p. 20). The experiences of children and young people in the school environment are crucial in shaping how they understand and experience gender.

Despite knowing this, I was still disappointed when, soon after starting school, my daughter began asking for Barbie dolls to play with (as she put it, she needed a Barbie doll because “girls play with Barbies”). Barbies, to me, represented ways of being female that I wanted my daughter to be able to question. I was particularly troubled by the unrealistic and unhealthy expectations about women’s appearance and body size that Barbie dolls represented, and by the assumption presented in Barbie’s lifestyle choices that it was acceptable for girls and women to have limited aspirations when compared to those of boys and men. Because I did not want to be the cause of my daughter’s alienation from her peer group I let her have Barbie dolls, but hoped that she would eventually be able to unlearn the negative messages that Barbie exemplifies.


Ask yourself


•In your own upbringing, were you encouraged to behave in gendered ways? Can you remember particular incidents?

•Was school different from home in this regard?





	
False dichotomies and norms

The ‘problem’ with Barbie is that she represents one extreme of the binary male/female dichotomy. Barbie dolls emphasise the false dichotomy in the male/female binary by representing an unrealistic view of femininity that exists at the very extreme end of a continuum from male to female. Of course, the interests, behaviours and identification of real young people do not neatly fall into one or the other category. Many parents will agree that young people’s identities are complex and relational (McMain, 2021). However, in the real world, it can be very difficult for individuals to behave in ways that run counter to the gender norms established over time. Such norms assume static and commonsense associations between femininity and being female, and masculinity and being male, thereby “eroding the diversity that exists between these categories” (Johnson & Repta, 2012, p. 18).


Norms

Widely accepted (and often unquestioned) sets of social rules or established behaviours. Norms are the effect of the specific exercise of power and are often produced through the practices of producing knowledge. Norms change across time and culture.



The concept of performativity—which states that as we practise in everyday life, we ‘perform’ to a social script that has been written, rehearsed and performed many times (Butler, 1990)—helps explain how these dichotomies appear commonsense and fixed. We ‘perform’ femininity and masculinity as these roles are ‘inscribed’ on us because of the cultural practices that surround us. This is illustrated by DeFrancisco and Palczewski (2007), whose research suggests that, far from boys’ and girls’ outlooks and ways of engaging with the world being inherently based on their sex, individuals’ perceptions of the world are profoundly influenced by the social groups with which they interact. Thus, children and young people develop interests and orientations to the world based on their experiences of being part of a group. A little boy growing up surrounded by sisters and girl cousins may well have a preference for playing dress-ups, while a little girl with older brothers may show preferences for stereotypically male play. So, no matter how adamant I was that my own children would be brought up to resist the gender norms, once they began to engage with the world outside the home it was clear that they were expected to perform the rather narrow, polarised gender roles associated with their sex.


Performativity

Behaviours or actions such as ‘being’ male or female are ‘performed’ by individuals as if scripted by the norms of society.



In critiquing binary thinking about gender, Davies (2002) suggests that a binary classification system “reject[s] … any notion of gender fluidity” (p. 17). In fact, gender polarisation has been described as “the ubiquitous organisation of social life around the distinction between male and female” (Bem, 1993, p. 2):


… [a] male–female difference is superimposed on so many aspects of the social world that a cultural connection is thereby forged between sex and virtually every other aspect of human experience, including modes of dress and social roles and even ways of expressing emotion.




Ask yourself


•Based on your own experience, to what extent is Bem’s (1993) argument justified?





Gender polarisation means that the male/female distinction has a rather tenacious hold on the way we understand ourselves, and continues to inform the way we understand and organise our social world. The result is a non-complex view of highly complex human behaviour that, because the two components of the binary seem to be mutually exclusive, has become normalised and difficult to contest. Binary thinking oversimplifies the differences between men and women or between boys and girls, so that it seems to be common sense to think that all boys and all girls are clearly and unproblematically distinct from one another in their behaviour, interests and outlook. Binary thinking provides no space for ambiguities, so individuals who behave in ways that do not clearly fit into either of the two categories of male or female may find these normalised distinctions difficult or even oppressive.

	
Gender and the curriculum

In social settings such as schools, gender differences tend to become even more polarised than they are in the outside world, as schools become “regulatory spaces” where adults “police gendered bodies” (Davies, 2002, p. 19). In other words, schools may offer little scope for individuals to move out of the rigid gender roles ascribed to them. The normalisation of gender identities can be particularly prevalent in schools, as teachers unconsciously play a role in normalising gender differences (Meyer & Carlson, 2015).

One key way that schools and teachers may either regulate or challenge gender norms is through the curriculum. Previous chapters have shown how the concept of ‘curriculum’ is complex and highly contested. Importantly, we have discussed how the curriculum is much more than a document of prescriptions to follow—it encompasses all experiences, both planned and unplanned, that children and young people have in a learning setting. In focusing on the central role of educators in teaching the curriculum, we have shown how each person’s philosophy frames their practice as they make choices about what aspects of the curriculum to include and omit. Teachers’ personal standpoints and views of the world shape not only how they interpret the official curriculum but also, crucially, how they enact the hidden curriculum. The following story illustrates this.

The primary school that my son attended was a harmonious, caring and happy place, well known in the community for its inclusive practices. But when my son was eight or nine he began to report instances of bullying and fighting during recess and lunchtimes, that the teachers seemed to ignore. Many parents had become aware of this, and conversations with other mothers and fathers in the playground before and after school revealed different reactions. Some blamed the school and the teachers for allowing standards to fall, and pointed to instances of poor discipline and weak punishments that allowed these events to reoccur. One parent said that she planned to move her child to another school, where “this sort of thing would never happen”. Some parents laughed it off, saying that bullying and fighting was ‘normal’ among boys, and it was important for them to be able to ‘toughen up’, echoing the idea that there is an association “between masculinity or ‘maleness’ and bullying behaviour” (Young & Sweeting, 2004, p. 527).

Most of us wondered why such behaviour seemed to have gone unremarked by the teachers. Was this evidence that the teachers were unconsciously playing a role in normalising this kind of masculine behaviour? Some of us worried that our own sons might be co-opted into this view of what it means to be male. Just as I had wanted my daughter to be able to resist hyper-femininity, I had hoped that my son would not be co-opted into normative masculine behaviours, such as being competitive and unemotional. The teachers’ apparent silence appeared to indicate that a hidden curriculum seemed to be normalising hyper-masculine behaviour. I wondered whether this school offered any spaces for boys to explore alternative, non-normative ways to be boys.


Normative

Relating to or based on what is thought to be the norm.



My question was answered a few weeks later, when I attended an assembly where one of the classes performed a children’s story, The story of Ferdinand by Munro Leaf (1936). Ferdinand is a young bull who goes against the grain of normative, aggressive bullish behaviour. He loves flowers and hates fighting, and is happiest when on his own in the pasture smelling the flowers. But as the largest and strongest of his peers, and thus outwardly representing normative masculinity, he is chosen out of all the bulls in the field to go to Madrid to fight in the bullring. In the bullring, Ferdinand refuses to fight and instead is captivated by the flowers in the ladies’ hair. The bullfight never takes place. Having disappointed those who had come from miles around to watch him fight, Ferdinand is taken back to his pasture where he carries on happily living his life, far away from the fighting and surrounded by his beloved flowers. By depicting a bull whose behaviour and aspirations go against the stereotypical grain, The story of Ferdinand provides a simple but productive starting point for the exploration of alternative ways of being male. By choosing this story for her class to perform at assembly, and so making it part of the explicit curriculum in her own classroom and potentially in the whole school, this teacher provided a starting point for members of the school community to uncover and resist the limited and prescriptive binary thinking that gives rise to stereotypical ideas about gendered behaviour.

Given that the curriculum encompasses all the experiences a child has in a learning setting, this story shows how the hidden curriculum of schools can act to reinforce false dichotomies associated with normative gendered behaviour. If the school had not used the assembly to explicitly address the issue of hyper-masculine behaviour but instead let it remain generally invisible (as would have happened if the particular boys had simply been punished for misbehaving), it would have lost an opportunity to publicly confront some commonsense assumptions about how boys might behave differently. The story also shows that teachers can take conscious steps to introduce ideas that might enable children and young people to think differently about stereotypes. This is not to suggest that stereotypes do not exist; only that by accepting stereotypes unthinkingly, we limit our understanding of the complexity of human beings and their social relationships. By explicitly offering and endorsing alternative ways of being and behaving, teachers can challenge simplistic thinking; otherwise there is a silence that can itself be read as an endorsement. Nor do I suggest that the solution to the problem of hyper-masculine behaviour is easy. Of course, when we talk of problems and solutions we are yet again using binary thinking. It is very reassuring to hope that if one part of the binary (the problem) exists then the other part (the solution) must also exist—if only we can find it. But the social world is highly complex, and cannot be treated as if it were a problem with a correct solution. When we look more deeply at problems in the social world, we quickly discover that their solutions are both complex and elusive. The role of problematisation is to help us develop a more nuanced and better-informed understanding of what it is about a problem that troubles us, rather than to produce solutions.


Problematisation

The process of seeing a particular idea or concept as a problem or something to analyse or critique, rather than something to be taken for granted or accepted uncritically.



In the example above, the teacher used literature as a starting point to help her class explore alternative ideas about masculinity. Literature is an invaluable tool for teasing out and “destabilising hegemonic norms that govern what is to count as a viable expression and embodiment” of gender (Martino, 2015, p. 10). Deliberately chosen texts, such as The story of Ferdinand, can not only demonstrate how certain norms are structured and can be tested, but can also make available to readers a range of positions “from which to make sense of ourselves and the world” (Martino, 2015, p. 10). It must be recognised, however, that using texts that explore “non-normative representations of gender” may actually “contribute further to the production” of normalised views of gender (Martino, 2015, p. 14). In other words, what might appear to be part of the solution may in fact add to the problem. As Davies’ (2002) work shows, readers make what they will of a text. Davies uses the example of The paper bag princess (Munsch, 1980), a fairy tale with a twist in which the princess not the prince battles the dragon and saves the day. Davies shows how the author’s intended reading (that the prince, when challenged, refuses to take on a typically masculine role and instead behaves in a non-masculine and unheroic manner) is rejected by some of the young readers in the reading group, who refuse to accept that Princess Elizabeth is a legitimate princess and instead see Prince Ronald as the true hero (because he is depicted wearing tennis clothes and a ‘winner’s’ medallion). Davies suggests that the “power of the pre-existing structure of the traditional narrative prevents a new form of narrative from being heard” (2002, p. 69).


Theory in action


1Read an example of literature written for children and young people (listed at the end of this chapter) that explores gender roles by challenging limited ideas about gender.

2Choose a class you know, select a year group or imagine a small group of children and plan some activities, using the text to enable the children/students to think differently about stereotypes.





Binary thinking and myths about gender

The previous example illustrates another problem of binary thinking: the construction of myths based on the faulty logic that because some members of a particular group (e.g. males or females) have a particular attribute, then all members of that group must share that attribute. In literature, myths are stories that have been deliberately created in an attempt to explain how things came to be the way they are. Myths as stories are fundamental components of every culture, as they inscribe and re-inscribe the beliefs on which cultural practices are built. They are perceived to convey truths about the world that appear to be self-evident, but do not actually represent the complexity of what is real. When explaining phenomena in the social realm, the term ‘myth’ is used to describe any widely believed but questionable idea that reflects and sustains the existing values and ideals of a particular social group. While myths do not reflect what is ‘true’, they are helpful in understanding why and how we think about the world in the ways we do.

Myths are also associated with ideas about masculinity and femininity. Like myths as stories, they appear to convey simple truths “that cannot be gainsaid” (Boer, 2011, p. 219), but upon examination their ‘truths’ can be questioned. It may be in the interest of groups that wish to maintain the status quo to perpetuate certain myths in order to ensure the continuity of the existing social order. Examples of myths that relate to gender are that girls are no good at maths, that boys are unemotional, that boys are inherently competitive, that girls are good communicators. The refusal of some young readers to see beyond the myth of the heroic (male) in The paper bag princess shows the persistence of that particular myth.


Ask yourself


•What other myths about male/female attributes do you think are widely accepted as true?





Gender is a good starting point for thinking about binaries, as the differences between males and females are superficially very clear and appear to reflect certain truths about gender difference. Many people can point to examples in their own experience where they or their friends exhibited non-stereotypical gendered behaviours. The fact that it can be very difficult for individuals to speak about being different reinforces the hegemonic power of the male/female binary.


Theory in action

Five-year-old Ben is a lively, articulate, engaged and talented learner. By the end of Term 1 he has adapted well to the school environment, is doing well with reading and writing, and appears to be happy and well-adjusted. He has many friends in the class (mainly girls) and is never absent. He is particularly good at imaginative play, and dress-up is one of his preferred activities. His parents have requested a meeting with his teacher. They are concerned that Ben is not adjusting well to school. His teacher is surprised and perturbed, as she has no inkling that there is a problem.

His parents are worried that Ben is being bullied at school. Ben has asked them what ‘gay’ means, as a couple of boys in the class have told him he must be ‘gay’ because he likes playing with girls and wearing dresses. The teacher is aware that Ben’s friends are predominantly girls, and on reflection recalls that Ben does often choose to wear dresses when he plays dress-up. He seems to favour a particular green satin frock, and the teacher remembers seeing him wearing it and telling her that he was playing ‘the princess’ in the game. His parents would like the teacher to intervene, and direct him to play with the boys rather than the girls. They are worried that, otherwise, he risks being the subject of further bullying.


1Use the notion of binary thinking to explain what is going on here.

2Are Ben’s parents right to be concerned? Why or why not?

3What advice would you give Ben’s teacher?





	
	
Disadvantage and education

Having covered gender in some detail, the second pairing to be discussed in this chapter is the advantage/disadvantage binary. This has an effect on the life chances of students that is often “denuded or made invisible” (McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2005, p. 8). The link between social disadvantage and low educational attainment is not new, and neither are attempts to address educational disadvantage by governments in Australia and across the world. Even in the world’s wealthiest countries, the social disadvantage arising from the widening division between rich and poor is worsening. Britain, for instance, risks “becoming a permanently divided society” (SMCPC, 2014a, p. iii) since its institutions “rely on too narrow a range of people from too narrow a range of backgrounds with too narrow a range of experiences” (p. iii). This leads to the risk of institutions “behaving in ways and focusing on issues that are of salience only to a minority but not the majority in society” (SMCPC, 2014b, p. 2).

In Australia, there is evidence that the gap between the most and least wealthy households is growing. In 2011–12, the top 20% of households owned 61% of the national wealth, and between 2003–04 and 2011–12 the share of net wealth decreased in low- and middle-income households (ABS, 2013). In 2007, Clancy and Goastellec showed there had been no reduction in social group inequalities in Australia over the previous 20 years, and eight years later in 2015 there were still significant social group inequalities (CEDA, 2015). The use of the word ‘entrenched’ in the title of CEDA’s report, Addressing entrenched disadvantage in Australia, emphasises the idea that inequalities leading to disadvantage are persistent and long-standing for many Australians. The authors explain that:


… disadvantage is cumulative: The longer a person spends with significant disadvantage, the more likely he or she is to be stuck there. Children who grow up in a home with entrenched disadvantage are also more likely to face the same problem (CEDA, 2015, p. 8).



The CEDA report explores some key reasons for the continuation of entrenched disadvantage in Australia. While it is sometimes tempting to blame individuals for the disadvantage they experience, the report clarifies that it is social factors beyond the control of individuals—specifically, being Indigenous, coming from a non-English-speaking background, living in poverty or living in a rural area—that are largely responsible for producing educational disadvantage. As Bauman (2013) reminds us, it is a child’s social circumstances, place of birth and parents’ place in the society of the child’s birth that determines the child’s future, rather than the child’s own intelligence, efforts or dedication.

In two studies of educational opportunity in Australia, Lamb et al. (2015, 2020) found that, for most children, not only is socio-economic status (SES) the most significant factor affecting their readiness for school, but also that where children begin school with an educational disadvantage, in the majority of cases this persists and worsens over the years of schooling. Educational disadvantage is complex and not easily reduced to a simple set of statistics. However, the relationship between SES and educational disadvantage is starkly represented by the proportion of children in Australia who are not developmentally ready when they start school: “85.3% of students from high-SES areas (highest quartile) are meeting the milestone compared to 67.7% of students in low-SES areas (lowest quartile)” (Lamb et al., 2020, p. 89). In this case, developmental readiness is measured across the domains of physical health and well-being, social competence, emotional maturity, language and cognitive skills, and communication and general knowledge. Hence, “differences in educational opportunity for different groups of learners are already apparent” when children begin school (Lamb et al., 2015, p. 6). The differences are still evident when young people leave school, with low SES learners “much more likely to miss out” at the end of their schooling than those from families of higher SES (Lamb et al., 2015, p. 46).

A recent analysis of Australian data (Cobb-Clark, 2019) shows not only that “inequality is higher now than in the 1980s” but also that “wealth is becoming more unequally distributed” (p. 30). Tellingly for our discussion, there is strong evidence that socio-economic disadvantage is intergenerational—passed on from one generation to the next (Cobb-Clark, 2019).

Disadvantage and poverty

In light of the above discussion, we now focus on problematising the advantage/disadvantage binary pair by challenging some of the normalised ideas about individuals who experience circumstances leading to educational disadvantage. As with all binaries, it is by understanding one part of the binary pair that we understand the other: each term is dependent on the other for its meaning. So, to help us come to new understandings of what it means to say a student is disadvantaged, it is useful to think about what it means to be the opposite—advantaged—and then shuttle between these opposites (Smyth & Shacklock, 1998). Because of the positive associations of the word ‘advantaged’, such students are seen as asset-rich and capable, while a contrasting deficit view is associated with students labelled as ‘disadvantaged’. The idea of deficit fails to recognise that when a student doesn’t engage with schooling, the problem may lie with the practices of schooling and not with the individual student. Gallegos (2005) suggests that the dominant discourses of schooling assign particular scripts such as ‘advantaged’, ‘disadvantaged’, ‘smart’ and ‘unsmart’ to students very early. These scripts then provide the contexts for interactions between teachers, students and their families throughout the years of school. Significantly, in the context of schooling, such scripts may be assigned unconsciously, so that even though a student may not be ascribed a deficit label such as ‘slow learner’, they may be treated as such through mechanisms including the hidden curriculum. The stories that follow provide evidence of how schooling practices may unconsciously reinforce the advantaged/disadvantaged binary by marginalising disadvantaged students, specifically those who are living in poverty.


Deficit

A perceived inadequacy, lack or limitation that prevents an individual from being able to engage successfully in learning and schooling. This perspective assumes that the problem rests with the individual; it ignores the institutional structures and practices that create the impression of a deficit.



Some of my most persistent memories from my own schooldays are of the poor kids in my class. ‘Alan’ and ‘Walter’ (not their real names) were the kids with holes in their shoes, wearing too-small clothes and threadbare jumpers, and never a coat on a cold day. Far from triggering empathy in the teacher, she seemed to take their obvious poverty as indicating their worthlessness. The boys sat together at the front of the class, directly under the teacher’s nose (so she could ‘keep an eye’ on them) and right next to the door (so they could be sent out easily). They were always in trouble and always in tears. Unable to read, unable to do anything right or be anything good—they were implicitly held up as examples to the rest of us of how not to be. Even as a seven-year-old I could sense the unfairness. In contrast, I was a good student, never in trouble, always comfortable in the culture of the school and valued by the adults. My father and grandfather were both teachers, and as a result I had access at home to books on every topic, I was reading and writing before I started school, and I had a great deal of school literacy. In other words, I understood things such as the purpose of teachers’ questions (not all children do, when they begin school), knew which forms of communication were acceptable to teachers, and most of all never questioned the usefulness or relevance of school to my own life and aspirations. In these ways I was advantaged. Yet I was no more personally responsible for being advantaged than Alan and Walter were for being disadvantaged.


Ask yourself


•What advantages or disadvantages did you bring to your own schooling?





As a seven-year-old it seemed quite normal, albeit unfair, that Alan and Walter should be treated differently from me, and those like me. Though I felt the unfairness of it, I never explicitly questioned it. What I did know was that it was important to be a good student so as not to invite negative attention from the teacher. Only much later, as a teacher myself, did I begin to realise that the reason behind this teacher’s responses was that she blamed the boys themselves for failing to meet the standards she expected of a good student. This deficit view—that these boys lacked everything necessary to do well in her class (the teacher probably thought they were ‘lazy’, ‘rude’ and ‘inattentive’)—forms part of the meta-narratives or schooled knowledges that constitute education (Levinson & Holland, 1996). Ideas about who should and should not have access to education, about the role of intelligence in being successful in school, and about who does and who does not deserve to do well, are central in shaping relationships between teachers and students (Gallegos, 2005).


Ask yourself


•What student behaviours were seen as deficit behaviours when you were at school?





We looked earlier at the problem of falsely dichotomising the two parts of a binary pair of concepts. With respect to the binary advantaged/disadvantaged, a common and unfortunate dichotomy is based on how children and young people at different ends of the continuum are valued by their teachers. Disadvantaged students quickly understand that they are of less value than those who are successful in school, as no doubt did Alan and Walter. This deficit view of students is made even more salient in schools where classes are organised according to academic ability. “Why are you bothering to teach us? We’re the dummies, miss”, one ‘low-ability’ high school class once told me. I remember teaching a similar class that some teachers referred to as ‘the zoo’. Working with yet another class of socio-economically disadvantaged students, I was challenged by a colleague who objected when I asked to take the class on a visit to the city museum and art gallery. “They behaved appallingly in my lesson yesterday! They don’t deserve to be given a treat!” she explained. The question of who is and who isn’t deserving is interesting. I had discovered that only a handful of the students in my class had ever been to the city, that none had ever been to the museum or art gallery and that hardly anyone had taken the 20-minute bus journey to the city centre. In these circumstances, I argued, the students in my class did deserve the opportunity to share in experiences that more advantaged students took for granted. Here, the practices of the school threatened to further disadvantage these students by failing to offer them a rich curriculum and engaging forms of learning.

	
The myths of disadvantage

We earlier explored the accumulation of myths around the false dichotomies that accompany binary thinking: myths that appear to contain simple truths that, on examination, are seen to be falsehoods. Some of the myths associated with advantage include the notion that educational achievement is solely the result of hard work, natural intelligence (which, the commonsense view would have it, should be rewarded) and dedication. In contrast, myths associated with disadvantage are that it is due to of a failing by you or your family, or because you come from a poor neighbourhood or disadvantaged community. Many attempts to ameliorate educational disadvantage fail to acknowledge that being advantaged or disadvantaged does not happen by accident, but can be produced by the specific practices of institutions such as schools (Smyth et al., 2018). Indeed, Lamb and colleagues’ (2015, 2020) key findings suggest that students from lower SES backgrounds feel a weaker sense of belonging to school and are more likely to lack confidence about their ability to succeed in school than their counterparts from less disadvantaged backgrounds.

I have written elsewhere (Pearce, 2012) about the day when I was made to understand how my own practices and those of the school were based on myths about disadvantage and, moreover, were further disadvantaging already disadvantaged students. A 16-year-old girl in my class, whom I will call ‘Edna’, was the catalyst for my realisation that I was still deeply influenced by the mythologies associated with the concept of disadvantage. In Pearce (2012) I explore this revelation in detail, first describing how the “dark circles under [Edna’s] eyes spoke of irregular hours” and how “her grubby uniform and cheap shoes” were evidence of the “neglect that so often accompanies deep and unrelenting poverty”. I then explain how by her final year in high school, she had “garnered a notoriety that made even the toughest teachers approach her warily”. I point out that to the teachers, “Edna’s future was decided; she was already a reject, on the outer, wasting her (and our) time by her persistent attendance” and conclude that because she seemed to be a lost cause to the education system, she was “always in trouble” (p. 104).

My perspectives changed when, one day, another teacher asked me to discipline Edna for not turning up to be punished at the previous day’s detention session after school. When I challenged Edna, she finally, and reluctantly, told me that she would never be able to go to detention because she had an after-school commitment to a neighbour’s son, Billy, who had an intellectual disability. Each day after school, Edna would rush home to be in time to meet the bus that dropped Billy off from his school. She would walk him home, make his meal, feed him and care for him until his mother returned home later that evening. This was a great revelation to me. Here was a very different Edna from the one that the school had labelled troublesome and a waste of teachers’ time. I had suddenly glimpsed:


Edna-out-of-school, a new and very different Edna to the one we had become familiar with. This was the mature, organised, responsible, good citizen Edna. And as I saw Edna in this new way I began to glimpse us—the teachers and the school we represented—in new ways too, perhaps as Edna might see us: irrelevant, uncaring, incapable of understanding, uninterested, oppressive, meaningless, ridiculous. Why would someone like Edna want to engage with what we represented (Pearce, 2012, p. 105)?



Edna’s story shows how easy it is for teachers to be blind to the reality of who a student is and what they are capable of, and to ascribe a deficit view to students based on the false dichotomy that results from the advantaged/disadvantaged binary. It also makes clear some of the myths associated with being disadvantaged (that the failing is your own or the fault of your parents/family/community, and that if you want to overcome it you need to work harder). There are clear contradictions between what I thought we were teaching in the informal school curriculum—life skills, such as the importance of being a good citizen and the need to be responsible and show maturity (all of which Edna had clearly learnt)—and the actual practices of the informal curriculum that had marginalised Edna and shut her out from the benefits of education.

Reading between the lines of Edna’s experiences, it can be argued that the hidden or informal curriculum of the school had taught Edna to manage put-downs, punishment, irrelevance and negative relationships. She also learnt a great deal about being resilient when school made things harder for her than they needed to be. Edna’s most significant learning had taken place not in the school but in her community, where she excelled in prioritising (she put her responsibilities to Billy first, before her responsibilities to school and its punishment system), in showing compassion, in being reliable and trustworthy, in community-mindedness, in courage (it is not easy for a 16-year-old to devote time each day to care for a peer with a disability), and more. Unfortunately, there was no opportunity for the official curriculum of the school to match her needs and help her learn the things she needed to know if she were to contribute to the community in the ways that were of interest to her. Through the hidden curriculum of school she learnt that what she had to offer was not worthwhile, and that adults in the school were unlikely to recognise her strengths. Fortunately, her community helped her to learn otherwise. Had we in school observed the need to make visible and study critically the “hegemonic ideologies that inform our perceptions and treatment of subordinated students” (Bartolomé, 2008, p. x) we might have recognised that far from being in deficit and in need of a ‘makeover’, Edna was rich in assets that she was already using fully to contribute positively to her community.


Ask yourself


•Why is it important for teachers to avoid deficit thinking?





In their book Living on the edge, Smyth et al. (2018) aim to find explanations for the persistent connection between socio-economic disadvantage and underachievement in school. In particular, the authors challenge the deficit view that children and young people in poverty are somehow to blame for their failure to succeed in school. The authors examine the many and complex dimensions of poverty and scrutinise the often-inadequate attempts to understand its devastating negative impact on the education of students. Smyth and colleagues identify several problems with the way schools practise that tend to reproduce disadvantages associated with poverty, and offer new ways to think about how schools might think differently. They emphasise that disadvantage must not be overlooked, but instead should be thought about differently.


Theory in action

Rae is a 15-year-old student in a Year 10 class. Over the year, you have noticed that her attitude to school has deteriorated markedly. She is frequently absent, and when present never brings books, pens or paper to class, sits alone, and is often disruptive and foul-mouthed. You recall having taught her two years ago, when she was a very different student—eager to learn and participate and making good progress. Now, before each lesson with this class you find yourself hoping that Rae will be absent. The class is transformed (for the better) when she is not there. But despite your feelings, your sense of social justice will not allow you to give up on Rae. You are aware that she has a chequered schooling history; she attended five different primary schools across the country before starting secondary school. You are also aware that her family background is an impoverished one, and wonder if things are difficult at home. You are aware that as the oldest of five, she is often responsible for caring for her younger siblings. You promise yourself you will find an opportunity to speak to Rae alone when next she comes into school.

You are gratified to find that Rae is eager to talk. She confides that she hates school and only comes in to get away from home, where she is expected to help with the chores and look after the younger children. She thinks the all teachers hate her—they never realise that she is trying, and never help her. “Mr G. yesterday in Social Studies sent me to the time-out room because he said I was disrupting the others. I was only asking if anyone could lend me a pen. They wouldn’t, so I got cross with them. But he wouldn’t listen when I tried to explain.” When you ask Rae about her future plans (the Year 10 students are currently being asked to select subjects for Year 11 and beyond), she is dismissive. “What’s the point? No one thinks I’m good at anything. I’ll be wasting my time doing the exams.”


1How would you respond to Rae?

2What social and educational advantages or disadvantages does Rae bring to her schooling?

3In what ways may this school’s practices reproduce Rae’s existing disadvantages?





According to Smyth et al. (2018), a key first step is to listen to people and try to understand the life experiences of those who are different from us. It is important to resist commonsense assumptions that the population of Australia is homogenous, and to understand that we are a socially diverse nation. However, because teaching is “largely a lower middle class, Anglo-Celtic profession”, teachers’ backgrounds are not generally representative of the diverse Australian population (SCEVT, 2007, p. 37; Lampert et al., 2016). This makes it difficult for teachers to understand how life is lived by students who do not share their predominantly lower-middle-class, Anglo-Celtic heritage.

It is important for teachers to realise that their beliefs, attitudes and classroom practices reflect their own particular backgrounds and ideological orientations (Bartolomé, 2008), and are in turn endorsed by the unofficial curriculum of schooling. It is also important for teachers to acknowledge the risk of developing blind spots about students whose backgrounds and ideological orientations are different from theirs, and to understand how important it is that “children from diverse backgrounds … need to see themselves reflected in the teaching profession” (O’Sullivan, 2019, para. 6). This chapter has highlighted some of the blind spots that are produced by an uncritical acceptance of the dichotomies and myths produced by binary thinking about gender, and about advantage and disadvantage.


Ask yourself


•What are your own blind spots about the false binaries of male/female and advantage/disadvantage?

•How will you go about trying to see beyond them?





A second step is to consider the official curriculum, which reflects a particular set of ideologies that might not be inclusive of non-mainstream ideas or perspectives (Smyth et al., 2018). Every story in this chapter provides an example of a clash of interests between the student and the institution of schooling. A homogenous curriculum that reflects limited viewpoints and interests does not connect with the lived experiences of students who do not share those particular perspectives. An alternative to a homogenous, one-size-fits-all curriculum is a negotiated curriculum (Boomer, 1992) or standpoint curriculum (Singh, 1998; Pearce, 2012). A standpoint curriculum assumes that uneven life chances generate education disadvantage. Such a curriculum aims to address this uneven distribution of life chances by placing those students who are least advantaged in educational settings at the centre of the learning process (Singh, 1998). In other words, the curriculum is developed from the standpoint of those who are most disadvantaged by the mainstream curriculum. A standpoint curriculum works against the homogenised curriculum that unreflectingly promotes the interests of the most advantaged students, and instead is shaped by an understanding of the standpoint of the least advantaged students.

Both official and unofficial curricula can be shaped by a standpoint approach. Examples, discussion points and texts can be chosen that reflect the experiences and perspectives of students who may not be well represented in the official curriculum. The list of further readings at the end of this chapter includes texts that intentionally challenge normalised views of gender and deficit views of social class. These texts are valuable for both school students and their teachers, in that they can lead to better understandings of how society constructs disadvantage, and can be used to build on the experiences and capabilities of students who are less recognised by the official curriculum. Evidence that students from low SES backgrounds are much less likely than students from higher SES backgrounds to report feeling that they belong in school (Lamb et al., 2015, 2020) highlights ways in which a standpoint approach can inform the unofficial curriculum. Teachers can adopt a standpoint approach by resisting deficit views of their students, and taking steps to learn about their backgrounds and their interests, aptitudes, hopes and ambitions. They can then use that understanding to build learning on the interests and experiences of those students who are most likely to lack a sense of connectedness to schooling.


Theory in action

Choose one aspect of the intended/official curriculum taught in your state or country.


1To what extent does it take into account the standpoint of the least advantaged learners in the learning setting?

2How might you modify it to include the standpoint of these learners?

3How will your modifications avoid reproducing myths and stereotypes?





	
	
Conclusion

Whether consciously or not, educational institutions and educators play an important role in normalising gender differences and in re-inscribing deficit views about students who do not fit the norms. As an early career teacher, it is tempting to play it safe and conform to the thinking of more experienced colleagues, who might be unaware that what may seem to be commonsense practice is in fact always open to scrutiny. While it takes time to change established thinking and practices, we hope that after reading this chapter you will have learnt new ways of seeing and thinking that go against the grain of what seems to be common sense. In particular, we hope you will understand that binary and deficit thinking are problems that all teachers need to be able to confront and think about critically. Being able to problematise what appears to be self-evident and normal is the first step in moving towards more socially just outcomes for all learners, whether in early childhood, primary or secondary settings.


Questions and activities


1Teaching has been described as ‘women’s work’ (Mitrano, 1978; Spencer, 1997). What does this mean? How do debates about recruiting more male teachers potentially reinforce the gender binary? What kind of male teachers are being referred to in these debates?

2Which is more important to their students’ learning: the educator’s gender or the educator’s pedagogy (their philosophy and approach to teaching)? Explain your answer.

3It has been suggested that many learners’ cultures and experiences are not well aligned with those of preschools and schools. What can educators and schools do to ensure better alignment?

4The Standing Committee on Education and Vocational Training (2007) has suggested that teaching is a lower-middle-class, Anglo-Celtic profession and therefore not representative of the diverse Australian population. What examples of lower-middle-class, Anglo-Celtic culture and values can be found in the curriculum of Australian schools?





	

Key further readings and resources

Print resources for children and young adults

The following examples challenge traditional ideas about gender and poverty/social class.

On gender

Prince Cinders, Princess Smartypants and Tarzanna, all by Babette Cole.

Oliver Button is a sissy by Tomie dePaola.

Jacob’s new dress by Sarah Hoffman.

Max by Rachel Isadora.

The worst princess by Anna Kemp and Sara Ogilvie.

My princess boy by Cheryl Kilodavis.

The boy in the dress by David Walliams.

Don’t kiss the frog: Princess stories with attitude by Fiona Waters.

On poverty and social class

The quiltmaker’s journey by Jeff Brumbeau.

The hundred dresses by Eleanor Estes.

The caged birds of Phnom Penh by Frederick Lipp.

Looking for Alibrandi by Melina Marchetta.

The lady in the box by Ann McGovern.

Trash by Andy Mulligan.

The grapes of wrath by John Steinbeck.

The underdog, Fighting Ruben Wolfe and When dogs cry, all by Markus Zusak.

www.surlalunefairytales.com

This website offers a rich and fascinating collection of activities using fairy tales as teaching resources to explore and challenge traditional ideas.

Academic print resources

Robinson, K. & Jones Diaz, C. (2006). Diversity and difference in early childhood education: Issues for theory and practice. Open University Press.

Robinson and Jones Diaz focus in particular on gender, and suggest ways for early childhood educators to explore their own assumptions about children and childhood in relation to diversity, difference and social justice.

Shields, C., Bishop, R. & Mazawi, A. (Eds) (2005). Pathologizing practices: The impact of deficit thinking on education. Peter Lang.

This text explores the pathologising of children from marginalised backgrounds that occurs as a result of deficit thinking in education, and examines ways in which schools can practise in more socially just ways.

Smyth, J., Wrigley, T. & McInerney, P. (2013). Living on the edge: Rethinking poverty, class and schooling. Peter Lang.

This compelling text explores and confronts the connection between poverty and educational underachievement. The authors include many positive examples of schools that are succeeding in engaging students from marginalised backgrounds.

Online resources

Gender fluid: Girl, boy, non-binary. Lateline, ABC, 23 March 2016. www.abc.net.au/news/2016-03-23/gender-fluidity-boy-girl-non-binary/7270260

Growing up poor. Four Corners, ABC, 25 September 2012. www.abc.net.au/4corners/stories/2012/09/20/3594298.htm

Jesuit Social Services (n.d.). The Men’s Project—The Man Box. https://jss.org.au/what-we-do/the-mens-project/the-man-box/




References

ABS [Australian Bureau of Statistics] (2013). 3101.0—Australian demographic statistics, June 2013. ABS. www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/3101.0Main+ Features1Jun%202013?OpenDocument

Alexander, B., Anderson G. & Gallegos, B. (2005). Performance theories in education. Lawrence Erlbaum.

Bartolomé, L. (2008). Ideologies in education: Unmasking the trap of teacher neutrality. Peter Lang.

Bauman, Z. (2013). Does the richness of the few benefit us all? Polity Press.

Bem, S. (1993). The lenses of gender: Transforming the debate on sexual inequality. Yale University Press.

Boer, R. (2011). The robbery of language? On Roland Barthes and myth. Culture, Theory and Critique, 52(2–3), 213–231.

Boomer, G. (1992). Negotiating the curriculum. In G. Boomer, N. Lester, C. Onore & J. Cook (Eds.), Negotiating the curriculum: Educating for the 21st century (pp. 4–13). Falmer Press.

Bryan, J. (2015). Tomboys, sissies and ‘that’s so gay’: Exploring gender and sexuality diversity in early childhood and elementary education. In E. Meyer & D. Carlson (Eds.), Gender and sexualities in education: A reader (pp. 240–256). Peter Lang.

Butler, J. (1990). Performative acts and gender constitution: An essay in phenomenology and feminist theory. In S.-E. Case (Ed.), Performing feminisms: Feminist critical theory and theatre (pp. 270–282). Johns Hopkins University Press.

CEDA [Committee for Economic Development of Australia] (2015). Addressing entrenched disadvantage in Australia. CEDA.

Clancy, P. & Goastellec, G. (2007). Exploring access and equity in higher education: Policy and performance in a comparative aspect. Higher Education Quarterly, 61(2), 136–154.

Cobb-Clark, D. (2019). Intergenerational transmission of disadvantage in Australia. Centre of Excellence for Children and Families over the Life Course, Australian Research Council. https://www.lifecoursecentre.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/2019-19-LCC-Working-Paper-Cobb-Clark-1.pdf

Davies, B. (2002). Frogs and snails and feminist tales: Preschool children and gender (2nd ed.). Hampton Press.

DeFrancisco, V.P. & Palczewski, C.H. (2007). Communicating gender diversity: A critical approach. Sage.

Gallegos, B. (2005). Performing school in the shadow of imperialism: A hybrid (coyote) interpretation. In B. Alexander, G. Anderson & B. Gallegos (Eds.), Performance theories in education (pp. 107–126). Lawrence Erlbaum.

Johnson, J. & Repta, R. (2012). Sex and gender: Beyond the binaries. In J. Oliffe & L. Greaves (Eds.). Designing and conducting gender, sex, and health research (pp. 17–37). Sage.

Lamb, S. Huo, S., Walstab, A., Wade, A., Maire, Q., Doecke, E., Jackson, J. & Endekov, Z. (2020). Educational opportunity in Australia 2020: Who succeeds and who misses out. Centre for International Research on Education Systems, Victoria University, for the Mitchell Institute.

Lamb, S., Jackson, J., Walstab, A. & Huo, S. (2015). Educational opportunity in Australia 2015: Who succeeds and who misses out. Centre for International Research on Education Systems, Victoria University, for the Mitchell Institute.

Lampert, J., Burnett, B. & Lebhers, S. (2016). More like the kids than the other teachers: One working-class pre-service teacher’s experiences in a middle-class profession. Teaching and Teacher Education, 58, 35–42. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.04.006

Leaf, M. (1936). The story of Ferdinand. Puffin Books.

Levinson, B.A. & Holland, D.C. (1996). The cultural production of the educated person: An introduction. In B.A. Levinson, D.E. Foley & D.C. Holland (Eds.), The cultural production of the educated person: Critical ethnographies of schooling and local practice (pp. 1–56). State University of New York Press.

Martino, W. (2015). Masculinities, gender-nonconformity and the significance of queer and transgender perspectives in education. In E. Meyer & D. Carlson (Eds.), Gender and sexualities in education: A reader (pp. 9–24). Peter Lang.

McLaren, P. & Farahmandpur, R. (2005). Teaching against global capitalism and the new imperialism: A critical pedagogy. Rowman & Littlefield.

McMain, E. (2021). ‘I feel proud because I made them stop fighting’: Boys’ affective-discursive practices of discouraging physical aggression. Gender and Education. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2021.1902484

Meyer, E. & Carlson, D. (Eds.) (2015). Gender and sexualities in education: A reader. Peter Lang.

Mitrano, B.S. (1978). Teaching as a women’s occupations: A feminist critique. Journal of Education, 160(4), 50–63.

Munsch, R. (1980). The paper bag princess. Annick Press.

O’Sullivan, K. (2019). Lessons in diversity: The changing face of teaching in Ireland. Irish Times, 22 December 2019. https://www.irishtimes.com/news/education/lessons-in-diversity-the-changing-face-of-teaching-in-ireland-1.4120546

Pearce, J. (2012). Unsettling class: Standpoint pedagogies, knowledge and privilege. In B. Down & J. Smyth (Eds.), Critical voices in teacher education: Teaching for social justice in conservative times (pp. 9–24). Springer.

SCEVT [Standing Committee on Education and Vocational Training] (2007). Top of the class: Report on the inquiry into teacher education. Commonwealth of Australia.

Singh, M. (1998). Multiculturalism, policy and teaching: Defending democratic principles and practices. In E. Hatton (Ed.), Understanding teaching (2nd ed., pp. 319–331). Harcourt Brace.

SMCPC [Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission] (2014a). State of the nation 2014: Social mobility and child poverty in Great Britain. www.the-matthew-tree-project.org/images/State_of_Nation_2014_Main_Report.pdf

SMCPC [Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission] (2014b). Elitist Britain. www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/347915/Elitist_Britain_-_Final.pdf

Smyth, J. & Shacklock, G. (1998). Being reflexive in critical educational and social research. Falmer Press.

Smyth, J., Wrigley, T. & McInerney, P. (2018). Living on the edge. Rethinking poverty, class and schooling (3rd ed.). Peter Lang.

Spencer, D.A. (1997). Teaching as women’s work. In International handbook of teachers and teaching (pp. 153–198). Springer.

Young, R. & Sweeting, H. (2004). Adolescent bullying, relationships, psychological well-being and gender-atypical behaviour: A gender diagnostician approach. Sex Roles, 50(7–8), 525–537.











	9	Understanding the Techniques of Colonialism: Indigenous Educational Justice   Sophie Rudolph and Lilly Brown







“If you have come here to help me you are wasting your time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together”—Lilla Watson.





Introduction

Lilla Watson, a Gangulu woman from central Queensland, spoke those words at a UN Decade for Women Conference in Nairobi in 1985. She prefers to attribute this statement to the many Aboriginal activists in Queensland at the time, to acknowledge the way in which it emerged as part of a collective struggle. These words remind us that working towards educational justice for Indigenous people in Australia is also a collective struggle and a collective responsibility. No matter what our personal heritages, our diverse identities or our educational journeys are, we can work together to understand the history of this continent and how colonisation has shaped us all in different ways.

What Indigenous education in Australia entails is often unclear or becomes easily confused. Is it about responding to Indigenous students as learners? Is it about ‘closing the gap’? Is it about teaching Indigenous culture or cultural competency? Is it about teaching a shared Australian history? Is it about truth telling? These questions are reflected in the public discourse. Often, Indigenous education is discussed in the media in relation to the Closing the Gap in Indigenous Disadvantage policy and NAPLAN results. These documents typically lament Indigenous educational disadvantage, report the low educational results of Indigenous students and suggest that more must be done to create equality (Topsfield, 2010; Fogarty & Riddle, 2015; Biddle, 2016). There has been a recent debate in the media over whether the official curriculum should be revised to state that Australia was invaded rather than settled, sparked by the recent national curriculum review (Zhou, 2021; see also Cook, 2016). These multiple meanings, understandings and issues also exist within the field of educational research (Vass, 2012).

The contestation over what constitutes Indigenous education, how it should be understood and what issues are important indicates that this is not a simple problem. We argue in this chapter that the struggle exists for a reason: Australia is a settler colonial nation that exists on unceded First Nations Country. The colonial regime in Australia was intent on overriding the over 500 Indigenous nations to create a British colony, with the policy of the 1800s being to “smooth the pillow of the dying race” (Pascoe, 2010, p. 81). As in many other settler colonial states—such as New Zealand, Canada and the US—the strength and survival of First Nations peoples, despite the colonial violence they suffered, creates a dilemma for the settler colonial nation: How are Indigenous people to be part of the nation when they were supposed to disappear? Conversely, Indigenous people typically ask the question: How are we to gain education in a system that refuses to recognise our sovereignty and instead requires us to assimilate?

These struggles and contestations also make it difficult to provide teachers with any single model, curriculum or strategy for how to be a good teacher of Indigenous students or Indigenous curriculum. Being a teacher in Australia today requires courage to enter the struggle to understand, to think, to listen and at times to feel uncomfortable. These challenges are diverse, but we argue they are necessary and can be rewarding.

In this chapter, we begin by offering some historical and policy background to the problem of achieving Indigenous educational justice. We then introduce some theoretical tools to support critical engagement with the complexities. These tools are useful to assist the kind of deep thinking that is necessary as we each navigate the difficult terrain of a settler colonial state, and seek to understand how colonisation has impacted each of us in different ways. Following this, we outline some effects of colonial and neoliberal techniques of exclusion in order to illustrate the ways colonial legacies continue to impact educational policy and practice today. Finally, we suggest a number of responses to these colonial and neoliberal techniques in ways that are cognisant of the techniques of colonialism, and work to centre justice for Indigenous students and teachers in schools and educational spaces.
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Ask yourself


•What did you learn about Indigenous Australia while you were at school? How do you feel about this?

•How might limited or shallow engagement with Australia’s colonial and Indigenous history be a technique of colonialism?





Historical and policy context

Schools are not just places of knowledge acquisition. They are social institutions that have grown out of the social, cultural and political desires of their communities. This means that how schools operate, how education is taken up or questioned, and what education offers to whom and how, are questions influenced by local and global values and pressures. Sometimes these values can fit neatly together, but at other times they can clash or be in tension with each other.

For the Indigenous peoples of settler colonial nations such as the US, Australia, Canada and New Zealand, the tenuous relationship with mainstream formal education is characterised by a violent past and contemporary disparity in educational achievement when compared to their non-Indigenous counterparts. As an intergenerational legacy, this disparity emerges where colonial education was one of the major agencies that enabled imperial domination over Indigenous peoples by positioning Western ways of knowing, doing and being as superior to Indigenous epistemologies and knowledge (Smith, 2012, p. 67).


Settler colonial

A type of colonial formation where the original colonists settled and created a nation state without reference to or adequate negotiation with the Indigenous inhabitants.




Indigenous epistemologies

Indigenous ways of knowing.



Understanding the competing social, cultural and political factors that have influenced education for Indigenous students over time is particularly important, as it reveals a complex story that gives some insight into the challenges of achieving educational justice for Indigenous students today.

Education as a tool of colonialism

Colonisation was justified on the grounds that Australia’s First Peoples were not civilised enough to ‘own’ land, in terms of the English conception of ownership. Formal race-based policies, which differed from state to state, asserted the importance of the segregation and assimilation of Indigenous people through the enforced severance from land, culture and, for many, family and community. Such policies continued well into the twentieth century (Wilkie, 1997). These measures aligned with popular misconceptions that Aboriginal people would either inevitably ‘die out’ or assimilate into the wider Australian community.


Segregation

A policy agenda where Indigenous people were segregated from the white population on church-run missions and government-administered reserves.




Assimilate

To become similar to the dominant culture (often at the expense of practising one’s own culture).



The relationship between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and the education system is, therefore, complex. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ negotiations with, and navigation of, the Australian formal education system have been fraught, tenuous and ongoing. The historical origins defining this relationship are found in the early functioning of schooling and education as a technology of colonisation (Herbert, 2012, p. 92)—a technology that involved the imposition of knowledge forms that aided in the attempted erasure of Aboriginal languages, knowledge, spirituality and culture. This imposition occurred in parallel to, and often in conjunction with, a concerted government agenda which sought to position the physical extinction of Aboriginal people as inevitable and self-evident, while promoting assimilation through a series of policy approaches (see Moodie, 2016, p. 205 for an outline of the stages in policy development). Within this context, the removal of children—now known as the Stolen Generations—was legitimised by assimilation policies emphasising the importance of education in ‘civilising the natives’. This state/territory-based legislation allowed children to be taken from their families without the consent or even knowledge of their parents (Wilkie, 1997). It is important to emphasise that the removal of children was viewed as necessary for the provision of education, which was understood to be an essential component of assimilation (Grimshaw & Nelson, 2001). Jeannie Herbert has argued that education was used to ensure the status quo of colonial power (2012, p. 94), which created a situation in which Indigenous knowledge was positioned on the periphery of the colonial education system (p. 93), at best seen as supplementary to schooling and at worst as completely irrelevant. The institution of education could be seen, then, as part of the colonial project to erase or assimilate the Indigenous population.

While the denial of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledge, culture, languages and spirituality was an important part of encouraging assimilation into the dominant white, European culture, another important aspect was the reinforcement of Western history and ways of knowing. This is what Gunditjmara scholar Mark Rose has called the ‘silent apartheid’ (2012). He argues that the mainstream formal education system in Australia has consistently denied all students knowledge of Indigenous Australia: “This deprivation that transcends generations is tantamount to a ‘silent apartheid’ that has been enacted in Australian classrooms from the sandpit to the sandstone ever since Western education began in Australia” (2012, p. 6). The silencing of Indigenous perspectives has been a way of keeping all Australians ignorant of the wealth of knowledge contained within the hundreds of nations that existed for millennia prior to colonisation—knowledge that continues to exist in various ways. In doing this, the colonial project gained power and prominence. However, as the following section demonstrates, Aboriginal voices remained strong in their resistance.

	
Education for political power

One of the most significant advantages gained through formal education is power to engage politically in the dominant society. This includes being able to voice concerns, have access to opportunities, be afforded more choices and defend particular rights and desires. This was, in part, why Indigenous people were denied access to formal education until the 1950s—it was used as a means to control and limit Indigenous people, while maintaining colonial power. Despite these purposes of education within initial colonial agendas, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples very early recognised the strategic import and value of equal participation and access to formal education. Within the Torres Strait Islander context, Martin Nakata asserts that this demand for equal access to education occurred “so that we could gauge and understand the external influences in our lives, what it is we are up against, and what it means for our cultural survival” (1997, p. 429).

Indigenous movements, political action and community work over the past century have called for equal education participation and opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Indigenous people and groups began organising in the early years of the twentieth century to fight the policies of segregation and assimilation, and to contest the widespread exclusion they were experiencing (Parbury, 2011).


Theory in action

The contestation for education through the twentieth century

Figure 9.1 The Day of Mourning, 26 January 1938
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On 26 January 1938 Aboriginal people along the east coast of Australia protested the ‘Australia Day’ celebrations that were occurring among the broader population. They named their protest the ‘Day of Mourning’ and stated in their manifesto for citizen rights that:


The 26th of January, 1938, is not a day of rejoicing for Australia’s Aborigines; it is a day of mourning. This festival of 150 years’ so-called ‘progress’ in Australia commemorates also 150 years of misery and degradation imposed upon the original native inhabitants by the white invaders of this country (Patten & Ferguson, 1938, p. 3).



Their demands were direct and widespread. While they entered the discourse of race, their focus was on interrogating the violence that had been imposed on them through colonisation, and calling for action that would honour the capacity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to participate in all aspects of Australian society. Participation in education was a key element of the manifesto, featuring first in their list of demands: “We ask for equal education, equal opportunity, equal wages, equal rights to possess property, or to be our own masters—in two words: equal citizenship!” (Patten & Ferguson, 1938, p. 9, original emphasis).

The value placed on education was important for political agency, for economic participation and for ensuring the continuation of Indigenous culture, knowledge and languages.

Nearly three decades later, in 1967, a conference on Aboriginal education was held at Monash University. Conference participant Kath Walker (later known as Oodgeroo Noonuccal), a Noonuccal woman of Stradbroke Island and then Secretary of Queensland State Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders, delivered a paper called ‘Aborigines: Assets or liabilities?’ Her paper made it very clear that education should benefit Indigenous people and should not diminish them or their culture in any way. She stated that, “European life should not be taught as being superior, but as being an accepted and acceptable way of life” (Walker, 1969, p. 106) and that Aboriginal and European stories should be taught in equal measure. She demanded that “Aboriginal difference should not be misunderstood as lack of intelligence” (p. 107) and asserted that, “Those who lay down policy for the future education of the Aborigine must at all times remain aware of his dignity and pride, and care must be taken to see that this is upheld at all costs” (p. 104, original emphasis).

Walker was adamant that education should not be simply offered to Indigenous people to take up, but should be interrogated for its exclusions and be a two-way process—a negotiation based at all times on dignity and respect.


1Do you think this history is common knowledge in Australia? What do you think this says about the Australian education system?

2How are Aboriginal people depicted, and how do they depict themselves, in these historical examples?

3What sort of education are these Aboriginal people campaigning for?





In a Referendum held in 1967, Australians voted overwhelmingly to amend the Australian Constitution to enable Aboriginal people to be included in the census, and to allow the Commonwealth to create laws for Aboriginal people (NAA, 2017). Subsequently, the campaign for educational equity gained power during the self-determination era in the 1970s. In 1975 the National Aboriginal Education Committee was established and it played a role in advising on issues of Aboriginal education, curriculum and equity (Parbury, 2011). The movement for bilingual schooling and ‘two-way’ education in Aboriginal community schools grew in the 1970s (Parbury, 2011; Herbert, 2012; Thomas, 2020), reflecting some of the demands articulated by Kath Walker at the conference on Aboriginal education in 1967. These educational movements also demonstrate the equal worth placed on education that values Indigenous knowledge, culture and language and education in Western ways of knowing and doing.


Self-determination

The process by which people have control over their own lives.




Ask yourself


•What does this complex history mean for educators today?

•How do teachers ensure that education can be empowering for Indigenous students when it rests on a history in which education was used to disempower, control and constrain?





	
The contemporary policy context

In the current policy context, the global projects of colonialism and neoliberalism come together to influence what is considered valuable for contemporary education. While colonisation involved powerful nations seeking land and resource acquisition, neoliberalism concerns the global marketplace and relies on competition and measurement to preserve its power. Both colonialism and neoliberalism can be seen to influence contemporary education and school systems. These global projects encourage schools to view Western knowledge that is useful economically as the most valuable outcome of schooling, and this has produced a number of powerful effects in school policy and practice. For example, the implementation of national standardised testing in Australia (mirrored in many other international contexts) has acted to reinforce the type of knowledge deemed important and the ways knowledge acquisition should be measured and compared. These practices, however, often contribute to inequality. As our earlier discussion indicated, the beginning of the schooling system in Australia was based on efforts to highlight inequality and subordinate Indigenous knowledges. So, while the contemporary political context of education and schooling in Australia is inherently unequal and at times discriminatory, another set of policies seeks to address these inequalities.

A significant policy development occurred in 2008 with bipartisan political support, called the Closing the Gap in Indigenous Disadvantage policy. Four of this policy’s six goals were related to education (goals have been added to the policy over time, but as Hogarth (2020) points out, there are still challenges with the constitution of this policy). These goals address participation in, achievement in and attainment of education at the early childhood, primary and secondary education levels (COAG, 2015; Australian Government, 2020). The Closing the Gap policy recognises the historical discrimination that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have suffered through colonial dispossession and violence. It emerged at the same time as the National Apology to the Stolen Generations was delivered, and the impetus for the policy is articulated as a response to the neglect evident in the history of colonial governance of the Indigenous peoples of Australia. Unfortunately, however, the historical cognisance of the policy misses some of what we have outlined above (Rudolph, 2016, 2019; see also Lingard et al., 2012). The Closing the Gap education targets focus on English literacy and numeracy acquisition, attending mainstream schooling and completing Year 12. This raises a number of questions. What about what Kath Walker called for in 1967? Is this policy upholding the dignity and pride of young Indigenous people and their communities? Is it placing Indigenous knowledge, experience and culture on an equal footing with Western knowledge, experience and culture? Can the policy’s targets support and value diversity while ensuring high-quality and high-yielding education outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students? For further discussion of policy debates, see Hogarth (2017).

A connected debate has arisen in relation to the development of a national curriculum, which also began in 2008. As Terri Seddon (2001) has observed, the impetus for a national curriculum is inherently tied to nation-building. The politics of such a curriculum are therefore important to observe and understand. In part, the Australian Curriculum arose out of anxiety about the way in which history was being taught in Australian schools (Parkes, 2007). This aligned with the heated and public ‘History wars’ of the 1980s and 1990s, in which Australian history was construed as either ‘black armband’ (acknowledging Indigenous experiences of the violence of colonisation) or ‘white blindfold’ (focusing on the Anzac story and experiences of ‘mateship’, which typically silenced Indigenous stories) (Birch, 1997; MacIntyre & Clark, 2003). The contestation over history and the place of history in the curriculum is a common feature of settler colonial states, and Parkes (2007) argues that similar debates over history curricula have occurred in Canada, the US and the UK. However, it should be noted that Indigenous students in Australia frequently experience the teaching of history in schools as erasing their stories, experiences and presence (Brown, 2018).

One of the most contentious aspects of the national curriculum has been the inclusion of a cross-curriculum priority, called Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and Cultures. Tying into the Indigenous Disadvantage policy, this cross-curriculum priority “recognises the need for the Australian Curriculum to provide every opportunity possible to ‘close the gap’” (ACARA, 2016). This is an effort to bring Indigenous histories and cultures, which have been denied a place in schools, into the mainstream education system. It has not been without challenge, however—a review in 2014 recommended that revisions to the curriculum be made “to better recognise the contribution of Western civilisation, our Judeo-Christian heritage, the role of economic development and industry and the democratic underpinning of the British system of government to Australia’s development” (Donnelly & Wiltshire, 2014, p. 246). The fear that teaching Indigenous cultures and histories might take over the central place that white, Western values have always held in Australian schools and curricula is evident. However, it has also been argued that the cross-curriculum priority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and Cultures is “weak, often tokenistic and overwhelmingly unresponsive to historical and contemporary realities” (Lowe & Yunkaporta, 2013, p. 12).

These curriculum problems are arguably indications of the unsettled settler colonial state and the ongoing urge for the dominant culture to maintain authority, even while attempting to increase social equity.


Ask yourself


•Has education been enabling or constraining for you? How and why do you think this?

•What social, cultural or political factors might have assisted or impeded a positive and supportive experience of education for you?





	
	
Understanding the historical legacies of colonisation

There are a number of concepts and theoretical perspectives that we suggest are useful in cultivating a deeper understanding of the issues and contestations in Indigenous education. These concepts are drawn from three connected theoretical perspectives—critical race theory, post-colonial theory and settler colonial theory—and awareness of the ways in which Indigenous experiences of educational governance and provision are both connected to, and differ from, other experiences of indigeneity, racism and justice across the globe. They are also useful when reflecting on the questions posed in the introduction to this chapter on what comprises Indigenous education. Is it about responding to Indigenous students as learners? Is it about closing the gap? Is it about teaching Indigenous culture or cultural competency? Is it about teaching a shared Australian history?

A conceptual toolbox

Critical race theory: Race and whiteness

For centuries, the Western concept of race (Graves, 2001) has informed social hierarchies, racialising people of colour as ‘less than’, based on physical traits and heritage. Only relatively recently has the myth of race as being biologically determined come to be challenged. It was only in the late 1990s, for example, that the American Anthropological Association came to understand race as a social construct rather than a legitimate biological or genetic trait. Miller and Garran (2008, p. 15) suggest that this shift enables race to be understood as:


…an ideology used to justify the domination of one identifiable group of people by another—a rationale that has supported many forms of oppression, including genocide, slavery, ethnic cleansing, colonialism and other forms of domination, mistreatment, and resource and opportunity hoarding.




Social construct

A concept produced and maintained through social processes.



It is also important to note that while race is now understood as a social construct, the lived implications of the concept of race as a system of classification in relation to human difference still exist. As Alana Lentin (2012, p. 491) may somewhat contentiously state, race is “in fact a very useful concept, constantly adapting and readapting itself, chameleon-like to the changing political and social landscape”. The legacy of the concept of race and its lived consequences can be seen, for example, in the way Australia continues to be structured along racialised lines of difference, as has been emphasised in the discussion above.

As a social construct, race has discursively come into being through the ways in which we make sense of the world around us, our social universe. Thus, in order to contend with this evidently powerful concept, we must consider how the language of race works. Stuart Hall stated in a lecture, Race, the floating signifier (1997), that differences exist in the world, but what matters are the systems of thought and language we use to make sense of this difference. The language of race as a system of making meaning has structurally informed society and the racial positions certain groups occupy within it. Like Aboriginality or blackness, whiteness is a “composite historical construct” (Hage, 1998, p. 58).

Whiteness as a categorical signifier of citizenship, privilege and power within the context of Australia can be situated definitively within the Immigration Restriction Act 1901—or the White Australia policy, as it is known—which was one of the first pieces of legislation passed by the national parliament of Australia upon Federation in 1901. The use of race and whiteness as discursive constructs is clearly demonstrated by looking at how the White Australia policy, as an exclusionary political device, determined who/what was and was not white (Moreton-Robinson, 2004). European colonisation played a key role, therefore, in categorising people along racial lines. In essence, it produced ‘whites’, ‘Aborigines’ and ‘Asians’ (categories we still use today) and it created policies, laws, practices and institutions that determined who should fall into each category based on particular features. The challenge for us today is not necessarily to completely do away with such categories, but to understand how these categories were created and defined, what was silenced in that process, and how we might contest and renegotiate such categorisation.

	
Post-colonial theory: Othering and subordination

One of the key practices tied to racial categorisation is othering. This concept has grown out of post-colonial theory and is particularly influenced by the work of Edward Said, a Palestinian philosopher who spent most of his working life in the US. Said’s most famous work (1978) examines how colonial powers constructed the idea of the ‘Orient’ as an “object of the Western gaze” (cited in Rizvi & Lingard, 2006, p. 295). This created a binary between the Western ‘us’ and the Oriental ‘them’. Rizvi and Lingard (2006) argue that Orientalism can best be understood “as a system of representations, a discourse framed by political forces through which the West sought to understand and control its colonized populations” (2006, p. 296). Said sought to highlight how the ‘Orient’ is a European creation. He argues that the notion of the Orient creates a distinction between the uncivilised and inferior Orientals and the superior Europeans (Said, 1978).


Othering

To position something or someone as marginal to the dominant or mainstream; to position them as peripheral, deficit and lacking.



Said built on the work of Martinique-born theorist and psychiatrist Frantz Fanon (1966, 1967). Fanon argued against the binary opposition of coloniser and colonised, and examined how colonising behaviours of dominance, surveillance and coercion were easily learnt and replicated by the colonised (in Rizvi et al., 2006). Fanon (1966) believed that de-colonisation, “which sets out to change the order of the world”, required a process of “complete disorder” (p. 36). This disordering or reordering of the world had to recognise the way in which the colonial world was divided into compartments (Fanon, 1966, p. 37), and how individual thought was highly valued by colonising societies, often at the expense of collective thought (Fanon, 1966, p. 47). He also declared that colonialism framed those colonised as devoid of any values:


The native is declared insensible to ethics; he represents not only the absence of values, but also the negation of values. He is, let us dare to admit, the enemy of values, and in this sense he is the absolute evil (1966, p. 41).



Fanon further examined the psychological effects of colonialism, suggesting that even after independence colonised peoples retain an internalisation of the ways they have been treated (in Rizvi et al., 2006, p. 251). This led him to the idea of a ‘native’ subjectivity of Black skin, white masks (Fanon, 1967). Reflecting on Fanon’s significance for educational contexts, Rizvi and colleagues (2006) observe that Fanon “does not simply provide a set of tools for reading colonial texts, but also a way of understanding its ongoing effects” (p. 252). This is valuable in Australia, a country not yet officially independent from its coloniser, and still negotiating many of the complex effects of colonial rule. Drawing on Fanon’s theoretical concepts provides important opportunities for analysis of how today’s educational issues have connections with a colonial history.

Gayatri Spivak took up Said’s notion of voicelessness in a famous essay called ‘Can the subaltern speak?’ In this essay, Spivak (1988) explores the issues of power that pervade colonial spaces and institutions. She suggests that because colonialism—and as a consequence, institutions that have grown out of colonialism—misrecognised Indigenous peoples, institutions may not be able to see or hear Indigenous people and voices. She warns that assumptions that the ‘subaltern’ or Indigenous person is part of a homogenous, cultural and colonised group lead to the risk of again misrecognising the heterogeneity of colonised peoples (Rizvi et al., 2006, p. 252).


Homogenous

Similar or alike in character and/or content.




Heterogeneity

Diverse in character and/or content.



A commitment to understanding how colonialism continues to impact communities (including educational communities) in different ways, and the particular contextual influences on such communities, is therefore vitally important for educators.

	
Settler colonial theory: Elimination of the native in settler colonial contexts

While post-colonial theory has offered much to understanding the techniques of colonialism and its ongoing effects, the distinctions experienced in settler colonial contexts call for greater theoretical understanding. As Canadian scholars Tuck and Yang assert:


Settler colonialism is different from other forms of colonialism in that settlers come with the intention of making a new home on the land, a homemaking that insists on settler sovereignty over all things in their new domain. Thus, relying solely on post-colonial literatures or theories of coloniality that ignore settler colonialism will not help to envision the shape that decolonisation must take in settler colonial contexts (2012, p. 5).



The structural distinctiveness of settler colonialism has been a subject of interest for the Australian settler colonial theorist Patrick Wolfe. He argues that what distinguishes it from other forms of colonialism is that invasion and subsequently settler colonialism can be seen and understood as a structure, not an event (Wolfe, 1994, 2006). This proposition relies on the assertion that colonialism entails a cultural logic of elimination (of ‘native’ civilisation etc.) and that, in the case of settler colonialism, this logic remains a key aspect of governance by the settler group. Wolfe states, “elimination is an organising principle of settler colonial society rather than a one-off (and superseded) occurrence” (2006, p. 388). He proposes there is a sustained institutional propensity to “supplant the Indigenous population which reconciles a range of historical practices that might otherwise seem distinct” (2006, p. 96). Further, he suggests, this “enables us to perceive the underlying coherence of Australian history, which links present government policy to the initial invasions” (2006, p. 96).

While settler colonial theory offers important possibilities for understanding the ongoing structural influence of colonisation, some argue that it can present the settler colonial conditions of governance and control as inevitable (Macoun & Strakosch, 2013). This can have the effect of silencing the significant Indigenous resistance that has occurred and continues to occur in response to colonial and governing pressures.


TABLE 9.1 Understanding the historical legacies of colonisation




	
	Critical race theory
	Post-colonial theory
	Settler colonial theory





	History
	
»Critical race theory extended critical legal scholarship emerging from the US in the 1980s in an effort to understand and analyse the relationship between race and the legal structures underpinning society.

»Over the past two decades, it has been utilised across a number of disciplines, including education, as a tool to analyse the pervasiveness of white dominance and racism.

»The utility of critical race theory has also extended across geographical contexts and is a useful starting point for thinking about racialised dynamics in Australia.



	
»Post-colonial theory emerged in the 1960s as a response to the ongoing effects of colonialism.

»In the early stages, it was developed primarily by diaspora academics of formerly colonised countries.

»It sought to understand the ways colonisation captured the colonised in language, representation and invented differences.

»It hoped to offer ways to challenge and change the ways we make the world meaningful.



	
»Settler colonial theory was developed in the 1990s.

»The development of the theory was heavily influenced by Australian scholars who felt there was a lack of knowledge about the distinct experiences of colonialism and its effects in settler colonial contexts.

»It aims to support the examination of the specificities of oppression experienced in settler colonial contexts and offer distinct forms of de-colonial responses.






	Key concepts
	
»Whiteness and white privilege

»Race

»Structural and institutional racism

»Counter-storytelling



	
»The ‘other’

»Black skin, white masks

»Voice



	
»Invasion as a structure, not an event

»Elimination of the native

»Authenticity and repression






	Key theorists
	
»Richard Delgado

»Kimberlé Crenshaw

»Gloria Ladson-Billings

»William F. Tate

»Lani Guinier



	
»Edward Said

»Frantz Fanon

»Gayatri Spivak

»Homi Bhabha

»Dipesh Chakrabarty



	
»Patrick Wolfe

»Lorenzo Veracini






	Limitations
	
»Tied to the experiences of African American slavery and race

»Limited in acknowledging racialised dynamics as they apply to indigenous peoples and indigenous sovereignty



	
»Heavily influenced by diaspora experiences of colonised peoples

»Not always as cognisant of the specificities of settler colonial contexts



	
»Does not always have a lot of room to recognise indigenous agency

»Looks at what stays the same, sometimes at the expense of what changes











Ask yourself


•How do these theoretical concepts help you to understand your own categorisation?

•What sorts of effects (positive and/or negative) has your categorisation had on your life and your experiences of education?





	
	
	
Mapping the colonial (and neoliberal) techniques of exclusion

For Indigenous students to be included in schools and to benefit from their educational experiences, we first need to understand the diverse ways in which Indigenous knowledge and people are excluded from educational spaces. This involves examining the techniques of exclusion caused by the political and structural forces of colonial history and neoliberalism. These exclusions can take many forms, and racism can be understood at individual, structural and institutional levels. Racism might be enacted through an individual’s racist assumptions, beliefs or behaviours that are directed at Indigenous peoples (individual), or it could be a feature of the social, political, cultural and economic structures that we participate in (structural). It might also be embedded in a particular institution (e.g. the school), which means negative treatment is experienced by people based on their race. All these forms of racism are impediments to an equity agenda, particularly if they go unnoticed or unattended to. Recent research has demonstrated that Indigenous students continue to experience racism in education in a range of ways (Moodie et al., 2019). As Fanon asserted over five decades ago:


Decolonisation, as we know, is a historical process: that is to say that it cannot be understood, it cannot become intelligible nor clear to itself except in the exact measure that we can discern the movements which give it historical form and content (1966, p. 36).



In this section we map some of the exclusions that occur (often subtly) in policy, practice and public debate about education for Indigenous students.

Stereotypes and representation

Aboriginal public intellectual Marcia Langton states that:


Textual analysis of the racist stereotypes and mythologies which inform Australian understandings of Aboriginal people is revealing. The most dense relationship is not between actual people, but between white Australians and the symbols created by their predecessors. Australians do not know and relate to Aboriginal people. They relate to stories told by former colonists (1994, p. 119).



Langton is suggesting that Aboriginal people have come to be known via representations created by non-Indigenous people about Indigenous Australians. This is a form of othering, as theorised by Said, in which the colonial ideas have created a particular image of Indigenous people. These stereotypical representations can be found in literature, on television, in newspapers and even in the textbooks you may have encountered at school. Aboriginal people have been infantilised (Coram, 2007) and depicted as wandering nomads (Moreton-Robinson, 2004), noble savages (James, 1993) and on the brink of extinction; they have been romanticised, categorised as traditional or urban, authentic or fake, or within problematic eugenicist notions of blood quantum as ‘full-blood’, ‘half-caste’, ‘quarter-caste’—the list goes on and on. Every one of these representations has served as essentialist signifiers of Aboriginality, and must be read within the language of race, as metaphors with deeper social, political and economic meanings.

Likewise, positive stereotypes as signifiers of whiteness can be considered as intrinsic to the Australian nation-building project, including the interwar representation of the Anzac digger, the larrikin and the battler, the sportsman and the bushranger, to name a few. Such stereotypes signify whiteness intertwined with Australianness that epitomised notions of pioneering masculinity, anti-authoritarianism, mateship and resourcefulness. Not only do these tropes exclude women from the nation-building project, they also deny and succeed in excluding any marginalised voice from participating in the broader narrative of Australian nationhood.

These stereotypes, based on racial ideas of superiority and inferiority, encourage a constant classification of people into ‘us’ and ‘them’. It is easy to slip into this type of generalised binary thinking in classrooms and our everyday lives, and it is important to understand the foundations on which this thinking rests so as to transform it.

	
Deficiency and correction

One of the effects of categorisation and race binaries is that Indigenous peoples are cast as ‘not good enough’. This view then gets translated into the idea that Indigenous people need to be reformed. For Indigenous students, this means they become seen by teachers, schools and policy-makers as needing correction so that they can perform more like their non-Indigenous peers. Indigenous students, families and communities then get construed in the media, policy, classrooms and staffrooms as needing to be helped and rehabilitated. The idea that non-Indigenous people are normal while Indigenous people need to be normalised can thus become taken for granted. These often-subtle messages of deficiency and the need for correction can occur in multiple ways. An analysis of some Australian national standardised literacy and numeracy tests revealed that images of a white, middle-class, heteronormative lifestyle are prevalent in the worded problems and scenario questions (Rudolph, 2013). This almost exclusive erasure of any other kinds of culture or lifestyle simply reinforces whiteness as the norm.

The strong presence of the dominant culture also appears in the national policy of Closing the Gap in Indigenous Disadvantage, in which Indigenous students are depicted as needing to catch up to their non-Indigenous counterparts. While the achievement of particular educational targets is clearly a good thing, it is worth considering the ways in which Indigenous students are constructed in policy discourses in the process of working towards equity and finding a solution to disadvantage. These constructions can be damaging and can hinder the positive intentions of the policy, as Indigenous students (and their teachers) may see success as achievable via a single pathway. In fact, there are many possibilities for achievement if we prepare students to believe that they are inherently valuable and worthy of all kinds of educational success.

Low expectations and racialised understandings of Aboriginality still often inform the way Indigenous students are understood and responded to. This framing of Indigenous peoples as ‘less than’ has been termed ‘deficit discourse’; that is, “a mode of language that consistently frames Aboriginal identity in a narrative of deficiency” (Fforde et al., 2013, p. 162). From a deficit perspective, Aboriginal families, parents, young people and children are framed as the problem, as ‘less than’. The burden to fix the problem then becomes the responsibility of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander peoples; the legacy of colonialism, or the way race continues to function structurally, is ignored. Children and young people, their parents and families or communities become the focus of the intervention, and institutions are left unchanged.

	
Assimilation and authenticity

Indigenous artist and performer Deb Morrow criticises the authentic image of Aboriginality as a man with a “didjeridu, clap sticking, full black, with paint all over them. And that, that’s all they are. Anything less than that is not Aboriginal” (quoted in Barney, 2010, p. 213). Another familiar image of Aboriginality is a black man standing on one leg and holding a spear. Some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people may sometimes look like this, particularly for ceremonial activities. But on the whole this image is not accurate. In fact, representations such as these do not allow for the diversity of Indigenous Australian people—a diversity of appearances and experiences, but also a geographical and socio-economic diversity. Nor does it allow for the locatedness of Indigenous people as (sometimes simultaneously) urban, coastal, rainforest, desert, saltwater and freshwater. Furthermore, these representations certainly do not account for the centuries of attempted dispossession through policies of assimilation. Stereotypical representations of Aboriginality not only oversimplify the lived experience of Indigenous Australians, they also rely on and reinforce not-so-useful binaries such as black/white, traditional/urban or contemporary and authentic/fake.

The perseverance of these binaries, which deem who can and cannot be truly Aboriginal, also have serious implications for Indigenous students engaging with the education system. In building on research with Indigenous students, Lowe et al. (2014) suggest that in response to a barrage of stereotypical representations of Aboriginality as depicted in school textbooks and curriculum content, Indigenous students who believe they may not live up to what is expected of an Aboriginal person may hide their Aboriginality, working to make themselves invisible. This response, they suggest, is to:


… protect their identities from a dominant worldview that is hostile to them, that excludes them for not representing the preferred markers of primitivism, race and deficit. No wonder our students are failing so badly at school, if the reward for success is to lose your identity in the eyes of the world (pp. 72–73)!



Indigenous scholars have been active in challenging this notion of an authentic Aboriginal identity (Anderson, 1997; Clark, 2014; Nakata, 2013; Paradies, 2006). Michelle Harris (2013), for example, argues that ideas of authenticity serve as a trap, delimiting Indigeneity to “a mythologised and fetishised authenticity that is rooted in a tradition that has most likely been impacted by centuries of colonisation, conquest and/or outsider influence” (pp. 12–13). Notions of a traditional and authentic Aboriginality contain Indigenous identity and culture to a remote past outside of modernity. This relegation denies the possibility of change or adaptation, and places Indigenous peoples out of time. These binary logics of authentic/inauthentic or traditional/urban, deny a contemporary existence and have implications for who is recognised and what is valued.


Theory in action

A Year 10 English teacher screened a film by an Indigenous director in preparation for NAIDOC Week. A tentative class discussion is occurring in relation to Indigenous identity and how it has been portrayed in the film. Sally, a non-Indigenous student, states, “The main character is pretty much white”. She then asks, “Who counts as Indigenous anyway? Like, how much percentage do they have to be, to be Aboriginal?”

There are two students, Samantha and Ted, who the teacher knows are Indigenous. In an effort to be thoughtful and include their perspectives in the discussion, the teacher asks Samantha—a usually energetic and engaged student who comes from a family well-known in the area—about her thoughts on the question. Samantha shrugs her shoulders and averts her eyes. Ted shouts, “What a stupid question! Mum says it doesn’t matter. If you’re Aboriginal, you’re Aboriginal!”

During NAIDOC Week, both Ted and Samantha are absent from school. The English teacher is surprised and confused at Samantha’s absence, particularly as she comes from a strong family and should be at school during this important week, representing her culture. Ted, on the other hand, has a high rate of non-attendance, which the teacher believes is understandable since he is known to come from a pretty tough home environment.

This case study is a useful example of how the politics of race through language continue to function, particularly within the classroom. Two race-based assumptions are evident.

First, an Indigenous student’s failure to have all the answers may be assumed to be the result of a lack of cultural knowledge. But for Samantha, a student who is perceived to have come from a strong family, her refusal to engage may signify something else. As teachers, we often make assumptions rather than listening to students and giving them opportunities to express the diverse and sometimes contradictory aspects of their lives. The burden placed on Indigenous students to educate other students about Indigenous matters is unfair, and something for teachers to monitor in their own practices.

Second, questions such as “How much Aboriginal are you?” or “What percentage are you?” elicit personal and often painful details. Yet most if not all Indigenous Australians have been asked these questions countless times, and the language is always the same. Language of fractions, of percentages. How much? One-sixteenth, half, an eighth? This is the language of eugenics. Eugenics is underpinned by the belief that the human race may be improved through, for example, selective breeding, or the prevention of breeding within groups of humans considered genetically inferior. These beliefs were foundational to the popular notion in the early twentieth century that Aboriginal blood could be bred out. The pervasive nature of the language associated with this movement (fractions, percentages) attests to the ways the past still impacts the present—to the extent that this way of thinking has shaped and informed the views of everyday people about Indigenous people and Aboriginal identity in general. These views are normalised, as demonstrated by Sally’s question that was not only sanctioned by the teacher but was redirected to the Indigenous students, Samantha and Ted. This is an easy mistake to make, particularly if teachers are not aware of the history of eugenics and its role in the way Aboriginality has come to be understood.

This case study also highlights some of the assumptions that still exist in relation to Indigenous students’ engagement (or non-engagement) with schooling, and with education more generally.

The way deficit discourse works in the media and policy in relation to the issue of non-attendance is a good example. Truancy is often framed as a parent’s failure, for whatever reason, to ensure their child attends school. Non-attendance is linked to a child’s underachievement and is a reflection of a parent’s non-commitment to education. But what if we changed the paradigm, and also measured attendance in terms of a school’s inability to foster a relationship of trust with Indigenous parents and to provide a safe space, including classroom space, for their children? What if we framed a school’s inability to provide a safe space for students as a policy issue? What if we understood this policy issue in its historical context, where the education system was instrumental in the implementation of policies of assimilation (including the removal of children)? This is a huge shift. And it requires that we reflect on the way the past works in the present in our relationships with and between institutions, government and people, between schools and the communities they are located in. When considering the problematic shared history of this country, that can be uncomfortable. However, if we really want to change the pervasiveness of racism and the legacy of colonisation for all Australians, and we are honest about it, then facing that uncomfortable past in the present is necessary.


1What might have been an alternative response to Sally’s assertion and questions?

2How might the teacher have helped the students to safely and supportively unpack the influence of race-based language on their lives?

3How might we understand Ted’s and Samantha’s absence from school during NAIDOC Week?





	
Individualising and competition

Many of the theorists with whom we engaged in the previous section have commented on the capacity for colonisation to individualise and compare (Fanon, 1966; Spivak, 1988; Wolfe, 1994). Individual competition is also important in the project of neoliberal capitalism. These forces act together to inform policy and practice in schools. For example, policies that aim to attend to Indigenous disadvantage typically do so through comparing Indigenous students with non-Indigenous students. There is also usually a focus on the individual at the expense of the collective. This can reinforce a number of ideas that have a connection to colonialism. First, Indigenous students who succeed in the education system may be understood as more assimilated and more developed, while those who fail can be seen as more traditional, more Aboriginal and less assimilatable. Second, this reinforces generalisations that constrain Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Third, a framework of competition focuses on winning/losing and pitting people against each other, which tends to narrow what is counted as educational success. All of these things lead to a focus on the individual as the problem, rather than seeking to understand the multiple social, cultural, historical and political forces that impact on each individual life in relationship with those around them.

	
Silencing and erasure

Colonising forces work on non-Indigenous people just as much as they do on Indigenous people. This occurs in the forms of silencing and erasure. These occur in different ways and for different purposes. Silencing of particular histories, which has been occurring for many years, keeps non-Indigenous (and sometimes Indigenous) people ignorant of the violence of colonialism. The massacres, release of diseases, rapes and practices that were used to displace Indigenous peoples and to prevent them from speaking their languages and practising their cultures, resulting in cultural and physical genocide, remain largely hidden and unacknowledged. People today are therefore given information that prevents them from understanding the complexity and catastrophe of colonisation. This kind of silencing also occurs in schools; the latest debate about whether to describe British arrival in Australia as settlement or invasion is a strong example.

Non-Indigenous people are also kept ignorant of Indigenous knowledges. These knowledges are largely missing from the school curriculum, and when they are presented in the media they are typically depicted as knowledge of the past, no longer relevant in the present. This is also seen in the Closing the Gap policy, where Indigenous knowledge does not feature as important for creating strong, socially connected citizens. Mark Rose (2012) has called this the silent apartheid—a way of quietly dividing and shielding people from getting to know each other and valuing difference. This can create a situation in which a system of oppression and privilege is perpetuated, sometimes intentionally, sometimes innocently:


To perpetuate a system of oppression and privilege, we do not have to do something consciously to support it. Just our silence is crucial enough to ensure its future; the simple fact is that no system of social oppression can continue to exist without most people choosing to remain silent about it (Rabow & Yeghnazar, 2011, p. 91).



Another form of silencing occurs through the erasure of race or an attitude of colour-blindness. This occurs when race is presumed not to matter in circumstances where the history of race prejudice still has very real consequences for those who have been oppressed. It is very tempting when we realise that race is a social construct to declare that race doesn’t matter and we treat everyone equally. Unfortunately, this does not account for the often-systemic inequalities in institutional spaces, such as schools. The social construct of race lives on in social institutions, and pretending that race does not matter when it has lived consequences for all of us means we fail to deal with the inequalities. Or, as feminist and political theorist Sara Ahmed has asserted, “to proceed as if the categories do not matter because they should not matter would be to fail to show how the categories continue to ground social existence” (2012, p. 182, original emphasis). This can be seen in school spaces; for example, Ahmed suggests that “the arrival of some bodies is more noticeable than others”, which “reveals an expectation of who will show up” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 42). It also gets seen in the ways in which white privilege is reinforced; for example, Gillian Cowlishaw suggests that “by not speaking of race, white people—who claim no race—avoid analysis of the racial source of their privilege” (2004, p. 61).

Erasure can also occur in ways that help to hold racism in place, such as when the different forms of racism that we mentioned earlier (individual, structural, institutional) are either conflated or seen as separate, rather than understood as interconnected. Ahmed has noted how dealing with one form of racism can obfuscate other forms:


The very identification of racism with individuals becomes a technology for the reproduction of racism of institutions. So eliminating the racist individual would preserve the racism of the institution in part by creating an illusion that we are eliminating racism. Institutions can ‘keep their racism’ by eliminating those whom they identify as racists (2012, p. 44).



The silencing of race, history and knowledge can therefore have detrimental effects for Indigenous students and can create an illusion that teachers and schools are offering inclusion (often with very good intentions); however, they are failing to see the ways in which they are also impacted by these particular techniques of colonisation.


Ask yourself


•In what ways might the implications of colonial constructions of race (and whiteness) be evident in your life?

•How might these concepts continue to function within the education system more broadly, or in school and classroom environments?

•Do you notice times when you or others might have slipped without realising into thinking based on stereotypes, generalisations, binaries, deficits or eugenics? Explain your response.





	
	
De-colonial and anti-colonial approaches

Once we have the tools to see, identify and understand the ways in which the historical legacy of colonisation (and, at times, the very real continuation of colonisation) can capture, restrict and confine our capacity to know each other and to deeply embrace and utilise our differences, we can start to explore some new ways of teaching, learning and growing. As we remain in a context in which Indigenous ownership of the land has not been recognised by the settler state and colonialism has not disappeared, these suggestions are not definitive or fixed. It is important that we understand they are approaches that are always in motion and responsive to the changing social, cultural and political circumstances we find ourselves in.

In this section, we make some suggestions for ways of experimenting with de-colonial and anti-colonial approaches in education.


De-colonial approaches

Practical options for confronting and disconnecting the power operations of colonialism that oppress.




Anti-colonial approaches

Options that work against, in opposition to and in resistance to the dominance and normalisation created by colonialism.



Place-based Indigenous knowledge and sovereignty

One of the effects of colonisation in Australia has been the homogenising of Indigenous culture, knowledge and languages, such that the vast diversity of Indigeneity and knowledge is often unknown. This also plays a role in undermining Indigenous sovereignty, as the conflation of different Indigenous cultures and knowledges blurs the deep connection that Indigenous peoples have to Country, based on their specific culture and language. Gamilaroi scholar and educator Michelle Bishop (2021) supports the concept of self-determined education systems for Indigenous children and young people. She argues for a new vision of education, one divorced from schooling:


What if, instead of the incessant distractions within the institution of schooling, we stepped outside, on Country and thought deeply about who we want future generations to be (not just what job they will do), the values, ethics and responsibilities they will hold, the ways they can be in respectful relationships with the world around them. And how will we be good ancestors to them? This requires being attentive to the patterns of the past to make preparations for the future (p. 427).



While Bishop is inviting Indigenous peoples and educators to think through implications of Indigenous sovereignty for education and young First Peoples specifically, her question should also prompt reflection on the work of decolonisation for mainstream schooling and the practices of all educators. In order to work towards de-colonisation, teachers, schools and communities can move to strengthen the important links between place, knowledge and sovereignty (McKnight, 2016). Schools can start this process by recognising the Country on which their school sits through signs, verbal statements or acknowledgments to Country at meetings, within classrooms and at school events. These acknowledgments can be deepened by making connections with local Indigenous tribal or land councils or traditional custodians of the area to learn more about the knowledge, culture, stories, language and lore that are part of their landscape.

Understanding Indigenous knowledge as local, as deeply historical and as living in the present punctures the stereotypes that hold Indigenous peoples in places of ‘inferiority’. It encourages students to understand the way in which power and prejudice can work to position knowledge in a false hierarchy based on historical patterns of racialised thinking. In this way we can also start to unsettle the settler from the centre. This may produce feelings of discomfort. However, these feelings can be transformed into signals that alert us to power imbalances and offer opportunities to assess ourselves, our classes and our schools for unchecked Eurocentrism and dominance, based on colonial history. Settler colonialism places the settler and their knowledge, laws, culture, language and history at the centre. Through practices that unsettle the position of the settler as always at the centre, education can become more inclusive and more open to the riches and diversity of educational opportunities available to all Australians.


Theory in action

In an inner-city school in one of Australia’s most highly colonised contexts, the silencing of Indigenous knowledge, culture, language, history and sovereignty can occur with ease. The teachers are time-poor and many demands are placed on them regarding the needs of the diverse student body. However, as this case study shows, efforts can be made to recover the local knowledge, reach out to local Aboriginal custodians and participate in a collective struggle to understand how history can, at times, keep us all ignorant. It also offers Indigenous students opportunities to see Indigenous knowledge, culture and people powerfully represented in the school, allowing openings for their own presence, knowledge and worth to be recognised and embraced in the classroom and school community.

A Year 1–2 class was doing some work on seasons and seasonal change. Students were observing the environment and building understanding of planetary science, geography, botany and biology. All of this knowledge-building was tied to the four seasons of summer, autumn, winter and spring. The teachers, knowing of the seven Wurundjeri-Woiwurrung seasons of the area, decided to present the students with this idea. They had a whole-class conversation in which students were shown a diagram of the seven seasons and asked to reflect on the question: Why do we talk about four seasons when there are seven seasons that belong to this area?

Here is an excerpt from their conversation.


EmmaMaybe because they kind of wanted them not to be quite as many seasons because usually at home when we need some different clothes for spring and summer and autumn and winter … um, they will have to change clothes a lot but they won’t have much money to do that.

GolshadMaybe it’s easier to remember … easier to remember the four seasons.

TeacherSo where did the four seasons come from, do you think?

LazzaroThe oozy which created the Earth!

TeacherBut where did the seven seasons come from then? We’ve got four seasons and seven seasons …

LazzaroMaybe they thought some seasons were too short.

FredMaybe the years weren’t long enough.

TeacherMaybe … do you think the year has changed?

AbirThey come from other seasons.

TeacherOk, that’s really interesting … do they come from other places?

AbirYeah. And the other place come from the planets.

TeacherThe other planets … the other side of the planet maybe? [Abir nods] Abir has just said something really interesting … he says he thinks that the four seasons might come from somewhere else on the planet. Where do you think they might come from? If they don’t come from Australia, where might they come from?

KyleThey, um, you know Australians took over Australia, so they used to live somewhere else, maybe they had those four names at the other place and they went somewhere else and kept them.

AbirThey come from the other planets because they always come from the other seasons. The planets have other seasons. They’re joining the other planets.

EsmeThey maybe came from England.

EmmaAt my old school we learnt about who created Australia, so we had to work out who were the first people in Australia and that was actually the Aboriginal people but then, um, then lots of other people came, so some people from, I think it was England that came over because they were very poor in that country at that time, lots of people were stealing so they had to go in jail but there wasn’t a lot of room in jail after a long time so they had to send them out to find a different world to stay in and they couldn’t come back again.

KelvinWell, actually Kyle’s idea wasn’t actually what it actually was. Mostly after the Australians stole, well, oh I forgot the words … so Kyle’s first bit, but then the Aboriginals just said to, um, not like, um, take over their land, so they didn’t.

TeacherThe Aboriginal people didn’t want the English people to take over their land, is that what you’re saying?

KelvinYeah, so they actually shared it.

EsmeWell, there used to be just Aboriginals in this land and then the Queen told the people from England told them to go and take over their lands.

TeacherOk, so is that where the seasons came from do you think? [Esme nods]



The aim of the conversation was to assist the children to come to an understanding of how knowledge is socially constructed, and the importance of place and power in the construction of knowledge. The conversation brought up many issues and lines of enquiry that could be explored further. The teachers decided to engage the local Indigenous people to help them understand more about the seven seasons and to design a mosaic to record this knowledge in the school grounds. With the help of a grant from the local council, the children worked with Wurundjeri artists to design the mosaic.

Figure 9.2 The construction of the Seven Seasons mosaic in the playground
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Figure 9.3 The mosaic records the local knowledge and embeds it in the land to which it is connected. This is an attempt to recognise and support Aboriginal sovereignty and encourage a place for Indigenous knowledge in our contemporary understanding of the world



[image: img]



1How does this project attempt to break down colonial stereotypes?

2How does this project work with the children’s ideas of knowledge, sovereignty, silence, erasure, strength and deficit?

3Do you think there is room for improvement? What might the teachers have missed or how might they build on what they have done?

4What can we learn from this project?





	
Critical race literacy

We have considered the historical and continuing legacy of the concept of race and the way it continues to function through techniques of exclusion in various ways. Critical race theory provides a framework for investigating the relationship between race, power and the institutions we find ourselves working within. Over the past decade, critical race theory has been developed and applied within a varying range of contexts, including educational practice and research (Epstein & Gist, 2013; Rogers & Mosley, 2006; Skerrett, 2011). Racial literacy, for example, has emerged from a convergence of critical race theory, whiteness studies and critical literacy. It is a potentially useful tool in reading and understanding issues of race within a contextual framework which focuses on the correlation between race and power, and the dynamic relationship between race, gender, class and geography (Guinier, 2004).

Lani Guinier (2004) suggests that racial literacy is “an interactive process in which race functions as a tool of diagnosis, feedback, and assessment”, a tool that “reads race in its psychological, interpersonal, and structural dimensions” (p. 115). Race is employed here as a lens through which to explore social practices and “to make legible racism’s ever-shifting yet ever-present structure … to address the complex ways race adapts its syntax to mask class and code geography” (p. 100). Other theorists working in the field of education similarly assert racial literacy to be a reading practice, a set of social competencies and a framework or lens employed to explore both the historical and contemporary dynamics between race and power.

A racial literacy approach—where the concept of race is employed as a lens through which to view historical and contemporary events and the power dynamics that shape our society—can provide a creative entry point into engaging with race as part of classroom practice. King (2016) demonstrates how black history within the US social studies curriculum can become a racial literacy project. He believes that while black history is a useful analytic within his research and practice:


… other racialised/ethnic histories are appropriate for racial literate teaching. The key element to racially literate teaching is to understand the racialisation process of historical groups. This means that within a racial state such as the US, all historical situated bodies are embedded in race and racism. All histories, therefore, even those considered to be white, when taught critically, using race as diagnosis, can be vehicles for racial literate teaching (p. 1304).



Educational researchers Rogers and Mosley (2006) traced the journey of a teacher and her second-grade classroom in their application of a racial literacy approach in an accelerated literacy program. Like King, they found that racial literacy can create learning environments for “children to step into texts to identify, problematise, and, most importantly, reconstruct whiteness in relation to social justice” (p. 483). A range of possibilities for racial literacy in educational contexts is emerging in the research literature in the US (Epstein & Gist, 2013).

In the Australian context, Brown and colleagues (2021) promote racial literacy as an approach which works to counter the exclusionary effects of racism while highlighting both its personal and structural implications. They show that the development of a racial literacy framework in higher education classrooms enables “students to understand race and how it functions within the particularities of the Australian invader/settler colonial nation state” (p. 83). This is important because “despite the integral nature of race to fundamentally shaping the historical, political, social and economic landscape of Australia, a gap persists in engaging with race, racism and its impacts in society, policy and curriculum” (p. 88). In this research, students who had been supported to actively develop a racially literate standpoint talked of the significance of their increased ability to confront the complexity of racism in their everyday lives from an informed rather than ‘because I said so’ position. Indigenous and non-Indigenous students alike found this empowering.

	
Strength/desire-based approaches: Complex personhood

One of the ways in which the othering of Aboriginal people functions is through the oversimplification of Indigenous identity. We have already discussed this oversimplification as it occurs through techniques of exclusion such as stereotyping and deficit discourse in policy. What are some of the ways educators can move beyond oversimplification, stereotyping and deficit perspectives?

Indigenous scholars and educators in a number of settler colonial contexts have recently advocated for approaches to addressing Indigenous educational disadvantage that start from, and develop, strengths. This is not to discount or overlook the violence, discrimination and prejudice that has caused the disadvantage experienced, but to ensure that people do not get trapped within the deficit paradigm, held back by their view of their challenges. There has been a call for a paradigm shift to understand complex personhood: both the challenges people encounter and the resources they have to confront these challenges. As our first ‘Theory in action’ demonstrates, Aboriginal people have always been strong in the face of great challenges; a paradigm shift to recognise this and to work within this framework is central to achieving educational justice.

The importance of this shift has been acknowledged by leading Indigenous educators, including Chris Sarra, the founder of the Stronger Smarter Institute. In challenging the tendency to place the burden of poor educational outcomes on Indigenous children and their families, Sarra takes a strengths-based approach:


We’ve got to stop explaining why Aboriginal kids are so far behind, and start saying what we’re going to do about it. People say that the data shows that Aboriginal kids are failing school; the same data tells me that schools are failing Aboriginal students (quoted in Leech, 2007, p. 34).



Also useful here is the notion of desire-based frameworks, which “are concerned with understanding complexity, contradiction, and the self-determination of lived lives” (Tuck, 2009, p. 416). First Nations Canadian scholar Eve Tuck (2009) suggests that such an approach serves to depathologise:


… the experiences of dispossessed and disenfranchised communities so that people are seen as more than broken and conquered. This is to say that even when communities are broken and conquered, they are so much more than that—so much more that this incomplete story is an act of aggression (p. 416).



In returning to the ‘Theory in action’ example of truancy, both a strengths-based and a desire-based framework would force educators and school administrators to consider the possibility that a student’s non-attendance may be a positive act of resistance. In recognising the possibility that this act is one of resistance, the usual framing of that child and their family as deviant or ‘less than’ is challenged. This also provides opportunities for entry points to reflect on school and classroom culture.


Ask yourself


•What kind of content can you imagine being taught using a racial literacy approach?

•What principles might you employ in your classroom to work towards de-colonising practices?





	
	
Conclusion

In this chapter we have explored the complexities of Indigenous education in the settler colonial present. Through engagement with a range of historical perspectives, the role of education as both a destructive colonial tool and a means for political power has been illuminated. The theoretical literature offers opportunities for unpacking some of the concepts that have impacted Indigenous education, such as race and whiteness, othering and invasion. These theoretical tools assist us in being able to identify, examine and understand the colonial tools of exclusion that contribute to educational injustices experienced by Indigenous students and that have shaped all Australians. This knowledge offers possibilities for de-colonising curriculum, classrooms and relationships to ensure educational justice for Indigenous people.


Questions and activities


1What new ideas, concepts or terms did you encounter in this chapter? How might an understanding of these be useful in your teaching practice?

2In pairs, discuss what assumptions regarding Indigenous education are challenged in this chapter. Were you challenged personally? If so, how and why? Briefly share with the wider group what you discussed in pairs.

3Indigenous education: Is it about responding to Indigenous students as learners? Is it about closing the gap? Is it about teaching Indigenous culture or cultural competency? Is it about teaching a shared Australian history? Discuss.





	

Key further readings and resources

Dodson, M. (1994). The Wentworth Lecture. The end in the beginning: Re(de)fining Aboriginality. Australian Aboriginal Studies, 1, 2–13.

This seminal lecture given by Yawuru leader Professor Michael Dodson provides a historical account of the way Aboriginal people have come to be represented, and the present-day implications of these representations.

First Australians: www.sbs.com.au/firstaustralians

First Australians is a landmark historical documentary series created by Indigenous production company Blackfella Films. An accessible and informative resource, it traces the history of contemporary Australia from an Aboriginal perspective.

Koori History website: www.kooriweb.org/foley/indexb.html

The Koori History website enables access to a rich array of primary sources, including photographs, film clips and audio, curated by accomplished Gumbaynggirr historian and activist Dr Gary Foley.

Local tribal and land councils and Aboriginal education consultative groups

Tribal and land councils exist in many parts of Australia and are an excellent place to start when looking for resources and information related to the land on which you work and live. Most states and territories employ Aboriginal education consultants to support Indigenous students in schools (e.g. in Victoria, they are called Koorie education coordinators and Koorie education support officers). Contact your regional education office to enquire about how you can use the services of the Aboriginal consultants in your school.

McIntosh, P. (1990). White privilege: Unpacking the invisible knapsack. Independent School, 49(2), 31.

This article guides you to reflect on the way white privilege and its structural implications may function in daily reality.

Stronger Smarter Institute (2021): http://strongersmarter.com.au

The Stronger Smarter Institute began in 2005 and has partnered with over 500 schools across Australia to raise the expectations of Indigenous educational achievement, so that “people are strong in culture, strong in identity and are able to enjoy prosperous, safe and healthy lives”. The institute offers professional development, as well as an online module that introduces teachers to the Stronger Smarter philosophy.
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“Five days after 50 Muslims in New Zealand were killed in an attack attributed to an Australian white supremacist, Australia’s Prime Minister, Scott Morrison, unveiled a plan he said would address a fundamental challenge to the nation. But it was not a proposal to combat hate groups and Islamophobia. It was a cut to immigration” (New York Times, 2019).

“Republicans are increasingly expressing deep concerns about immigration as waves of unaccompanied children and families continue to show up at the US–Mexico border. Seventy-seven per cent of Republicans say they want more fencing along the southern border with Mexico” (Reuters, 2021).

Nigel Farage said mass immigration was making parts of the UK appear “unrecognisable” and like “a foreign land … Whether it is the impact on local schools and hospitals, whether it is the fact in many parts of England you don’t hear English spoken any more. This is not the kind of community we want to leave to our children and grandchildren” (Farage, 2014).





Introduction

These comments from or about political leaders in Australia, the US and the UK reflect ongoing concerns about immigration and cultural diversity across the West. Racism and xenophobia have long characterised immigration policy and practice in these nations imbued with concerns of national identity and unity and, in particular, with securing national borders from the threat of the ‘other’. According to Nigel Farage, immigration is responsible for a range of maladies from instigating crime epidemics to raising house prices and increasing youth unemployment. The US Republican party has supported the building of a border wall between Mexico and the US to keep out what former President Donald Trump described as drug-dealing and violent Mexicans. In Australia, hard-line border protection policies have fuelled sentiments of anti-immigration and fear of the ‘other’—refugees are blamed for stealing ‘our’ jobs while also being criticised for being illiterate and innumerate. The appeal of such sentiments is symbolised in the rise of anti-immigration parties in Australian politics, such as One Nation, the Australia First Party, the Rise Up Australia Party, the Australian Liberty Alliance and the Sustainable Australia Party.

These right-wing proposals and policies are not representative of all Britons, Americans and Australians. They are, however, representative of the long-held and growing backlash within Western liberal democracies against the idea of liberal multiculturalism. Rising social fragmentation, polarisation and violence across the Western world represent, for many, the failure of the multicultural project. In these contexts, multicultural governance is seen as contributing to this social unrest—from race and religious conflict and rioting, to acts of terrorism. Excessive recognition and accommodation of cultural difference and diversity within such governance is associated with encouraging social fracture and segregation, and with polarising these nations along ethnic, racial and religious lines (Fleras, 2009). For those more aligned with the progressive Left, the creation of such social fracture is associated with exclusionary and hostile attitudes and behaviours, fuelled and cultivated by a politics of xenophobia and fear. From this perspective, it is acknowledged that matters of culture are complex, contextual and relational, and that supporting more inclusive and socially cohesive multicultural societies requires moving beyond cultural reductionism to recognition and appreciation of such complexity.

Amid these concerns and discourses, schools have become a major focus. Schools in Australia have a strong mandate to promote social cohesion through teaching and learning about cultural diversity. This mandate is clear in the current national goals for schooling, the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Education Council, 2019), in which education is positioned as central to building a democratic, equitable and just society that is prosperous, cohesive and culturally diverse. As with other mandates embedded within the national curriculum and pedagogical frameworks and programs in schools across Australia, the emphasis is on developing active and informed citizens who appreciate Australia’s social, linguistic, religious and cultural diversity (Education Council, 2019). Teaching about and for cultural diversity in such ways is, however, a difficult and often fraught undertaking. There is much evidence indicating the tensions and problems involved in educators’ efforts to recognise and value marginalised culture. Teachers generally feel ill-equipped and lacking in the requisite threshold and pedagogical knowledge to address matters of cultural recognition and diversity in their schools and classrooms, and this has led to a reluctance to focus on such issues (Hayes et al., 2006; Keddie, 2012).

In this chapter, these issues are explored with reference to the governance discourses within Australia’s multicultural policy, and the role of education and schooling in recognising and valuing cultural diversity. The chapter provides an account of national policy, beginning with Australia’s formal commitment to cultural diversity and inclusion as a signatory to the UN International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination in 1966, up to its current policy, Multicultural Australia: United, strong, successful, which was introduced in 2017. A key endeavour of these policies has been to reconcile the paradox of pluralism and universalism; how to maintain high levels of immigration for society-building, while also minimising the adverse effects of difference and division. Mindful of this paradox, the account considers the challenges inherent in recognising cultural diversity amid concerns that such diversity is divisive and undermining of Australian nationhood and culture. This section of the chapter examines these challenges in light of Australia’s complex and shifting immigration history, the shifting political ideologies shaping responses to this history, and varying attempts to rein in cultural diversity around a unifying set of national values.

The next section of the chapter examines the role of education and schooling in recognising and valuing cultural diversity. The focus is on the potential of curriculum to support cultural justice through critical learning and through teaching about and for cultural diversity. The potential lies in the capacity of those learning and teaching to dismantle some of the social arrangements and practices that malign and oppress particular individuals and groups on the basis of their culture. Such recognition and valuing can also, however, reproduce these arrangements. A superficial treatment of cultural diversity within the curriculum can essentialise culture and reinscribe difference as inferior and ‘other’. The chapter advocates for an approach to cultural recognition that rejects such essentialising in favour of supporting learners to understand culture critically as an aspect of negotiated practice.
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Australia’s multicultural policy

Australia, like other Western democracies, has professed an official commitment to creating an inclusive multicultural society through a series of national mandates. This commitment was symbolised in 1966, when Australia became a signatory to the UN International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination but was perhaps most strongly articulated in the early 1970s, with the election of the Whitlam Labor Government and the formal rescinding of the Commonwealth Immigration Restriction Act 1901 (known as the White Australia policy). The racist legacy of this Act was officially opposed with the establishment of Australia’s first federal anti-discrimination law, the Racial Discrimination Act 1975. Under this Act, equal treatment and opportunity for all Australians regardless of their backgrounds were supported with prohibition of discrimination on the basis of race, colour, descent, national or ethnic origin, and immigration status.

These policy moments marked a departure from the assimilation and Anglo-conformist ideologies characterising the post Second World War period in Australia. The high levels of migrants from non-conventional sources (i.e. non-English-speaking backgrounds), recruited to support Australia’s economic expansion and growth in industry, forced the government to address issues of social cohesion and national unity (Fleras, 2009; Jayasuriya, 2003). Inquiries conducted from the mid-1960s, such as The questing years (Zubrzycki, 1968) drew attention to the high levels of disadvantage and inequity faced by diverse minorities, indicating the failure of the assimilation policy to promote cohesion and unity. The policies of the Whitlam era (1972–1975) recognised this failure and introduced economic restructuring and social reformist initiatives that reflected an equality and ethnic rights discourse, or egalitarian multiculturalism (Jayasuriya 2003). This rights discourse was directed towards recognising and accommodating the patterns of culture significant to immigrant groups. It symbolised the emergence of cultural pluralism as the key ideology of multiculturalism in subsequent policy in Australia. This pluralism was a core platform of the Galbally Report (Galbally, 1978) which, upon reviewing services for migrants, outlined a set of guiding principles promoting equal opportunity and access, the maintenance of culture without prejudice, and the provision of special programs and services to ensure equality of access and provision. The group identity politics and cultural recognition of the Whitlam era, although short-lived, were reflected in this report and they have remained consistent and central themes in Australian multicultural policy. Indeed, as Jayasuriya (2003) argues, this ethnic/identity model of cultural theorising, which focuses on recognising and preserving symbolic aspects of ethnic minority culture, has become the orthodoxy of Australian multiculturalism.


Pluralism

A set of social circumstances that allows a diversity of individuals and groups of varying cultures to coexist in harmonious ways.



This orthodoxy has been rearticulated through the different ideologies of multiculturalism shaping Australia’s socio-political landscape. As noted in the introduction, a central endeavour here—as in many other Western liberal states—has been an attempt to reconcile the paradox of pluralism and universalism (Jayasuriya, 2003). For Fleras (2009), this paradox arises from the key challenge that Australia faces—how to maintain high levels of immigration for society-building, yet minimise the adverse effects of difference and division. A key criticism of the rights discourse promoted in the Whitlam approach to multiculturalism was that “excessive emphasis on specific considerations for minorities posed a governance danger [especially in relation to] creating conditions for social isolation and political fragmentation” (Fleras, 2009, p. 118). Concerns about and attempts to prevent such isolation and fragmentation have undergirded subsequent approaches to official multiculturalism in Australia through various forms of liberal multiculturalism and managerial multicultural ideologies (which tend to be about managing and unifying diversity, rather than recognising its complexity, nuances and difference across contexts). For many commentators, such ideologies have worked in pragmatic ways to convert “a predominantly white Australia narrative into a governance discourse” (Fleras, 2009, p. 115). Particularly since the events of 11 September 2001, this governance discourse has been most explicit in a policy focus on national identity and unity and on reining in cultural diversity for the common good (Fleras, 2009).


Universalism

A set of social circumstances that attempts to unify diversity and difference under a cohering doctrine or set of values.




Liberal multiculturalism

The view that cultural diversity should cohere around the liberal values of freedom, equity, democracy and civic responsibility.




Governance discourses

The different approaches to and ways in which social relations and institutions are managed.




Cultural diversity

The many differences that constitute how individuals or groups might be represented or represent themselves in relation to a variety of intersecting identity markers, such as gender, race and ethnicity.



A focus on the common good (i.e. unifying diversity around a particular set of common Australian values) within the context of official policy has been a primary objective since the early 1980s. The Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs, established in 1979 by the Fraser Government in response to the Galbally Report, built on the principles of this report in its research and advice to the Commonwealth. The Institute focused on supporting cultural awareness and appreciation, promoting tolerance, understanding and harmony, and building cohesion. Objectives such as cultural awareness and appreciation were understood within the parameters of the nation’s legal and political structures, aimed towards the different cultural groups that participate fully in Australian society (Australian Government, 1979). In 1982 the Australian Council on Population and Ethnic Affairs published a policy paper entitled Multiculturalism for all Australians (Zubrzycki, 1982). It framed cultural awareness and appreciation within a commitment to social and national ideals, with four key principles forming the foundation of a multicultural society: social cohesion, cultural identity, equality of opportunity and access, and equal responsibility for commitment to and participation in society.


Ask yourself


•What is your understanding of a common good for Australia? How might this understanding differ from others’ views of what might constitute a common good?

•Is there a set of values that could be seen as distinctly Australian? Why or why not?





The next major iteration of official multicultural policy, the National Agenda for Multicultural Australia issued by the Hawke Government in 1989, also framed cultural awareness or identity within a focus on a common good. It continued the trend from an ethnic rights model of multiculturalism to a citizenship model (Fleras, 2009; Babacan, 2006). The principles outlined in the agenda focused on the right of individuals to express and share their cultural identity, but within “an overriding and unifying commitment to Australia, to its interests and future first and foremost” (Australian Government, 1989, p. 105). This commitment included enhancing Australia’s economic efficiency, which was encapsulated in later policy mandates through a prioritising of productive diversity—a central imperative of managerial multiculturalism (Jayasuriya, 2003).

The overriding emphasis in this policy was thus a prioritising of national interests over parochial concerns (Fleras, 2009; Ferguson, 2007). Such prioritising was located within a significant rise in migration during the 1980s from Asian and Middle Eastern countries. Public distrust and confusion about multiculturalism—especially a view that it was divisive and that it undermined Australian nationhood and culture—informed the National Agenda with a report released in 1988 entitled Immigration: A commitment to Australia. This report (written by a committee established to inquire into and advise on Australia’s immigration policies) warned of a “clear and present need for urgent immigration reform” and suggested that the government needed to more strongly affirm Australian identity in order to render multiculturalism less threatening or divisive to the community (cited in Koleth, 2010, p. 9).

Bipartisan support for multiculturalism in Australia had dissipated, with the then Opposition Leader John Howard calling for abandonment of the term and a new focus on “One Australia”, where “loyalty to Australia, her institutions, values and traditions transcends loyalty to any other set of values anywhere in the world” (cited in Koleth, 2010, p. 10). That focus resonated with some of the key tenets espoused by Senator Pauline Hanson, who was first elected to Federal Parliament in 1996, the year the Howard Government came to power. Hanson’s One Nation party struck a chord with many voters who were highly critical of what they perceived to be the special treatment afforded to migrants (especially Asians) and Indigenous Australians (Koleth, 2010). While the Howard Government distanced itself from Hansonism, a focus on diversity towards national unity carried over to official multicultural policy during the Howard years. Initially, the term ‘multiculturalism’ remained in the government’s New Agenda for Multicultural Australia (Australian Government, 1999); however, the imperative of cultural diversity and cultural respect as a unifying force was clearly promoted through the language of a new nationalism and the principles of civic duty—the mutual obligations and responsibilities of citizens (Jayasuriya, 2003; Babacan, 2006; Koleth, 2010). The focus on nationalism and civic duty aimed to replace the divisiveness of a rights mentality (Fleras, 2009) but, as Jayasuriya (2003, p. 7) suggests, it was highly reminiscent of former Anglo-conformist ideologies, where the basis for national unity and social cohesion lay in conformity to a set of Anglo-Celtic cultural values stemming from people of British/Irish descent). He further argues that:


By implication, this subscribes to a sense of the nation as being contained within a homogenous culture derived from its ‘Anglo-Celtic’ heritage. As a result we have the construction of the ‘nation’ as ‘One Nation’—an ‘imagined community’ characterised by the core cultural values of the charter group—the anglo-celts (2003, p. 8).



For Jayasuriya (2003), the imagined community envisioned through the New Agenda created division by reflecting an ethnic/cultural essentialism that denied the migrant experience, exaggerated cultural difference and emphasised the intrinsic worth of Anglo-Celtic values.


Essentialise

To homogenise, reduce and totalise an individual, group or thing around a particular descriptor or quality.



Precipitated by the September 11 terrorist attacks in the US, the Bali bombings in 2002 and renewed public and media debate and resentment about multiculturalism inhibiting rather than supporting social cohesion, the Howard Government introduced a new policy statement in 2003 entitled Multicultural Australia: United in diversity. An update to the New Agenda, this policy gave particular emphasis to creating unity and social cohesion amid the threat of terrorism. There was an emphasis on Islam, and on preventing extremism and violence through supporting Australian Muslim communities to become more integrated and connected with the rest of the community (Koleth, 2010). This policy shift was situated within increasingly volatile public and policy debates about asylum seekers and the threat some considered they posed to national security. Between 1999 and 2002, there was a sharp increase in Muslim asylum seekers. Incidents such as the Tampa crisis (where the Australian Government prevented a vessel carrying over 400 mainly Afghan refugees from reaching Australian shores) and the ‘children overboard’ affair (where the government falsely accused refugees attempting to seek asylum in Australia of throwing their children overboard as a form of emotional blackmail that might prompt relaxation of Australia’s tough stance on immigration) compounded anxieties over multiculturalism and threats to national security (Babacan, 2006; Fleras, 2009; Koleth, 2010).

The government revised the process for acquiring Australian citizenship and put new emphasis on civic duty and citizenship—a key initiative was the introduction of a new citizenship test aimed at integration and cohesion. This initiated debate on the values that citizens were expected to accept as a condition of belonging in the national community, and on the idea that a “coherent set of national values” will “help protect Australia in these uncertain times” (Koleth, 2010, p. 33). This policy shift gave voice to rising Islamophobia and heightened acts of prejudice, vilification and violence against Muslims. These presented in events such as the notorious Cronulla riots in 2005, which fuelled further contention about multiculturalism as a divisive platform in addressing Australia’s diversity (Koleth, 2010).

Compounded by global events, such as the London bombings on 7 July 2005, a symbolic move in 2007 was the removal of the term ‘multiculturalism’ from policy discourse for the first time since 1996, via a departmental name change—the Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs became the Department of Immigration and Citizenship. This change reflected the Howard Government’s contention that immigration should reflect a more integrationist/assimilationist model, one that leads to citizenship rather than to a strengthening of ethnic group identity (Fleras, 2009; Koleth, 2010).


Ask yourself


•What does assimilation/integration into Australian society mean to you? Does it indicate that Australian society is unproblematically good and newcomers to this society must give up their difference in order to properly integrate?





In 2013, Tony Abbott became Prime Minister after a highly successful anti-immigration ‘stop the boats’ election campaign. He began by escalating a focus on border protection. The Department of Immigration and Citizenship became the Department of Immigration and Border Protection; it is now the Department of Home Affairs. This portfolio gained responsibility for customs and border control and for implementing the military-backed Operation Sovereign Borders (OSB) strategy (RCA, 2013). Previous governments had supported similar military involvement to prevent refugees seeking asylum in Australia via boat. The ‘Pacific Solution’ instated by John Howard in 2001 involved the Australian Defence Force rerouting asylum seeker vessels to island nations in the Pacific Ocean, to be processed there. From 2012, Labor governments employed similar policies with the rerouting of asylum seekers to detention centres on Christmas, Nauru and Manus Islands, under a policy stating that they would never be settled in Australia. Abbott’s OSB policy was the most effective in stopping refugees arriving by boat. The collateral costs of this policy have been widely condemned as unjust and unlawful, and there has been particular outrage about the inhumane conditions of Australia’s offshore detention centres. Despite this, the current government retains this policy response. Prime Minister Scott Morrison is unapologetic about the harshness and casualties of the OSB policy—indeed, Morrison’s migrant boat trophy with the insignia ‘I stopped these’ in his office suggests he is proud of this policy (Davidson, 2018). The UN and other global organisations have denounced Australia’s hard-line and aggressive policy response to refugees seeking asylum (Reilly, 2014).

In 2010, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination drew attention to the multiple forms of ethnic, racial and religious discrimination in Australia and encouraged the development and implementation of an updated comprehensive multicultural policy that reflects the nation’s increasingly ethnically and culturally diverse society (United Nations, 2010). The committee recommended that Australia strengthen the race and cultural dimensions of its social inclusion agenda (McDonald, 2011).

Australia’s most recent multicultural policies, The People of Australia (instated by the Gillard Labor government in 2011) and the current policy statement Multicultural Australia: United, strong, successful (introduced by the Turnbull Coalition government in 2017), seek to address these dimensions. Both policies use the term ‘multicultural/ism’, perhaps as a gesture of resistance against returning to the assimilationist/integrationist ideologies of the past. The current statement professes the government’s reaffirmation to “a multicultural Australia in which racism and discrimination have no place” (Australian Government, 2017, p. 3). It refers to our shared story as culturally diverse Australians, promotes values of respect, equality and freedom and provides a strong recognition of First Australians as the longest-surviving culture on the planet (Australian Government, 2017).



Theory in action

A key thrust of Australia’s multicultural policy has been to reconcile the paradox of pluralism and universalism—to recognise difference in ways that do not compromise social cohesion and unity. The frame of liberal multiculturalism informing Australian policy has attempted to create a balance between diversity and unity through an explicit focus on cultural identity and, in particular, the right of minorities to share and express their cultural identity, but within the limits of a particular set of liberal civic responsibilities/obligations.

Such attempts have been met with contention when supposedly liberal norms of freedom, equity and civic responsibility clash with minority cultural practices. The ongoing public debates associated with banning the burqa in Australia and in other Western liberal democracies, such as France and Canada, aptly illustrate this clash. In these debates, the norms of liberalism and Western freedom tend to reduce the burqa to a symbol of gender oppression and an affront to enlightened (i.e. liberal) principles for gender equality. Muslim women are positioned as abject subjects of their culture who need to be saved and liberated from their plight through laws that free them from this gender-oppressive symbol (Mohanty, 2003). For Jawhar (2010), liberal norms of freedom and enlightenment ironically dismiss minority women’s basic autonomy and freedom of choice. As she argues, Muslim women are virtually ignored in these debates about the cultural traditions they hold close to their heart. Jawhar contends that, in this regard, there is little difference between religious fundamentalists forcing women to wear the burqa on the one hand, and liberal secular laws forcing women not to wear it on the other. The prevailing message of the latter is that minority group practices should be modified or reined in to align with more enlightened liberal frames.


Equity

Removing the economic, cultural and political barriers that impede an individual’s or group’s capacity to participate in the social world as equally as others.




1Most Muslim women in liberal democracies such as Australia view the practice of veiling not as a symbol of oppression but as a symbol of their religious commitment. In light of this, how might liberal multiculturalism undermine the rights and agency of Muslim women?

2What are your thoughts about the relative merits of the following criticisms of liberal multiculturalism:


athat 
it is based upon the supremacy of Australia’s Anglo-Celtic-derived institutions and values;

bthat it presents the norms of Western liberalism as the measure and arbiter from which to adjudicate the value of minority culture; and

cthat it essentialises and marginalises minority cultures?







	
Realising a culturally inclusive agenda through education

Support for the hard-line and aggressive border protection stance of Australia’s Federal Government is based on a politics of fear and xenophobia. It is true that transnational migration has led to increased social polarisation, disharmony and sometimes violence, and this should be considered and addressed seriously, in line with appropriate sanctions and laws. However, punitive approaches or exclusionary frames do not address the fear of difference and othering that fuels social polarisation, and they will not lead to more socially cohesive multicultural societies. In current public and policy discourse, educative approaches do not feature enough in how we might begin to address this underlying issue. Education cannot be a panacea for societal ills. But it can play a role in building a democratic, equitable and just society through supporting a greater appreciation and awareness of culture, cultural diversity and cultural justice.


Xenophobia

A fear of the strange or foreign, often associated with dislike of or prejudice against racial, ethnic, religious or cultural difference, and manifested towards marginalised groups.



According to US political philosopher Nancy Fraser (2007), cultural injustices occur when institutionalised or hierarchical patterns of cultural value generate misrecognition or status inequality for particular social groups. Fraser (2007) considers that justice is possible when these patterns reflect participatory parity. As she explains:


… justice requires social arrangements that permit all to participate as peers in social life. On the view of justice as participatory parity, overcoming injustice means dismantling institutionalised obstacles that prevent some people from participating on a par with others, as full partners in social interaction (p. 17).



In relation to cultural justice, such parity would involve dismantling the social arrangements and practices that malign and oppress particular individuals and groups on the basis of their culture, whether associated with gender, sexuality, religion, race, ethnicity, ability or any other form of marginality. It would involve creating patterns of recognition that reflect the social esteem and respect for these individuals or groups that are necessary for them to participate on a par with their more culturally privileged counterparts.

Recognising and valuing cultural diversity has been an important focus in education policy and practice across Western contexts for some time. Consistent with broader multicultural policy, this focus has shifted and taken many forms. In line with the policies of the Whitlam era, a dominant and enduring approach has been group identity politics, with efforts to recognise and value symbolic aspects of ethnic minority culture (e.g. within the curriculum). However, and also in line with the trends of multicultural policy outlined in the previous section, education policy has attempted to cohere or manage this recognition around particular national agendas. A significant example was the institution of a National Values Framework by the Howard Government in 2005 in all Australian schools. As a condition of funding, all schools were required to display a poster of the nine values of the framework (compassion; doing your best; fair go; freedom; honesty and trustworthiness; integrity; respect; responsibility; and understanding, tolerance and inclusion) in a prominent place, and to fly the Australian flag on a functioning flagpole. The impetus behind this framework was to promote mainstream Australian values amid concerns that Australian schools, according to Howard, were too politically correct and values neutral (Clark, 2007). This initiative sparked much debate about Australia’s national identity, consistent with the arguments outlined in the previous section around attempts to reconcile the paradox of pluralism and universalism (Jayasuriya, 2003). This initiative was seen as a symbolic and largely simplistic political manoeuvre designed to rein in cultural diversity under the parameters of a well-intentioned but fairly nebulous idea of national identity.

Other initiatives, such as the Australian Curriculum, might be seen as reconciling this paradox in more inclusive ways through an embedding of intercultural awareness, or critical multiculturalism. The curriculum has long been a significant avenue through which schools can recognise and value cultural diversity and there is much potential for supporting critical teaching and learning in this space. Often, culturally aware or culturally responsive teaching is based on consciousness-raising, where children and young people learn about the histories, cultures, contributions, experiences and perspectives of marginalised groups in ways that disrupt cultural stereotypes (Banks, 2007; Enns & Sinacore, 2005; Keddie, 2012). Such cultural valuing is important in its potential to destabilise the hierarchical patterns that create injustices of misrecognition for particular social groups (Fraser, 1997).


Critical multiculturalism

An approach which holds that all forms and representations of culture should be open to critique; undergirded by an understanding of culture as complex, relational, contextual and shifting.



However, there is also much evidence of the tensions and problems involved in educators’ efforts to recognise the culture of marginalised children and young people. The concerns of Rasheed Ali and Ancis (2005, p. 80) are illustrative of these issues, when they note that approaches to connect with the culture of marginalised students often reflect superficiality and can “resemble a tourist or ‘voyeuristic’ approach to multicultural knowledge”. They further argue:


When multicultural education is reduced to information about the ‘holidays and heroes’ of persons from diverse cultural backgrounds, stereotypes may be reinforced or students may gain limited knowledge about contributions of these groups or the consequences of oppression in their lives (p. 80).




Ask yourself


•What have been your experiences of a ‘tourist curriculum’ and culturalism?






Theory in action

Over the past decade Australia has resettled approximately 114 000 refugees. Arriving in a new country, refugee children often face struggles similar to those of voluntary immigrant children, including “learning a new language; finding support within their school and local communities; and experiencing racism, discrimination, and indifference” (Fruja Amthor & Roxas, 2016, p. 158). However, refugee children and their families may have been forced to flee their country under threat of violence or death. As such, prior:


… to their forced departure, most refugees have faced a pattern of racism and discrimination due to their ethnic group, religious beliefs or political affiliation. In many cases refugee children have limited experience in formal school setting and are coping with war-related stress and post-traumatic stress disorder (p. 158).



Educators need to be aware of the social, economic, cultural and psychological dimensions of the refugee experience to support refugee children’s academic achievement, cultural competence and critical consciousness.


1Investigate the research around refugee newcomers. Begin your investigation with the Fruja Amthor and Roxas (2016) article and then move onto a wider search. Your research should be guided by the following thoughts.


•What is known about the experiences of young refugees?

•What are the challenges to knowing and meeting the needs of refugee learners?

•How can educators, preschools, schools and/or education systems make a positive difference to the lives and education of refugee learners?







The culturalism informing such approaches has been strongly challenged (Banks, 2007; Dilg, 2003; Gillborn, 2000). For Garcia (2002), this culturalism reflects a misuse of multiculturalism—its sprinkling throughout the curriculum in superficial ways is likely to lead to a further othering of non-dominant cultures. In light of this, some commentators reject the already-read view of culture and identity underpinning the superficial and voyeuristic approaches suggested by Rasheed Ali and Ancis (2005)—that culture and identity are essentially knowable and bounded entities that are clearly delineable and congruent with particular population groups.


Culturalism

The premise that there is a set of knowledges which is appropriate to recognise or connect with in relation to marginalised groups.



The pursuit of cultural justice for minority groups requires a critical approach that works with a nuanced theorising of culture and identity (Enns & Sinacore, 2005; Garcia, 2002). The important emphasis, in relation to recognising non-dominant cultures, should be to cultivate “culturally relevant ideas, conversations, and critical thinking about the way we live and experience culture in our communities” (Narez, 2002, p. 139). This cultivation is the central platform of a critical (as opposed to non-critical) multicultural education. As Nieto points out:


… while it is true that using students’ experiences as a basis of their schooling can help make their education more meaningful, it will not necessarily make students more critical thinkers. By the same token, adding a few characters of diverse ethnic background to the curriculum can be tremendously uplifting for students, but it may not help them critique how history is traditionally taught as unproblematic progress, regardless of the ethnic perspective (1999, p. 192).



For Nieto, meaningfully and justly recognising marginalised culture necessitates an agenda where students are supported to think critically about themselves and the broader social world. She describes this critical agenda as reflecting a transformative view of schooling as empowering, liberating and active. Consistent with arguments advocating for a critical multicultural education (Banks, 2007; Gay, 2000), this view of schooling according to Enns and Sinacore (2005, p. 15) is about “connecting ideas to social action, which may include transforming oneself, the learning process, and the larger society”. These authors argue that “social change also includes helping students translate their personal learning to concrete, tangible action” (p. 15).


Ask yourself


•Consider your own school-based experiences of culturally responsive teaching (either as a student or teacher). Have you experienced it? What marginalised knowledge or culture was recognised, and how?

•What sort of approach (on the continuum of superficial to critical) did this recognition align with? What did you learn from this experience?





Fostering a critical transformative agenda along these lines pre-supposes a particular kind of teacher (Giroux, 2003)—a sensitive and caring teacher who is knowledgeable about issues of cultural marginality and who embodies a strong sense of social justice in relation to those issues. This teacher understands teaching as a political act and takes seriously the supposition that in order for social arrangements to be otherwise, they must think and act against the grain of the broader status quo. This teacher can connect the histories and experiences students bring to the classroom in ways that link schooling to social change (see Chapter 1). Moving towards a shared awareness of and commitment to challenging oppression, cultural recognition through this agenda promotes knowledge of and sensitivity to a wide range of cultural realities, recognises multiple and intersecting forms of privilege and oppression, and creates new forms of awareness and ways of seeing the world (Banks, 2007; Dilg, 2003; Howard, 2006).

While the ways in which teachers generatively shape schooling processes to support this agenda are multiple and varied, the key theoretical perspective underpinning this transformative view of education relates to how teachers think about (and support their students to think about) knowledge (Enns & Sinacore, 2005; Nieto, 1999). These teachers understand knowledge as socially constructed; as fluid, shared and reconstituted through social practice. They necessarily de-centre their authority and engage with difficult questions: Whose knowledges and which knowledges should be privileged? Who can know and who can speak with respect to these knowledges? (McConaghy, 2000, p. 11).

These questions are important because they lead to a problematising not only of official or dominant cultural knowledges, but also of subordinated or marginalised knowledges. This latter critique is significant, given that there is a reluctance to “debate the relative merits” of marginalised cultural knowledge (McConaghy, 2000, p. 11). In her work in the area of Australian Indigenous education McConaghy states:


There is rarely any debate about the relative merits of, for example, galtha rom theory or dhawurrpunaramirra theory; that is, which Indigenous knowledges are of greater pedagogical merit. There is often no aesthetic for determining pedagogic value, for determining good or bad Indigenous knowledges, as there is with ‘Western’ knowledges. The simple ‘Indigenous–Western’ binary ensures that issues of Indigenous pedagogy are always determined firstly as issues within the realm of culture (p. 11).



Given these issues, much of the research and writing discussed in this section calls for a problematising of all cultural knowledge, but in ways that reflect a critical situational analysis. This analysis understands culture as an aspect of negotiated practice, rather than an entity that can be reduced, exalted or denigrated. Through these lenses, the focus is not on recognising the culture of privileged or marginalised groups in static and trivial ways—simply on the basis of privilege or marginality—but on “better understand[ing] the specific nature of specific oppressions at specific sites” (McConaghy, 2000, p. 8). Such critical situational analysis disrupts the already-read assumptions and expectations about group identity that contribute to domination and marginality. It draws attention to the dynamic, complex and contradictory ways in which both privileged and marginalised identities are socially constructed towards dispelling the inequitable logic of race/class/gender binaries and stereotypes (Keddie, 2012).

A focus on identity as negotiated practice along these lines, while rejecting in principle cultural and identity essentialisms, can nonetheless draw on essentialisms in politically strategic ways. Group identity is important in struggles for justice—as hooks (1993) argues, cultural essentialism is a means by which minority groups can assert their presence. Such essentialism in the form of collective political agency can support marginalised individuals to think themselves out of the spaces of domination in their lives (Alexander & Mohanty, 1997; Wekker, 1997). It can thus be used strategically to achieve material and symbolic transformations (Spivak, 1987), however, only as a strategy of the particular; that is, when it promotes understandings of oppression and domination as aspects of complex, contingent and negotiated social practice, rather than as hierarchically ordered. Social change within this approach might, for example, be organised around a particular issue—such as activism around a specific LGBTIQ or Indigenous issue—but it would not promote the view that the category LGBTIQ or Indigenous is a culturally homogenous one whose members can speak with one voice, nor that only those within these categories can speak for or on behalf of category members. This approach, as McConaghy (2000) argues in relation to Indigenous education in Australia, is a useful form of essentialism that promotes rather than undermines the political agency of Indigenous people and destabilises rather than reinscribes inequitable relations of power and domination between Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups.


Theory in action

There are many great online resources that teachers can access to support culturally responsive teaching and learning in their schools and classrooms. A quick search using the terms ‘NAIDOC teaching activities’, for example, produces an extensive array of lesson ideas and activities. A free resource I came across through SBS Learn is Celebrate NAIDOC: Heal Country! (https://www.sbs.com.au/learn/resources/celebrate-naidoc-heal-country) (SBS Learn, 2021). Structured around the 2021 NAIDOC theme “Heal Country!”, the teaching guides align with the Australian Curriculum (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and Culture cross-curriculum priority). The guide strongly recommends that teachers connect with local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community members, Traditional Owners, Elders, community organisations, land councils and/or representatives to facilitate learning. It also recommends a particular inclusive and student-centred pedagogy centred upon being respectful, valuing diversity, listening politely, considering a range of perspectives, and speaking mindfully. The lessons are designed for learners from Prep to Year 10. They provide stimulus material to explore key questions relating to healing Country, such as:


•Who are the Traditional Owners of Country where your school is located?

•What does it mean to care for Country? What does it mean to be a caretaker?

•Why do we need to care for Country?

•How can you care for Country?

•How are we connected to Country?

•How have Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples looked after Country for 65 000+ years?

•What is meant by traditional knowledges?

•How can traditional ways of caring for Country help our planet today?



This section has argued that teaching about Indigenous and other marginalised perspectives and cultures can reproduce essentialist and superficial understandings that undermine equity. Consider how the pedagogical and question-centred approach recommended in this Heal Country! resource might support a recognition of Indigenous culture in ways that:


1positively recognise Indigenous culture and knowledge;

2challenge essentialist understandings of Indigenous culture and knowledge;

3recognise Indigenous culture and knowledge as nuanced, complex and relational;

4challenge binary understandings of Indigenous and Western culture and knowledge;

5support children and young people to think critically about themselves and the broader social world.





Within inclusive and socially supportive schooling spaces, productive approaches to examining difficult knowledges tend to be associated with teacher-led but student-centred dialogue that enables critical reflection and a broadening of shared knowledge and perspectives (Dilg, 2003). In collective contexts where students learn from each other as well as from the teacher:


Students can begin to learn something of the difficulty and the practice of civic discourse. They can learn to mediate conflicts and to manage the power of multiple opposing positions on significant topics … Well-facilitated discussions enable our students to construct a vibrant multicultural community before our eyes (Dilg, 2003, p. 192).



Such arguments highlight the significance of educators working with contextualised, nuanced and non-essentialising understandings of culture and identity to support students to think critically about themselves and their broader social world.

	
Conclusion

Like many Western liberal democracies, Australia’s social fabric continues to experience ongoing change and flux in response to patterns of transnational migration and population flows. These patterns and flows have led to new concentrations of group and community identity and unprecedented levels of diversity. Such circumstances have undoubtedly enriched and vitalised our nation. However, they have also led to an increase in social polarisation and division. This increase—especially since, and in light of, terrorist events such as September 11 and the Bali bombings—has led many to question Australia’s multicultural policy. In particular, the governance parameters of this policy have attracted much scrutiny and criticism—the rise in social division and conflict has been attributed to an excessive recognition and accommodation of cultural difference. Throughout the history of Australia’s multicultural policy, in response to different waves of immigration and rises in social disharmony and discrimination towards immigrant groups, there have been attempts to reconcile the paradox between cultural pluralism and the desire for national unity and cohesion (universalism). There have been consistent efforts (albeit enacted differently through different governments) to rein in and manage cultural diversity by reinforcing liberal values and, indeed, illiberal ones. Liberal values of freedom, equity, democracy and civic responsibilities have framed Australia’s approach to multiculturalism. While seemingly highly positive and worthy values, an attempt to unify all Australians under their umbrella has compromised the rights of some. This compromise was evident in the burqa/veiling example in the first “Theory in action”. Attempts to unify all Australians around illiberal values continue to be exemplified in the government’s hard-line policies towards asylum seekers, which have been condemned on a global stage as unjust and illegal.

Against the backdrop of these contentions, the role of education and schools in teaching about and for cultural diversity has become a major focus. Education and schools have also been criticised as contributing to social division by being too accommodating of cultural difference and too politically correct. Nevertheless, they are seen as key players in promoting social cohesion through fostering students’ appreciation of diversity and commitment to the values of democracy, equity and justice. This fostering is mandated in the current national goals for schooling and within frameworks such as the national curriculum. There are many opportunities afforded through the curriculum to support the fostering of cultural recognition. This chapter has argued the importance of a critical approach to such recognition, that moves beyond a superficial and voyeuristic engagement with cultural difference to meaningfully recognise marginalised culture. This approach, illustrated in the third “Theory in action”, works with understandings of culture, identity and knowledge as nuanced, complex and relational. An important emphasis in relation to recognising non-dominant cultures is to support students to think critically about themselves, others and the broader social world, through conversations about the way we live and experience culture in our communities. Such an approach is a difficult undertaking. However, it holds promise for realising the goals of cultural justice by dismantling some of the social arrangements and practices that essentialise and oppress particular individuals and groups on the basis of their culture.


Questions and activities


1What are some possibilities and limitations of the liberal approach to multiculturalism that has framed Australian multicultural policy? Can one set of values ever hope to unify a nation?

2What are some possibilities and limitations of a critical approach to multiculturalism in education? Consider, for example, the following questions.


aGroup identity politics are important in struggles for social change or justice (e.g. within activist movements such as the women’s movement or the Black Lives Matter movement) (hooks 1993). Given this, when might it be useful to draw on group identity to engage in solidarity for social change or justice, and when might such solidarity work to undermine justice?

bWhat kind of teacher is pre-supposed in a critical approach to multicultural education? What sort of threshold knowledge and sensibilities about (i) the social world, (ii) schooling and teaching and (iii) students and learning would be necessary in order for teachers to engage effectively with this approach?

cReflect on your own threshold knowledge and sensibilities in relation to the elements in the preceding question. In what ways will your own knowledge and sensibilities support you to engage (or not) with a critical approach to multicultural education?



3Belonging, being and becoming: The Early Years Learning Framework (DEEWR, 2009) explains “cultural competence” as a key practice of early years’ educators although it is applicable to all educators (p. 16).


aTo what extent do you possess or exercise cultural competence as outlined in the EYLF, or other documents about cultural competence?

bWhat could you do to enhance your cultural competence?
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Key further readings and resources

Enns, C. & Sincore, A. (2005). Teaching and social justice: Integrating multicultural and feminist theories in the classroom. American Psychological Association.

This is an edited collection designed to support schools and teachers to develop a multicultural feminist pedagogy. It supports the view that teaching for social justice necessitates a willingness to ‘teach at the borders’ in terms of centring the perspectives and voices of marginalised identities. The text challenges us as educators to think about how our own racialised, gendered and classed positions impact on how we think about and teach for diversity and social justice.

Multicultural education and resources (Victorian Government): https://www.education.vic.gov.au/school/teachers/teachingresources/multicultural/Pages/multidepth.aspx#link23

This site includes resources and information to help schools build cultural awareness and strengthen social inclusion and cohesion. It includes resources and information about intercultural capability, addressing racism, human rights education, multicultural inclusion, celebrating diversity and professional learning for teachers.

Racism No Way: https://racismnoway.com.au/

This site includes information and resources to support schools and teachers to understand diversity, culture and intercultural understanding. It provides links to video explanations and useful texts to draw on in teaching for and about cultural diversity.
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Do you have a high IQ? Are you ‘people smart’ or do you need to improve your emotional intelligence? What is your preferred learning style? How is your self-esteem? Are you someone who feels emotions intensely, or do you tend to act impulsively or lose control? Do you have good self-awareness of how you feel and think? Do you know how to motivate yourself? Do you know how best to learn? Do you ever reflect on why we are asked questions such as this and what informs them?





Introduction

Psychology, psychiatry and neuroscience supply scientific bodies of knowledge to educational professionals and enable specific understandings of learners, learning processes and learning difficulties. Psychology has been highly influential in educational practice (Nisbet, 2005). As part of teacher preparation curriculum all over the world, it offers ways to understand and facilitate the learning of diverse students. Psychology also infiltrates other, if not all, areas of preschool, school and university life, whether we recognise it or not (Petersen & Millei, 2015). If we are asked to talk about ourselves or evaluate our learning and progress in school, we use psychological concepts and vocabularies to do so. Teachers do the same when they assess learners in their classrooms or reflect on the learners’ work. Memory, learning style, personality, perseverance, motivation, self-esteem and so on are terms that originate in behaviourist, cognitive, developmental, personality or motivation theories, such as in the questions that open this chapter. These theories offer meaningful and commonsense knowledge of mental processes and emotions, persons and their behaviour, and interpretations of experience. We understand ourselves according to these theories, and they provide answers about how to improve ourselves or change; for example, to enhance our intelligence and memory, to change our self-concept, to self-regulate our behaviour, to control our anger or stress. Insights about our psyche, our deepest thoughts, fears and pleasures, our self-knowledge and ideals are all mapped out in psychological terms and explanations that we rely on in our everyday and school life.

Psychology and medicine depict the competencies and characteristics of healthy individuals and propose diagnoses and therapy for those who deviate from the norms. Special education is an applied field of psychological and medical knowledge that considers difference. Professionals, including teachers and parents, assess, diagnose and treat children following the medical model. In many cases they also administer drugs, so they can better fit children with difference to learning environments that are set up for ‘normal’ children. We place the concept of normal in inverted commas with the intention of signalling that what is normal is not so straightforward. Later in this chapter, we will explain that what is usually considered normal is not natural or given; rather, it is historically, politically, economically and socially constructed. In this construction, psychological, psychiatric and related scientific knowledge play a great part.

In recent times, visualisations of the brain’s activities and biological processes have provided new representations and imaginaries about our inner workings. These imaginaries are highly utilised in education. They link emotions, motivation, heredity, mental states and physiological activities to psychological interpretations of personal competencies, behaviour and learning. They add different understandings and possibilities to control these mechanisms by drawing on the newest scientific explorations of the brain, biomolecular processes and genetics. For example, recent neuroscience research brings more evidence on how stress affects primary school children’s attention and learning (Whiting et al., 2021). These developments excite many educators, policy-makers and professionals, and not without reason (Gulson & Webb, 2016). However, they are not without critique and possible negative effects.

These three bodies of knowledge—psychology, psychiatry and neuroscience—are entangled in education, and in various ways they supplement and compete with each other. This chapter critically explores the various ways in which psychology (in particular, developmental psychology), special education (informed by the medical approach of psychiatry) and brain research discoveries (neuroscience) operate in educational institutions.
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Psychological knowledge in our everyday life

Today it is taken for granted that people are thought of as individuals. However, this was not always the case. Before the eighteenth century, only royals were considered as individuals who earned personalised attention by virtue of birth. The emerging human sciences—such as psychology, which was established during the nineteenth century—took an interest in the individual and generalised this conceptual framework for the whole population; everyone, not only royalty, became an individual and understood themselves as such (Tait, 2001). The aim was to provide more accurate descriptions of persons by depicting an individual’s functioning, learning, development, memory, feelings and so on.


Psychology

Usually defined as the science of the mind (psyche) and of mental states and processes. Psychologists usually do not prescribe drugs.



These descriptions led to the invention of norms. However, those who invented norms did not refer to them as their invention; rather, they argued that they were positive facts in society—natural phenomena. “Between 1759, when the word ‘normal’ appeared, and 1834 when the word ‘normalised’ appeared, a normative class had won the power to identify … the function of social norms, whose content it determined, with the use that that class made of them” (Canguilhem, 1966, p. 246). In other words, norms did not always exist. They are relatively new inventions that serve the ruling ideologies of times. Norms are used to prescribe desirable relations between people and to lay down human growth in particular terms.

Norms came in handy. They allowed us to make comparisons, graphs and metrics that provided the bases for chronicling normal development and behaviour. Norms also opened ways for the normalisation of the population, to make them adhere to certain norms. This happened not by directly controlling or forcing people, but more subtly by setting down standards of normality that people willingly follow (Burman, 1994; Walkerdine, 1984). People were able to measure themselves and others against these norms, and enforce normal behaviour. People became invested in these norms, and were tied together with values. To be normal was to be healthy and good; to be abnormal was to be sick, deficient or delinquent. Education, as a civilising project, became a central agent in upholding or bringing about normal states. The assumption was and is that by knowing human behaviour—and psyche in general—and assessing the individual in relation to these, we could develop practices to transform, improve or correct individuals so that they adhered to these norms. Therefore, the emerging educational sciences gladly utilised these bodies of knowledge that set down norms. They also utilised individuals’ desires for normality. In sum, education became closely intertwined with psychological knowledge in the process of transforming the developing individual to fit the order of society: the norms were upheld by ideologies of the times. Davis (1995), in her book entitled Enforcing normalcy, explains further:


We live in a world of norms. Each of us endeavors to be normal or else deliberately tries to avoid that state. We consider what the average person does, thinks, earns, or consumes. We rank our intelligence, our cholesterol level, our weight, height, sex drive, bodily dimensions along some conceptual line from subnormal to above-average. We consume a minimum daily balance of vitamins and nutrients based on what an average human should consume. Our children are ranked in school and tested to determine where they fit into a normal curve of learning, of intelligence. Doctors measure and weigh them to see if they are above or below average on the height and weight curves. There is probably no area of contemporary life in which some idea of a norm, mean, or average has not been calculated (p. 23).



The establishing of norms was tied to the identification of deviance, the abnormal. As Tomlinson (1982) explains, before the 1890s there were only two identifications for abnormal mental competency: the idiot and the imbecile. The number of identifications has exponentially grown since that time and is now more than 300, each with a distinct diagnosis, prognosis and educational implications (Tait, 2001). Clinics and classrooms have become therapeutic sites where professionals cater for children who are marked by such diagnoses. Applying psychological, psychiatric, counselling, child welfare, paediatric, neuroscientific and pharmacological knowledge, teachers have been recruited into the ongoing management of ‘deviant’ or ‘abnormal’ students.


Psychiatry

The science of diagnosing and treating mental disorders. Psychiatrists can prescribe drugs and often do so as a form of treatment.




Neuroscience

A field of science that seeks to understand the structure, development, function, chemistry and pathology of the nervous system, particularly the brain. These understandings are expressed in actions, in professional practice.



Psychology is “a way of making visible and intelligible certain features of persons, their conducts, and their relations with one another” (Rose, 1999, p. 11). Psychologists have provided the vocabularies and imaginaries with which the types, growth, learning and troubles of children can be described. They have provided the expertise for diagnosing and categorising children and have also shaped the languages within which the tasks of educators and parents have been depicted and normalised. Psychology eagerly lent “its vocabularies, explanations, and types of judgement to other professional groups”, such as educators, to understand and regulate childhood (Rose, 1996, pp. 33–34). It provided frames with which to understand educators’ work. We, as subjects of psychology—children, parents, teachers and other kinds of professionals—have played our part in its dissemination as it provides “practicable recipes for action” (Rose, 1996, pp. 33–34). An important point is, of course, that psychological vocabularies are operative in everyone’s self-understanding and management. We can discover ourselves with it, and get rid of psychological and emotional constraints (Brunila, 2020). It now makes sense to use psychology’s terms and recipes for action, and doing so makes us feel competent and justified in our actions.


Imaginaries

Ways of imagining things; ways of thinking about things.




Ask yourself


•Have you thought about what it means to know yourself and others as a growing person or learner?

•Have you noticed yourself using psychological terms to characterise yourself and others? Or to describe your own behaviour and the behaviour of others?

•How do you see psychological ways of viewing the world as part of your everyday life?





	
Developmental psychology in education

Psychology and developmental psychology have an enormous impact on how children’s growth, beings, doings, qualities and formation are understood in early childhood education, primary and secondary education (Cannella, 1997). These fields are in a way “the applied side[s] of the basic science of child development” (Silin, 1987, p. 21). Others argue that their relationship is even stronger, and that developmental psychology and education form a reciprocal relationship. In this way, education has contributed to the further growth of child development approaches by offering groups of child subjects to study. In turn, the results of these studies have further influenced pedagogies (Fendler, 2001; Walkerdine, 1984). Pedagogical practices and their assumptions about learning and teaching are based on, validated by and authorised by child development thinking, which is deployed as truth (Fendler, 2001; Walkerdine, 1984).

Child development psychology frames how we commonly view the learning progression of children and young people in schooling. To do this, schooling produces practices and devices (record cards, tests, observations, portfolios, educational science, teacher training and so forth) that enable the monitoring and facilitation of children’s development. These practices and devices come together to create forms of pedagogy (Walkerdine, 1984), such as developmentally appropriate practice or constructivist pedagogy. Child development knowledge thus promotes particular pedagogical approaches, and at the same time it is “internally related to shifts and transformations in pedagogic practice” (Walkerdine, 1984, p. 163). For example, child-centred education has contributed to the development of new knowledge about children’s competencies, and that knowledge in turn feeds back into pedagogical work. Working in tandem, developmental psychology and pedagogy form a couplet that provides techniques of social regulation to raise desirable individuals/adults for society. Scientific knowledge lays the foundation for how these individuals should be, become and act; pedagogy offers ways to shape these persons and their behaviours, thoughts and feelings.

The two major researchers of the psychological tradition known as behaviourism, Skinner and Watson, believed that learning is affected by changes in the environment (Skinner, 1968). They sought to prove that behaviour could be predicted and controlled by carefully managing environmental stimuli. This way of thinking about learning disregards human thought since the mind, behaviourists argue, is a hypothetical construct for the existence of which we can find little evidence. As a form of pedagogy, the behaviourist approach breaks down the curriculum into small teachable and practicable chunks and manipulates the environment to offer consequences that children can learn from, including reinforcements and rewards, which are believed to lead to learning.

From the 1960s, the image of the competent infant began to compete with the behaviourist notion of the (empty) child, meaning the idea that babies are born with a clean and empty mind, and learn everything as they grow (Watson, 1930). According to cognitive psychology, the child is equipped from birth to acquire sophisticated mental skills. As Stone and colleagues (1973, p. 4) expressed it, “every infant is an active, perceiving, learning and information-organising individual”. It is interesting to note here that cognitive psychology paralleled the development of computer technology, which provided metaphors to understand human mental functioning. Piaget’s (1977) constructivist theory of cognitive development suggests that humans are unable to directly understand and use information that is available to them in their environment. They need to construct their own knowledge—the processing of prior personal experiences enables them to create mental images. Piaget (1977) focused on human thoughts and the mind’s work in problem-solving, the most important aspect of human experience. He argued that there is gradual development in the mental structures that underlie this activity. Behind this gradual development are shifts in the methods of processing personal experiences that are expressed in two major elements, ‘ages’ and ‘stages’, according to which it is possible to predict what children can and cannot understand at different ages. The role of the teacher, following this theory, is to motivate the children to create their own knowledge through processing their personal experiences. The observation of mental states (e.g. when the child is experiencing disequilibrium or momentary confusion if their mental schema does not fit with the explored reality), checklists for milestones signalling developmental leaps, and developmentally appropriate experiences, all come together to form a cognitivist pedagogical approach. These examples, behaviourist and cognitivist understanding of the learner and pedagogy, demonstrate the ways in which developmental psychology and pedagogy are intimately interrelated.


Ask yourself


•In psychological terms, what does it mean to relate, to teach and to learn?

•What is it possible to be and become, as persons in educational institutions that are permeated by psychological thought?

•How do we make sense, and what are the effects of particular ways of making sense?





Psychology and developmental psychology construct human learning and growth through imaginaries that are taken as true and universally applicable scientific facts, such as the mental schemas or ages and stages discussed above (Fendler, 2001, p. 125). These imaginaries are underpinned by at least three beliefs: first, the belief in human progress; second, the belief that all human beings grow and develop in a predetermined manner; and third, the acceptance that child development ‘uncovers’ a universal human truth (that always existed; we just need observant researchers to uncover it) that can be applied to all (Cannella, 1997). We explain these points in more detail.

First, progress means that children are moving ahead from a lower level of competency to higher levels of achievement on trajectories that are marked out as desirable in societies; for example, advancing from dependence to independence, from being irrational to rational, from being irresponsible to responsible. Relatedly, and as the second point, mapping independence, for example, on a trajectory following a given manner enables the facilitation of this competency from dependent newborn to independent adult, where independence is a highly valued aspect of a person in Western society (in which these theories were formulated). Third, and continuing with independence as an example, the characteristic and trajectory of independence is believed to be true for each individual, no matter whether they live in South Africa or Australia, in a city or on a farm, in war or in a past century. This is the universalistic characteristic of development.

Developmental psychology is “premised on a set of claims to truth which are historically specific, and which are not the only or necessary way to understand children” (Walkerdine, 1984, p. 154). The following quote from 1896 demonstrates that children were then considered closer to nature, as primitive humans, on a lower rung of the developmental ladder of progress. While these words now seem absurd, their underpinning image is continuous and, while perhaps not dominant, still identifiable today:


The first years of a child, with their imperfect verbal expression, their crude fanciful ideas, their seizures by rage and terror, their absorption in the present moment, acquire a new and antiquarian interest. They mirror for us, in a diminished distorted reflection no doubt, the probable condition of primitive man. The intellectual and moral resemblances between the lowest existing races of mankind and children are numerous and close (Sully, 1896, pp. 8–9, cited in Varga, 2011, p. 141).



Since those times, anthropologists have provided bountiful evidence on how universalist Western developmental norms established by white male professors in relation to white middle-class and mostly male children (Burman, 1994) are not applicable in different cultural contexts (Rogoff, 2003). For example, a wonderfully filmed documentary by Thomas Balmès (2010) titled Babies shows the different circumstances and competencies of children in four very different cultural contexts (Namibia, Mongolia, Japan, the US) and demonstrates the unsustainability of universal developmental claims. Yet these social constructions, norms and expectations continue to guide our understandings and hence our pedagogical practices.


Social construction

A historically and culturally created way of understanding something.



Cannella (1997) warns us that the norm-laden psychological constructions that dominate our meaning-making practices often remain unrecognised and unchallenged. As such, they create an environment for young human beings that is unjust and even hostile to particular groups. The construction of development hierarchies ensures that those who are deemed to be at the endpoint of the trajectory are seen as functioning at higher levels and, as a consequence, able and entitled to study and judge those who are deemed to be at lower levels. Piagetian thinking, for example, constructs the adult as the rational being, the bearer of logical thinking, and situates the child at the margins or as inferior. The result is that children’s knowledge about the world can therefore be easily and justifiably ignored, and denied as being not rational (Piaget, 1977). The developmental trajectory marks out a path that everyone needs to follow; those who do not fit the norms are understood as deficient. They are then regulated towards avenues that lead to the fulfilment of developmental expectations.


Psychological constructions

Social constructions created within the psychological field, i.e. by psychologists.



Mainstream (Western) child developmental psychology creates hierarchies, where some individuals are positioned at the bottom, as less complete or as a shadow of their future. These hierarchies are produced in line with dominant social ideologies—childism, racism, male chauvinism, neoliberalism, capitalism and so on—that determine who is desirable in a society. Groups that are positioned on the lower rungs often comprise young children, females, migrants or people of colour. Young children, however, did not create or choose the developmental norms, nor the social ideologies that justify their existence. In that sense, “living within our values, younger human beings are limited to the possibilities that fit our constructions of them” (Cannella, 1997, p. 64).


Theory in action

Read the following observation note and questions from Walkerdine (1982), involving three students.

Annie takes a piece of Lego to add on to a construction she is building. Terry tries to take it away from her to use himself, and she resists. He says:


TerryYou’re a stupid c_ _t, Annie.



The teacher tells Terry to stop. Sean tries to mess up another child’s construction. The teacher tells Sean to stop. Then Sean says:


SeanGet out of it, Miss Baxter paxter.

TerryGet out of it, knickers Miss Baxter.

SeanGet out of it, Miss Baxter paxter.

TerryGet out of it, Miss Baxter the knickers paxter knickers, bum.

SeanKnickers, s_ _t, bum.

Miss BSean, that’s enough, you’re being silly.

SeanMiss Baxter, knickers, show your knickers.

TerryMiss Baxter, show your bum off [they giggle].

Miss BI think you’re being very silly.

TerryS_ _t Miss Baxter, s_ _t Miss Baxter.

SeanMiss Baxter, show your knickers your bum off. Take all your clothes off, your bra off.

TerryYeah, and take your bum off, take your wee-wee off, take your clothes off, your mouth off.

SeanTake your teeth out, take your head off, take your hair off, take your bum off. Miss Baxter the paxter knickers taxter.

Miss BSean, go and find something else to do please.




1Does this interaction shock you? Explain your answer.

2Do you want to know how old Sean and Terry are? If so, why? If you knew their age, how do you think this would affect the sense you would make of their behaviour and statements? Does age matter in your assessment of what kind of children Sean and Terry are? Explain your answer.

3In what way would it be possible to see Sean and Terry as competent; that is, what are they good at?





Let’s reflect for a moment on the above interaction. The developmental understanding creates an image of children as asexual, innocent and busily engaged in their world, and as unaware of the power relations of a patriarchal society. If we were to suspend that form of thinking, in what other ways could we read this interaction? Could we see the gendered interactions of the boys, showing how they exercise sexist interactions with their female teacher? Another interpretation could be that they are ‘bad boys’ or ‘naughty’, and that they are ‘naughty’ because they are underchallenged and misunderstood in the classroom. More readings are possible—the point is to reflect on what reading within the grain of developmental psychology enables us to see, and what reading against the grain might open up for us.

	
Special education

Guided by developmental norms and norms of behaviour, parents, teachers and other professionals continuously engage in the examination, assessment and surveillance of children. The aim of these observations is to ascertain normal development or diagnose observed differences from norms (Rose, 1999; Csabai & Papp-Zipernovszky, 2019). Most parents closely monitor their newborn’s development. They purchase educational toys and participate in parenting classes, so that they are best able to help their children learn and develop. They are worried if their children do not meet particular stages at the right time; for example, if the child misses the crawling stage or is late in their language development. Teachers also assess learners’ competencies and skills compared to norms, and employ special tests or call upon experts when they get concerned about children’s deviance from those.

With the fine-tuning and increased monitoring of developmental norms, the scientific identification of an ever-widening range of behaviour as abnormal or even pathological became possible (Rose, 1989; Slee, 1995). Against the intricate sets of criteria of normalcy and abnormalcy, children are no longer evaluated as lively or energetic; rather they are very likely be classified as hyperactive and potentially suffering from attention deficit disorder (ADD), oppositional defiance disorder (ODD) or conduct disorder (CD). Others who were once considered shy or quiet are today likely to be assessed as suffering from generalised social phobia (GSP) or avoidant personality disorder (APD) (Watson, 2020). Children are not annoying or misbehaving anymore, but are appraised as having antisocial personality disorder (APD) or borderline personality disorder (BPD) (Tait, 2001). With the appearance of more special conditions, a growing number of children are labelled with pathologising categories such as CD, ADD, autism, learning difficulties—the list goes on (Billington, 1996; Tait, 2001; Allan & Harwood, 2016).


Pathologise

To regard or treat phenomena, especially differences from social and cultural norms, as inherently abnormal and deficient.



Physicians, psychologists and psychiatrists readily supply descriptions and assessments of these conditions, and offer treatment schedules and drug prescriptions. For example, the symptoms of ADD consist of fidgeting, excitability, impulsivity, immaturity and lack of self-control. Available therapies include behaviour modification, counselling, cognitive therapy, social skills training and medication; one of the most preferred treatments is administration of the psychotropic drug called Ritalin (Tait, 2001).

Professionals take up psychological and psychiatric diagnoses and treatments to make sense of children in their classrooms, and to help in their management of difference and ability to keep control. It is important to note here, first, that norms are scientific constructions and only one way to understand what is happening with a child. There are many other possible explanations. For example, as the traditional classroom set-up becomes less suited to children’s worlds—more freedom, individualisation, new technologies and media and so on—the context of the traditional classroom becomes less conducive to their learning, and more children are identified as ‘suffering’ from different conditions. Second, it is not that some of these ‘conditions’ do not exist per se. Our concern targets the dominant mode in which a whole range of behaviours and ways of being in the world are regarded as pathological, as a characteristic of an individual rather than as a historical and contextual phenomenon that is socially produced. We are also concerned as to how they are addressed; that is, often through pharmacological drugs (Petersen & Millei, 2016; Watson, 2020; Brunila, 2020). Basically, students are drugged to normalcy (Tait, 2001).

Comparisons to norms and the diagnosis of difference in terms of ab/normality and deficit follow what we call the medical model. This model of diagnosis, prescription and clinical intervention is aimed at the normalisation or renormalisation (cure) of selected children (Henriques et al., 1984; McCallum, 1990; Rose, 1989). It is important to note that it is always deviance that is noticed and made problematic—the norm is taken mostly as an accepted and objective fact, which is rarely if ever questioned. However, norms are constructions and as such they are not value-free. They are based on ideological assumptions about what is good and worthy in a society, as we showed under earlier. Let’s look at what happens in a neoliberal society. As discussed in Chapter 6, neoliberalism is a currently dominant ideology that values a free market economy above all else. Neoliberals often assert that there is no society, only the economy, and that everyone is responsible for their own destiny. A neoliberal society rewards people who are outgoing, aim-oriented, productive, self-regulated, self-motivated and able to take initiative; people who are shy, reserved, too lively, too aimless, too unfocused or obnoxious are considered less desirable. They are identified and remediated to become more like the ‘normal’ (read: desirable, entrepreneurial) people in society.

It is not only the mind and personality that are under the scrutiny of science. The medical model prefers the able body. It construes bodies which do not meet the criteria of the normal as sick or deficient; that is, as pathological (Shildrick, 2005). Medical models of disability occupy an authoritative place in special education (Kearney & Kane, 2006; Watson, 2020) and help to maintain the binary of able/disabled in educational settings. In this binary, able-bodiedness remains an uncontested norm serving to define the less or not able (Smith, 2004). Physical difference from the norm constructs failing, incomplete and inferior bodies, and “marks disabled embodiment as deeply devalued, not so much for what it is but for what it fails to be” (Shildrick, 2005, p. 756). Physically disabled children are not able to climb steps, sit still and so on. In medical, psychiatric and psychological knowledge, the perspectives and experiences of people who are marked as ‘not normal’ are mostly missing. They are simply considered as objects of the scientific gaze and targets of intervention. While this situation is changing in special education, children with special needs are still dominantly considered as less able, or unable, to express what is going on with them and to voice their wishes and needs (Watson, 2015). Others, the able-bodied and able-minded, are considered to usually know better what is best for them.


Theory in action


1For a day or part thereof, accompany a person who uses a wheelchair or is vision-impaired, or use a wheelchair or ‘blind’ yourself. Try to navigate their/your daily activities, and notice the difficulties you encounter.

Alternatively, interview a person who uses a wheelchair or a vision-impaired person, or volunteer in a school specifically designed for the vision impaired.

2What do you notice?





The startling difference between the official and medical views of a child is made clear in the following quotes from Billington (2006, pp. 2–3). The first is from a medical association (professional voices) and the second is from a woman named Donna, who the medical model labels as ‘autistic’:


Professional voices




Marked impairments in the use of multiple, non-verbal behaviours such as eye-to-eye gaze, facial expression, body postures and gestures to regulate social interaction … failure to develop peer relationships appropriate to developmental level … a lack of spontaneous seeking to share enjoyment, interests or achievements … lack of social or emotional reciprocity (American Psychiatric Association, 1994, DSM-IV).




Donna




The more I became aware of the world around me, the more I became afraid … I was frightened … My world was full of imaginary friends. They were far more magical, reliable, predictable and real than other children … Other people did not understand the symbolism I used … Trish cuddled me … I was terrified. It seemed tears were welling up from a part of me long buried and forgotten … I always paid for closeness with fear (Donna Williams, 1992).



While these quotes may present a false dichotomy, the first one remains the authoritative and pervasive perspective in current professional practice. Sophisticated theories—for example, theory of mind, executive function, or sensory integration theories—inform professionals’ perspectives and actions but have little to do with who the specific child diagnosed actually is. The scientific language and perspective dominated by symptoms leaves no room to see the person for who they are and their experiences for what they are. Too often the label takes away any chance of considering the child as a person (Watson, 2015). Thus, Donna becomes ‘the child with autism’ or even ‘the autistic one’, removing her humanity and her chance to participate fully in everyday classroom life. She becomes the object of concern and special care, while the real Donna—the unique person with desires, wishes, dreams, experiences and ideas—disappears.

Billington (2000) calls upon professionals to cease adhering to mechanical traits of diagnostic criteria and understanding. He advocates for avoidance of the medical view because it isolates the child and places the responsibility for change on the individual child with the special need. Changing the approaches of adults—to avoid the medical view and see the child differently, as a person who understands and relates to our world in a different manner—or changing the environment so the child would not be hindered by it, are rarely if ever considered as options in schools. Billington (2006) sees the possibility of relating differently to children with special needs and creating other kinds of inclusive environments, by accessing the “views of autistic children to identify the ways in which they currently manage their ‘worlds’” (p. 11).


Ask yourself


•Have you considered how psychiatric or psychological labels affect your work or your everyday life?

•Has your own way of regarding someone changed as a result of learning their diagnosis?

•How would you relate to Donna if you did not know or consciously chose to disregard her diagnosis?

•Do you think Donna’s view of herself changed upon receiving the diagnosis? Would you ask her about that?





The DSM-IV quote above describes autism as an objective scientific fact. The language in the quote has an authoritative tone, and the words read as objective statements about reality that are independent of any observers and their subjective or biased views. Veiled in this kind of objective language, scientific descriptions and explanations are construed as value-free and unbiased. However, they are always based on a privileged point of view and they have implications which will advantage some and disadvantage others. At the same time as seemingly objectively describing an assumed condition, they create the very condition (by defining it or giving it specific form). This creation enables psychiatrists to diagnose the condition and, as a result, target and marginalise groups of people who deviate in relation to this creation.


﻿﻿﻿DSM-IV

The fourth edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (DSM), which was first published in 1952. The DSM offers a common language and standard criteria for the classification of mental disorders.﻿



In this way, the management of groups of people becomes possible: they are diagnosed and treated according to certain psychological and medical regimes. What else explains the fact that the risk of diagnosis is higher in some segments of the population, based on race, class and gender (Harwood & Allan, 2014)? Harwood and Allan (2014) demonstrate this with reference to a large body of statistics in four contexts. For example, rates of diagnosis of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) among indigenous children from the Brazilian Amazon are cited as 24.5%. In the UK, almost 40% of black Caribbean children are diagnosed as having special education needs. These levels of diagnosis are two and three times higher (respectively) than those in most other groups of people. Children and young people living in poor circumstances are four times more likely to be diagnosed with borderline to abnormal social, emotional or behavioural difficulties. Further, they have an increased likelihood of school suspension and exclusion, and of being connected with high rates of behaviour disorders and medication (Harwood & Allan, 2014). Patterns of higher diagnostic rates in low socio-economic areas are also evident in Australia, which has rates of diagnosis of ADHD of 11.2% and the third highest use of stimulant medication for ADHD, after the US and Canada. This means that at least every 10th child in Australia is diagnosed with ADHD and many of them are treated with drugs from an early age.

Gender is another important influence on diagnosis and referral to experts. Boys outnumber girls in diagnoses of ADHD by three to one and there is also a referral bias—boys are more frequently referred than girls because of their supposedly aggressive behaviour. This takes the ratio of boys to girls referred to mental health clinics or hospitals to between six and nine to one (Cantwell, 1996). The risk of diagnosis fluctuates, but is linked to race, class and gender in different cultures. Differential risk of diagnosis rates may reflect different levels of tolerance within cultures for symptoms that are associated with assumed cultural mores in certain groups (Harwood & Allan, 2014). For example, Indigenous Australian children are thought to be more disruptive or less accustomed to Western schooling practices (a racist claim at its core). The differential levels of diagnosis might also reflect parental perceptions of what constitutes normal behaviour in different cultures. Thus, parental tolerance signals what is expected or advantageous in a culture and demonstrates the role of social regulation of particular children through diagnosis and treatment.

The medical model of special education raises some important ethical questions and complex issues for schools and professionals. First, special education can operate as a form of management of particular, less desirable groups in societies. Second, as discussed before, children with a difference are often identified by their diagnosis—for example, the autistic child—which precludes other ways of identifying and engaging with the child (Watson, 2020). A third point, relatedly, is that the behaviour of children who are diagnosed with a condition is more likely to be read within the lexicon of symptoms associated with the disorder and explained as being the function of the condition (Billington, 2006). For example, if a child with ADHD constantly moves their body, this will be read as fidgeting or hyperactivity and explained with reference to the symptoms of ADHD. In other words, it is not possible to read the fidgeting as the child’s free will to behave that way, or as a deliberate response to circumstances; rather, it is happening involuntarily due to the child’s condition. As a passive being, the child is seen as acting out their ‘sickness’ in a de-contextualised way.


Theory in action

To think further about the ethical implications of diagnosis and the medical model, read the following two examples and consider the ethical implications by responding to the questions.

Scenario 1

A pupil in Tennessee who has been diagnosed with ADHD kicked a water pipe in a school lavatory until it burst, an act for which he was suspended for three days. At a school hearing into the matter, the student’s psychologist testified that the act of vandalism “was a manifestation of [the] disability”. The principal argued that while this may have been true of the vandalism, the incident itself occurred in an area of the school the student had been forbidden to enter, and therefore this was not a matter of disability but rather one of discipline. With the student facing categorisation as delinquent, the matter eventually ended up in court, where the student won. The school district said that the decision “has made schools a ‘lawless zone’ for students with disabilities” (Zirkel, 1995, cited in Tait, 2003, p. 430).

Scenario 2

A pupil in Wisconsin was one of three who vandalised two primary schools, causing $40 000 worth of damage. His school sought to expel him, along with the two others. During the hearing into his actions, his mother raised the possibility that he might have ADHD, and soon acquired a private psychologist who concurred with this appraisal, even though the school district’s psychologist disagreed. Again, the matter ended up in court, with the student winning his case and avoiding expulsion as a disabled student—unlike his co-vandals, who only escaped expulsion by withdrawing from the school. As the school district’s attorney pointed out, “the admission of such post-hoc diagnoses is both ‘disturbing and mysterious’, and adversely affects the schools’ ability to discipline not only students with disabilities, but also those who may then choose to claim them” (Zirkel, 2001, cited in Tait, 2003, p. 430).


1Are the students responsible for the acts they committed? If so, which student/s, and how are they responsible?

2Are the students punishable? If so, how and to what extent?

3What are the implications for a school’s ability to exercise authority over students?

4What are the implications for teachers’ ability to manage their classrooms?

5In what way do cases such as these enable us to see psychiatric diagnoses not as objective and neutral, but as political tools that aim to control particular students?





	
Education and neuroscience

New forms of biological and neurological thinking have entered the evidence base of education during the past two decades. This body of knowledge channels our attention to the possibility of purposefully directing biological life (Mansfield & Guthman, 2015, p. 12). Neuroscience and brain research enjoy high status not only among the medical fields and in academic research, but also in the applied disciplines that have begun to draw on the knowledge they provide, such as education, psychology, special education, counselling and so on. Neuroscience, like the medical science discussed above, is proffered as objective and value-free, and is often supplemented with colourful images representing the functioning of the brain. These are backed up with evidence from the most prestigious laboratories around the world. The terminology of neuroscience seems to be difficult, inaccessible or intimidating for many, lending even greater authority to its claims. In this way, neuroscience’s assertions to truth about the mental world of people are hard to contest. The limited available critiques mostly address the ways in which this evidence is produced, and how the evidence is used and for what purposes.

Critics within the field of neuroscience itself have challenged the ways in which evidence is produced; that is, the gathering and interpretation of scientific data through neurological experiments (for a comprehensive review, see Duncan & Magnuson, 2013). They argue, for example, that based on experiments conducted with mice, neuroscience makes sweeping and highly problematic generalisations about human brain functioning. Therefore, neuroscientific evidence and claims need to be carefully adopted as few conclusions hold up (Duncan & Magnuson, 2013). Further, many professionals, policy-makers and politicians use neuroscientific evidence in a simplistic way to help meet their political or institutional objectives. This simplification usually means that they use neuroscientific knowledge incorrectly or misinterpret its claims. Using the evidence in this manner employs a linear causality—if ‘a’ occurs, then ‘b’ follows—which disregards both context and complexity. Since real-life situations cannot be mimicked in simplified laboratory experiments (often with mice or other animals), authoritative and final knowledge of how the human brain functions is still a long way off (MacNaughton, 2004).

To help you understand neuroscientific reasoning, read the following statement, a form of which often appears in developmental textbooks: “It is often assumed and even pronounced that optimum brain development ensured by the most favourable physical and personal environment results in productive and healthy adulthood”. We find this statement problematic for several reasons. First, the causality that is set up stretches across many decades in a person’s life. Second, many factors shaping this person’s life, such as economic, social and political circumstances, are left uncharted. Third, the argument implies that if optimal brain development is not ensured, then the person is already lost, or their future is lost, or they will be a burden on society—this is what critics call a deterministic view. Fourth, the statement implies that only those humans that are useful for societies—those who are productive and healthy—are desirable. Therefore, interventions into individuals’ lives to optimise brain development are easily justified and legitimated. There is a kind of fatalistic thinking that certain people who lack ‘optimum brains’ cannot make a positive contribution to society. In sum, the kinds of arguments delivered by neuroscience work together seamlessly with those arguments instituted by psychology, psychiatry and special education, which aim to manage the population.

Neuroscientific knowledge has opened possible new ways to think about the child—the subject of education and care—and contour the knowledge base, philosophies and practices of education in new ways. Psychological theories describe the individual as a bounded entity; for example, a collection of behaviours (behaviourism) or an operating mind that organises knowledge (cognitivist theory). Psychological knowledge is used in pedagogy with the aim of developing or altering an individual’s certain behaviours, aptitudes and mental functions. Neuroscience uses and expands this knowledge about the person to the internal biological processes of the body. It helps to make visible and map the biological mechanisms of the body for management and control. Previously, aptitudes or competencies were attributed to the individual’s abilities, as personal characteristics; it is now possible to conceive of them, based on new neurological evidence, as a particular operation of the human brain, where the brain is equalled with the human mind (Rose & Abi-Rached, 2013). Researchers are more and more successful in mapping areas of the brain to aptitudes and competencies, and linking aptitudes and competencies to particular genes. In this way they can establish heredity, or enable the targeting of these potentials by training or pharmaceutical drugs, thus opening avenues for engineering particularly desirable humans (Rose & Abi-Rached, 2013).

Neuroscience and bioscience go beyond (or under) bodily borders and open new spaces for intervention. These are located under the skin of the individual, in their neural and biomolecular functions. In this way, as Lemke states:


Bioscience

A body of natural science that is concerned with the study of life and living organisms, including their genetic make-up, chemistry, physiology, cells, heredity, evolution and so on.




For the first time, it is on the level of instruction that metabolic processes are becoming susceptible to manipulation. Until that point was reached, medical intervention, even in its most intrusive physical, chemical and pharmacological forms, was restricted to the level of metabolic performance (2005, p. 5).



In other words, intervention is no longer about taking Ritalin and making the child less agitated, it is about preventing the ‘condition’ by entering into and reprogramming the child’s mind. Neuroscience and bioscience thus radically alter what constitutes intervention by reshaping the idea or image of the human as a purely biological creature, and by adjusting what nature has created. In this way, the purpose of education becomes about the alteration of metabolic processes (e.g. the use of neuro-hormones that enable better concentration) or about exercises targeting particular parts of the brain. This new knowledge base radically alters what education and teaching is or should be about, and reshapes what knowledge teachers need and what kind of interventions they aim to—or should—make in children’s lives.

Just as psychology did during the twentieth century, neuroscience, biomedicine and bioscience are forming a “new regime of truth about our nature as human beings” (Rose & Abi-Rached, 2013, p. 227). In a similar manner to the way psychology marginalised some groups of people by labelling them as abnormal when set against some ideologically defined norms, neuroscience and bioscience reconfigure what is a healthy brain and individual. For example, living in poverty gains a double meaning and explanation in neuroscience arguments. First, this state of existence is explained because of poor brain development, and second, poor brain development is expounded because of poor parenting that occurs due to the financial and existential stress of living in poverty. Poverty, a societal problem, is thus explained in individual or neurological terms. These necessitate interventions at the neurological level, replacing earlier forms such as different welfare distribution and early intervention measures (e.g. through parenting or preschool education).

Child development and educational psychology textbooks, as well as the new neuro-education movement and mindfulness training (Lavy & Berkovich-Ohana, 2020), utilise the idea of neuroplasticity (brain plasticity). This involves the dimension and importance of time in brain development, from fertilisation through the decades of life. During this period, the brain is open to environmental damage and manipulation, such as lack of activation on the one hand or neuro-pedagogies on the other. Neuroplasticity replaces or competes with ideas that argue about the structural limitations of the brain due to heredity. It contests the idea that it is only genes that program and direct development, and considers the environment as equally important. Notions of synaptic connection formation and loss, and rewiring of the brain, have produced a new truth and previously unknown potentials for the early and later periods of life.


Neuro-education movement

A combination of neuroscience, psychology and education which aims to create teaching methods that link knowledge about the brain to different learning areas, learning difficulties, artistic endeavours and cognitive abilities, emotions, etc.




Mindfulness training

Uses age-appropriate activities to exercise children’s reflection on their moment-to-moment experiences.



For example, Berk and Meyers (2016) argue in a child development textbook that:


… neurons that are seldom stimulated soon lose their synapses, in a process called synaptic pruning that returns neurons not needed at the moment to an uncommitted state so they can support future development. In all, about 40 percent of synapses are pruned during childhood and adolescence … appropriate stimulation of the child’s brain is vital during periods in which the formation of synapses is at its peak (p. 162).



This seems to suggest that, by creating stimulating environments, the brain’s capacity could be increased. Neurogenesis has proved this link by providing evidence about the production of nerve cells after the first year of life as an effect of environmental experiences, which earlier was considered impossible (Ming & Song, 2011). As a consequence of this thinking, intra-uterine and early childhood experiences are considered fundamentally life-shaping, and able to make or break an individual (deterministic and fatalistic thinking).


Neurogenesis

The creation and further divisions of neurons from genetic stem cells. In laboratory experiments with mice, enriched environments have led to enhanced neurogenesis.



These arguments have profound effects on how we understand the child and learner in education. The biology, genetics and plasticity of the human brain represent the human, the raw material of education. This image of the human and the correct nurturing practices are then linked to the future vitality of the nation. Those who have immediate influence on healthy pregnancies and optimal brain stimulation during the earliest days and months—that is, families (mostly mothers)—become the protagonists of this vision (Edwards et al., 2013). As so aptly explained by Edwards and colleagues (2013), through their examination of prenatal courses and parenting education, relationships are also reformulated on biological grounds:


Pregnant women and new mothers are the explicit targets, reflecting the resurgence of old and highly contentious tenets of attachment theory … The quality of care is claimed to be reflected in the anatomical structure of the child’s neural circuits with sensitive mothers producing ‘more richly networked brains’ (p. 5).



In biological terms, neuroscience knowledge also helps to recode sociality and social relations. It is argued that early social relations, including most importantly pre- and post-natal relationships, are coded in genetics. This argument is based on epigenetic research findings on rat mothers that engage in high or low amounts of licking/grooming and arched-back nursing of their pups. The findings are extended into an explanatory framework for human mothering behaviour. In genes, assumedly, codes are passed on to future generations (Fish et al., 2004; popularised in Hurley, 2015). In other words, if an individual receives good mothering, this will be stored in their genes, which are passed on to the next generation and therefore the offspring will be also good parents.


Epigenetic research

A research area that combines genetics and developmental biology to understand the influence of genetic processes on development.



It is argued that genetic coding also fosters the capacity for living in groups. Consequently, it is put forward as advice that parents should understand that their earliest interactions with their children have ramifications for the next generations and the kind of society to come. Adapting this kind of epigenetic research to parenting, it is advised that parents should learn to understand their own minds—including their empathy, emotionality, fairness and commitment to others—in order to pass optimal relations down to the next generations, and consequently to maximise the potential of the next generations’ mental capital and ensure the moral order of society as a whole (Rose & Abi-Rached, 2013). In all these discourses, the harsher the consequences (or the more deterministic the evidence), the stronger the control these relations hold over (and the larger the responsibility they place on) parents’ behaviour.

The suggested kind of parenting requires particular forms of self-awareness, and this marks an important point where neuroscience and epigenetic evidence meet with psychological knowledge and practices. Since the process of hardwiring the brain (note its link to cognitive psychology and the similarity drawn between humans and computers) is hypothesised to be finished by three years of age, there is a need for very early optimal care and intervention. This thinking infuses much policy and practice literature, and focuses on families—most prominently, on early maternal care and relationships. In particular, narrow ideas about rigid critical or sensitive windows of development are overemphasised. These posit that the lack of a certain type of parental stimulation early in a child’s first years may cause permanent stunting in many areas, graphically represented by images of the ‘pruned’ brain—the early, unnecessary and final cut of neural connections.

In sum, ideas and visual representations attached to the neuromolecular, plastic and visible brain provide avenues through which to intervene in the brain and the mind. These interventions are attached to existing forms of interventions, such as those offered by psychology, parenting, and early and later education.


Ask yourself


•How do you react if someone refers to neuroscientific research?

•Do you think it has a certain authority? Is it more difficult to contest that view than other views?





Conferences, presentations for educators and parents, and a growing number of books popularise neuroscience knowledge in basic formats. Their simplicity is apparent in statements such as “Parents want their children to have a healthy lifestyle with healthy food, exercise and a wide range of valuable experiences, but often forget that healthy neural development must take into account screen time and the impacts on the wiring of developing brains” (http://childrenandmedia.org.au/events/accm-conference). Similarly, pedagogical developments based on neuroscience offer a better utilisation of the mind’s capacities. These popular pedagogies combine cognitive and positive psychology and mindful awareness with neuroscientific language (Zelazo & Lyons, 2012). The messages and their high prevalence in everyday discussions produce imaginaries of children’s brains as hard-wired machines that others can fix, develop and speed up with the right techniques.

Neuroscience cannot provide instant solutions for the classroom. Therefore, applied research bridges the gap between laboratory and classroom settings (Busso & Pollack, 2015). For example, neuro-education at Johns Hopkins University and the University of Bristol develops new techniques to intervene in the brain in the areas of learning and cognition, socio-emotional development and self-regulation, reading and mathematics, the effects of poverty, early intervention, school readiness and teaching practices. They work on new pedagogies that are attached to existing psychological techniques, such as mindfulness training or relaxation, and link them with medical technologies such as bio-feedback of bodily functions. For example, a heart rate monitor or a stress level measurement on skin is utilised to initiate psychological self-control techniques, aiming to decrease stress levels. In programs directly developed for the educators of young children, such as brain training (the targeted improvement of isolated cognitive functions through practice) or the MindUp program funded by the Hawn Foundation (a ‘brain gym’ combined with meditation practices: see https://mindup.org), similar content is deployed to train teachers working in primary and preschool education.

To diagnose or treat children with a range of education-related difficulties, such as speech and language disorders, learning disabilities and autism, new neuro-assessors have been developed to work with psychoeducational assessors. Psychological measures assess a student’s strengths and weaknesses in domains such as cognitive ability, achievement, information-processing, language, attention, behaviour and psychological issues. These are then mapped against neuro-images (neuro-assessors) that represent faulty brain functioning. In this way, if teachers are concerned they can compare students’ brain scans to neural images. This is a new use of neuro-imaging technology.

With the expanding use of neuroscientific knowledge and technology in education, Pykett (2012) warns about the consequences of application of this knowledge for educators’ professional standing—a teacher could easily become a ‘mechanic of the brain’. Their diagnostic, pedagogical and content expertise might turn out to be less valuable than the superior expertise of brain scientists. The interdisciplinary partnership between neuroscience and education presents new opportunities, but also calls for a healthy scepticism about the direct translation of neuroscientific research to education practices. As Busso and Pollack powerfully argue:


The neurobiological framing of education may inadvertently lead us to essentialise types of students, which may obscure complex explanations for student behaviours or downplay students’ sense of agency. In turn, neurobiological framing could alter the basic values and goals that drive education, such that the current notion of brain-based teaching methods may displace or bypass, rather than integrate with, teaching methods that focus on behaviour, relationships, culture, or psychosocial factors (2015, p. 180).



As we have demonstrated, neuroscience knowledge is presented in education as exciting new knowledge that not only revolutionises pedagogies, but also offers powerful arguments for early investment in children’s education and care (Millei & Joronen, 2016). However, this knowledge base is similar to earlier ones that drew on other psychological and medical models to manage or marginalise certain groups of children and to enrol teachers for this kind of work. The application of neuroscience knowledge continues this form of regulation and intervention by translating social troubles into neurogenetic or neurobiological problems of individuals and their minds. This helps to remove social responsibility and pass it on to lack of biological capacities and faulty functioning; it justifies direct intervention into human minds on those grounds.


Theory in action

Look through your educational psychology or developmental psychology textbook and think about its neuroscience content with the fresh perspective we have offered here. Pay particular attention to the following.


1In what ways, if any, do you think the texts use a deterministic language and make students believe in biological origins of behaviour?

2To what extent do you think their wording has a certain emotionality attached to it? In what ways? What is the function of this kind of emotionality?

3What value is attached to brain science?

4Do you think there is a danger in reducing the human mind to the biological functioning of the brain? What do we miss, and risk, if we do that?

5How do you think your role as a teacher might change if brain imaging and related practices become more utilised in classrooms?





	
Conclusion

In this chapter we explored the close relationships between psychology, psychiatry, medicine and neuroscience, and education. We argued that these forms of knowledge and practice are often taken for granted or unidentified, but strongly influence the way we imagine children in schools, their competencies and skills, and the best ways to educate them. We also use them to make sense of ourselves and the work we do as educators.

The dangers of unconsciously applying these forms of knowledge are many. As we have shown, they may make us accept certain norms and values, which marginalise and subjugate particular children, certain social groups, and potential and alternative ways of being in the world. They make us measure and compare children in particular ways, privilege some forms of being and acting, disregard specific embodied experiences and perspectives, and often position ourselves, as adults and knowers of others, as superior in some sense. They make us accept certain bodies of knowledge as scientific facts and therefore unquestionable and more valuable than others.

We also aimed to show how various norms were constructed, and how norms are not value-free but intimately intertwined with larger socio-political ideals and processes.


Questions and activities

These questions are designed so that you can draw on them to identify and reflect on your use of psychological, psychiatric, medical and neuroscience knowledge.


1Does the terminology you use to understand children, learners and yourself actually promote the values that you hold for all human beings? Do you know what these values are?

2What are the philosophical, political and social underpinnings of the knowledge that informs your terminology?

3What are the hidden messages within these assumptions—the unseen meanings that mould your image of the child, the learner and yourself as a teacher?

4What forms of power and authority are created through the application of this knowledge? How does this knowledge position the child, the learner and yourself as a teacher? Who is privileged and who is silenced?

5Does the application of this knowledge actually result in what you consider to be a good life for all human beings under your care?





	

Key further readings and resources

Billington, T. (2006). Working with autistic children and young people: Sense, experience and the challenges for services, policies and practices. Disability & Society, 21(1), 1–13.

This article provides first-hand narratives of autistic experiences, in which assets are discussed rather than deficits emphasised. It is a great read that helps you step into the everyday experiences of a person with autism.

Busso, D.S. & Pollack, C. (2015). No brain left behind: Consequences of neuroscience discourse for education, Learning, Media and Technology, 40(2), 168–186.

In this article, the authors draw attention to the current and potential implications of importing biological ideas, language and imagery into education.

Petersen, E. & Millei, Z. (Eds.) (2016). Interrupting the psy-disciplines in education. Palgrave Macmillan.

This book offers a study into the role of the psy-disciplines (psychology, psychiatry and psychoanalysis) in the education system through vivid illustrations from the educational lifespan.

Varga, D. (2011). Look—normal: The colonized child of developmental science. History of Psychology, 14(2), 137–157.

The author critically engages with the techniques, methods, materials and discourses of child study observation that contributed greatly to the establishment of developmental norms.

Educational Neuroscience: http://www.educationalneuroscience.org.uk/

Check out this blogsite if you wish to know more about research combining child development, neuroscience and education.
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If you were asked to define ‘popular culture’, what would you say? Is it the music and shows that are popular with young people? Is it just about entertainment, or do clothes and hairstyles count as well? Is it made up of the things that sell the most? Is it the opposite of ‘high culture’? Is it pointless or trivial in content?

Understanding how we relate to popular culture can help us reflect on its role in shaping our identity.





Introduction

It is important to reflect on the relationship between the culture that we are immersed in, and the development of a personal identity. We like to think that we are in charge of our own identity—our beliefs, our likes and dislikes, our behaviours and desires—but how much of it is shaped by the culture in which we live? ‘Culture’, in this context, refers to the artifacts, icons, ideas and practices that are important to a group of people (either in a particular time period or transmitted between generations). The things we are told to think are important, special or good have an impact on what we value and how we see our place in the world.

In this chapter we will consider the role of popular culture in shaping child and youth identities. You will reflect on the ways that popular culture promotes certain values, attitudes and beliefs, and on the impact of consumerism on young people. To build your knowledge of these topics the chapter will explore the role of popular culture in identity formation, the power of commercial media and consumer forces in shaping cultural values, and the importance of providing opportunities for children and young people to both enjoy and critique popular culture—to become increasingly aware of how dominant discourses can be empowering and disempowering in various contexts.
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»culture
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Culture and identity

The culture that we are surrounded by plays a powerful role in determining what we believe to be good/bad, desirable/distasteful and normal/strange. Following from this, our beliefs about what is good, desirable or normal heavily influence the choices we make about how to behave and how to express ourselves. We develop our identity, or identify ourselves, by the ways in which we take up (or reject) the practices, values, attitudes and beliefs of the culture we live in.


Identity

The personality of an individual, expressed as a set of behavioural or personal characteristics (sometimes interchangeable with the term ‘subjectivity’). Identity can also refer to how an individual perceives or understands themselves.



Culture can be thought of in different ways. Sometimes when people refer to culture they are talking about high culture—this includes cultural products that were traditionally enjoyed by the ruling classes of previous generations. The term ‘high culture’ is often used when referring to artistic products such as theatre, opera, ballet, orchestral performances, art shows and canonical literature. Our identity might be shaped through exposure to the ideas, stories and characters presented in these cultural products. Our identity might also be shaped by our lack of engagement with high culture—if you have never been to the opera you may feel relieved and rebellious, or deprived and disadvantaged, depending on your perspective. There are many avenues through which we experience culture.

If we take culture to be the artifacts, icons, ideas and practices that are important to a group of people, then a range of different cultures are visible when looking at different groups of people and what they find important. Sometimes culture is understood by exploring the things that are important for people of a certain ethnicity or nationality. We might think of ‘Indian culture’ or ‘Chinese culture’, or ‘Australian culture’; in each instance a set of artifacts, icons, ideas and practices will come to mind. In this sense, our identity can be shaped by decisions to adopt the values and attributes that are championed by our national or ethnic culture, or by our decisions to rebel against what we perceive is expected of us.

Our personal identity is formed over time—we become who we are by using the cultural resources available to us (e.g. knowledge, ideas, cultural practices and products) to make decisions about what we like, what kind of person we are and how we should act. Various social groups can influence these decisions by promoting certain values, attitudes and beliefs. We are surrounded by cultural products and discourses—values and norms that are socially constructed using various channels of communication—that indicate what is believed to be important, special or good in our families, at school, in the workplace and in the local community. Special interest groups that we are exposed to, such as sporting clubs and religious congregations, are regulated by their own values and norms that can influence our identity formation. Marketing categories for consumers (e.g. ‘kids’, ‘tweens’, ‘teens’, ‘young adults’ and ‘adults’) play a role in telling us who we are. Through the everyday discourses of family and friends (e.g. conversations and customs) as well as the official discourses of institutions (e.g. rules, laws and penalties), we shape our sense of who we are.


Ask yourself


•What social groups do you interact with? How do those social groups and their cultural products send messages about what is desirable, normal and good?





	
The influence of popular culture

It’s important to note that artifacts and ideas can gain or lose cultural significance over time, and that it is difficult if not impossible to pin down cultural practices that are important to everyone in a group. At any one time, however, a subset of culture exists that we can call popular culture. This is the culture that is enjoyed by many and is familiar to most. Popular culture tends to reflect dominant or emerging discourses about what is enjoyable and acceptable; creative works in popular culture are often mass produced and intended for mass consumption. This does not mean that all mass culture is popular—cultural commodities that are produced in industrialised societies for sale to audiences as consumers must become something more in order to be deemed popular. As Fiske (2010) explains:


Popular culture

Culture that is enjoyed by or familiar to people in contemporary society, reflecting dominant or emerging discourses.




Mass culture

Cultural commodities that are mass produced for sale to audiences as consumers.




Popular culture is made by the people, not produced by the culture industry. All the culture industries can do is produce a repertoire of texts or cultural resources for the various formations of the people to use or reject in the ongoing process of producing their popular culture (p. 19).



This notion of popular culture being the culture ‘of the people’ means there are some points of crossover with mass culture, as it is easier to find out about something if others are consuming and promoting it. However, popular culture also contains artifacts, icons, ideas and practices that reconstruct, reimagine and even subvert mass culture products.

For example, the Twilight series of novels by Stephenie Meyer has held high popular culture status in the past decade, with both books and film adaptations enjoying mass audiences, leading to high sales and revenue. The franchise has generated merchandise such as stationery, dolls, posters and clothing, further increasing the commodification of this popular culture text and building the status of Twilight as a commercial brand. Audiences have also interacted with Twilight on their own terms. The series has inspired a plethora of fan fiction narratives, with authors reimagining the story with different romantic pairings and endings, in different time periods and geographical settings, and more. Parodies of Twilight also abound. There are YouTube mash-ups mocking the films and their trailers, and a full-length film, Vampires Suck (Friedberg & Seltzer, 2010), traces the alternate story of ‘Becca Crane’ and ‘Edward Sullen’ and sports the tagline “Some sagas just won’t die”. Fan art and memes also reappropriate images from the series, sometimes in celebration and sometimes to poke fun. The actual novels, along with the texts, artifacts and attitudes that were produced in response to the novels, have all become part of popular culture.

Popular culture texts therefore draw from and feed back into the resources created by mass culture, and have a relationship with commercial branding. Enjoyment of popular culture does not suggest that an audience is ignorant of these relationships. Although it is wise to be mindful of how cultural products are commodified and how this influences our exposure to their discourses (ways of thinking and representing), it is too simplistic to view popular culture as impoverished and audiences as passive receptors of corporate trends. Popular culture reflects the values, attitudes and beliefs of the people, and is reflected in our responses to the ideas and practices put forward.


Theory in action

Abby is a 15-year-old girl living in a regional centre in Western Australia. She has read all of the books in Suzanne Collins’ Hunger Games series and is eagerly awaiting the release of the final film based on the books. During her reading she strongly identified with the character of Katniss, as her family has never really had much money and her father, like other people in a few of her friends’ families, spends long stretches of time away, working in the mines. Abby has three younger siblings and she often feels pressure to look after them while her mother is working. What she finds really inspiring in the Hunger Games series is how Katniss is able to find strength to carry on, even when the expectations of others or the threat of death are bringing her down. Last month, Abby dressed up as Katniss for a costume party, and she draws pictures of Katniss and posts them on Instagram.

When the first Hunger Games film was released, Abby was surprised that some of the characters had been cast with black actors. When she read more about this online, it was obvious to her that these characters had dark skin in the books, and she just hadn’t registered that detail at the time. However, Abby was puzzled to read posts and comments by some people who were angry about the character Rue having dark skin in the film. The choice of actor was based on the story, and she reasoned that people discussing the film online would surely realise this even if they, like her, hadn’t noticed it before. Abby thought that such comments were clearly racist and wondered whether she was racist too for assuming that everyone in the books was white.


1How has Abby’s interaction with popular culture impacted her identity?

2In what ways does Abby contribute to creating popular culture?

3What industries have benefited from Abby’s interest in the Hunger Games series?

4Consider the Hunger Games or a similar type of series, movies or fiction that portrays heroes. How do these heroes challenge or support dominant discourses of what makes a hero? Who might identify most with these characteristics of heroes?





	
Fashion: What’s hot and what’s not

Have you ever seen those charts that helpfully provide a list of what’s ‘hot’ right now? Usually found in magazines and websites relating to entertainment or fashion, there is also a column listing what’s ‘not hot’. Do you ever pay attention to these judgments? Who makes these decisions, anyway?

Fashion and style trends can shape our choices in clothing and accessories, as can the social expectations of the cultures we interact with. What we choose to wear can help us to make and define our identities and to communicate elements of our identity to others. The extent to which we conform to fashion trends and expectations about our appearance can also help communicate our identity by demonstrating personality traits—we might join a trend (or not) to try to show we are confident, sexy, creative, studious, playful, relaxed or rebellious.


Fashion

The clothes, hairstyles, accessories and makeup that are in style at a given time.



Although popular culture is not limited by what is fashionable, popular culture and fashion do influence each other. For example, the Disney animated films Frozen (2013) and Frozen II (2019) are not only part of popular culture but have also become very fashionable in children’s culture. Frozen-themed parties and costumes continue to be in vogue, resulting in high sales of fashion products relating to the story of sisters Elsa and Anna. Popular music videoclips are another source of fashion influence, providing audiences who enjoy a particular song or artist with images of associated clothing, hair, makeup and accessory choices. Adopting fashion trends that arise from an element of popular culture is one way of signifying an allegiance to the values, attitudes and beliefs being upheld by that culture.

It’s worthwhile considering the source of decisions and judgments that are made about fashion, as well as the limitations we face in choosing to resist being fashionable. The fashion industry, like the entertainment industry, has an interest in promoting trends that will have widespread consumer uptake and generate high profits. Understanding this interplay between culture and consumerism can assist with reflecting on the limitations of fashion as a cultural tool to express identity. Although adopting or rejecting fashion is one way of communicating our values to others, generally we are restricted to engaging with the discourses that are offered within our culture. Unless we adopt a counter-cultural approach, we are unlikely to express an identity that is radically outside our cultural norms.


Consumerism

Behaviours and attitudes that promote an ever-increasing acquisition of goods and services.




Ask yourself


•Reflect on how fashionable you are. Would you rather fit in with fashion trends, or resist them? What do you try to say about yourself with the clothes you wear? How important is the way you dress, to your own sense of identity?

•How much money do you spend each month on clothes, hairstyling, shoes and accessories? Who benefits from this spending (e.g. store owners, companies/brands, service providers, communities)? Is this spending worth it?





	
Fashion and popularity: A film study


I’m sorry that people are jealous of me. I can’t help that I’m so popular (Gretchen Wieners in Mean Girls: Waters, 2004).




This is where Dionne lives. She’s my friend because we both know what it’s like for people to be jealous of us (Cher Horowitz in Clueless: Heckerling, 1995).




I’m sorry that good-looking people like us made you throw up and feel bad about yourself (Derek Zoolander in Zoolander: Stiller, 2001).



Films like Clueless (Heckerling, 1995), Zoolander (Stiller, 2001) and Mean Girls (Waters, 2004) use comedy to explore what it takes to be seen as ‘fashionable’ or ‘cool’. Although the films are light-hearted and satirical, some common themes give viewers a reminder of the serious issues at play when there is pressure to become (or remain) popular. Body image is a primary concern for characters in all these films, with weight and clothing playing integral roles in how people gain access to popularity and identify as fashionable.


Popularity

Being liked, admired or supported by others in a certain social context.



In Mean Girls, Cady (played by Lindsay Lohan) infiltrates an exclusive girl clique, ‘The Plastics’, and works to bring down their leader Regina George by tricking her into eating protein bars and thus causing her to gain weight. The Plastics maintain specific rules about fashion in their group, such as wearing only pink on Wednesdays, and expel Regina from the group when she gains so much weight that she can only fit into sweatpants.

In Clueless, Cher (played by Alicia Silverstone) selects a new girl at school to make over. Through this storyline we see the impact of fashion choices—clothing, makeup, hairstyles—on the social standing of various characters. Characters who don’t wear clothes that are on trend are mocked as “fashion victims” and “ensembly challenged”, and the emphasis on wearing expensive fashion labels highlights the role of financial wealth in maintaining popularity. Those who can afford fashionable items are more likely to become or remain popular. The relationship between weight and body image is also raised in the film, with Cher at one point complaining, “I feel like such a heifer. I had two bowls of Special K, three pieces of turkey bacon, a handful of popcorn, five peanut butter M&Ms and like three pieces of licorice” (Heckerling, 1995).

In Zoolander (Stiller, 2001), the role of fashion is satirised, with model Derek Zoolander (played by Ben Stiller) ultimately becoming the face of a fashion line named ‘Derelicte’. Preparing to model clothing made from trash and inspired by homeless and vagrant lifestyles, we hear Derek and his friend Hansel talk openly with someone who had suffered bulimia, about vomiting after a meal being “a great way to lose pounds before a show” (Stiller, 2001).

These portrayals reflect some of the dark effects of engaging with popular culture—the pressure to conform to fashion trends in order to gain social standing and the potential costs of this conformity. Such costs can be financial, with individuals having to spend more money to obtain fashionable items. There can also be costs to personal health, with pressure to look thin having a negative influence on eating habits. The characters in all these films experience difficulty reconciling the demands of being popular and expressing their identity.


Ask yourself


•Have you ever done something (e.g. bought clothes or music, gone to an event, treated someone differently, changed your eating or exercise habits) with the express purpose of gaining more popularity?

•If so, did trying to become more popular have a negative effect on the way you see yourself?





	
Whose popular culture?

At the outset of this chapter, we posed some questions to help you think about the definition of popular culture. There are more. What cultural artifacts do we include in popular culture? What mediums of production? Is television still popular, or has YouTube taken over? Do people still read books? How do we measure popularity? Can we locate popular culture by checking which music has made it into the Top 40 charts and which films have made the most in box office sales? Is popular culture mostly enjoyed by the lower classes in society? What about things that are popular with older generations, but that young people may deem uncool? Does the age or social class of those who enjoy it determine what counts as popular culture? What about geography—is there a global popular culture, and, if so, how does this differ from the popular culture of local areas?

Popular culture is not just creative works and artifacts, it is also the collection of ideas and practices that are widely observed in the community. The impact of globalisation means that popular ideas and practices are less restricted to our local communities or nations now than they were in the past, and can be promoted via mass media to a potentially global audience. Although globalisation has provided the means and pathways for wide sharing of culture across national borders, the sharing has remained uneven. In their book Spreadable media, Jenkins et al. (2013) frame the contemporary sharing of media as transnational rather than global:


While … media texts are being exchanged between communities in many diverse and dispersed countries, there are also many countries (especially in the Global South—much of Africa, parts of Latin America and Asia) not yet able to actively participate in such exchanges (pp. 259–260).



As a relatively young nation, Australia draws on its historical relationship with the UK in building a local popular culture. It is also heavily influenced by the popular culture of the US. Australia’s geographic placement in the Asia–Pacific region suggests potential for greater influence from neighbouring nations, and the Indigenous population also contributes to the construction of Australian popular culture. The extent to which non-Western, non-English-speaking media and practices permeate the dominant Australian cultural landscape is, however, limited.

The impact of US media production companies, especially on Australian popular culture, is exemplified by the prevalence of films made by Hollywood movie studios in the lists of top-grossing films in Australia by year (Table 12.1). Although Jenkins et al. (2013, p. 260) demonstrate that “participatory cultural practices are transforming transnational media flows”, the influence of commercial interests—particularly from the US—on the available repertoire of cultural products in Australia remains strong.


TABLE 12.1 Top 10 films based on Australian yearly box office earnings




	RANK
	2020
	2019
	2018





	1
	Bad Boys for Life
	Avengers: Endgame
	Black Panther



	2
	1917
	The Lion King
	Avengers: Infinity War



	3
	Sonic the Hedgehog
	Toy Story 4
	Incredibles 2



	4
	Jumanji: The Next Level
	Frozen II
	Jurassic World: Fallen Kingdom



	5
	Star Wars: Episode IX—The Rise of Skywalker
	Captain Marvel
	Deadpool 2



	6
	Birds of Prey
	Star Wars: Episode IX—The Rise of Skywalker
	The Grinch



	7
	Dolittle
	Spider-Man: Far from Home
	Jumanji: Welcome to the Jungle



	8
	Little Women
	Aladdin
	Mission: Impossible—Fallout



	9
	The Invisible Man
	Joker
	Ant-Man and the Wasp



	10
	The Call of the Wild
	IT Chapter Two
	Solo: A Start Wars Story



source: www.boxofficemojo.com


Returning to Fiske’s (2010) definition of popular culture as “made by the people, not produced by the culture industry” (p. 19), the impact of Hollywood as part of the culture industry provides only one insight into the influence of popular culture on identity formation. Although the impact of Hollywood is a clear example of mass culture providing cultural resources for people to use or reject, and demonstrating that media is spreading transnationally more quickly in certain directions (i.e. with Australians consuming a large diet of media from the US), a diversity of voices is certainly evident in Australian popular culture at large. The increased reporting of Indigenous affairs and the growing number of Indigenous people working as media producers in the twenty-first century has contributed to the narration of Australia as an Indigenous nation (Hartley, 2008). Television shows such as the soap opera Neighbours may portray a white, middle-class vision of suburban Australia that is palatable to domestic and international audiences, but shows such as Housos challenge this dominant discourse, using satire to highlight multicultural voices and portray issues faced by the welfare class. These shows have very different appeals, and both work to reflect and shape Australian culture and identity.


Theory in action

Read the following scenario and think about the impact of popular music on the identity formation of young people.


Jess is in Year 6 and lives in the outer suburbs of Brisbane. She goes to a public primary school and her class is one of three Year 6 classes in the school. Jess has a small group of close friends who are mostly other girls in her class. Last year, Jess’ favourite song was ‘This is how we do’ by Katy Perry. She loved listening to it and imagining that she and her friends were old enough to drive cars, hang out without parents and go to parties. So far this year, her favourite song is ‘Shake it off’ by Taylor Swift, because thinking of the song helps her to get in a good mood if she gets teased or is having a bad day. Jess and her friends all like Justin Bieber, although they have different songs that are their favourite. Jess likes the song ‘Heartbreaker’—she has a crush on one of the boys in her grade and daydreams that the song is about how he feels. Jess’ older sister Holly is in Year 9, and her dance group is learning a routine to Bieber’s song ‘Confident’ for an upcoming eisteddfod. On the last day of term, Jess’ teacher let the students choose music for the class party but when someone played ‘Anaconda’ by Nicki Minaj, the teacher told them to turn it off because it wasn’t an appropriate choice. This didn’t surprise Jess. She hadn’t been allowed to download that song at home, although some of her friends’ parents allowed their children to do so.




1Explain how the lyrics or music video for any of the songs mentioned may have an impact on how young people see themselves.

2What role do adults play in directing the cultural products that young people engage with?

3To what extent are Australian artists represented in popular culture? Do you think Australian values and experiences are captured in popular music from international markets?

4How are various social identifiers (e.g. age, gender, ethnicity, class) represented in the lyrics or music videos of these songs?





	
Youth popular culture

Countless texts can be categorised as part of popular culture due to their content, audience or relationship with mass culture. Within popular culture there is arguably a subset of cultural products that could be labelled ‘youth popular culture’. These are the texts, practices and artifacts that are created for or enjoyed by young people. Generally we can identify youth popular culture by its position in the marketplace (e.g. ‘children’s’ sections in department stores), its programming (e.g. television shows aired before and after school, or before 8.30pm, or on dedicated children’s channels) or its genre (e.g. magazines for teen audiences).

The problem with limiting our concept of youth popular culture to marketing and programming decisions is that the power over deciding what young people relate to is held by (often commercial) industries. In this model of youth popular culture, production companies, media owners and corporations get to decide the cultural products that are available for young people to relate to and enjoy. Young people, however, like adults, regularly step outside the mainstream offerings to their age group. Not all young people experience or enjoy the full range of cultural items and ideas that are created for them. Young people regularly experience and relate to aspects of adult culture, just as adults might relate to aspects of youth culture. Distinctions between the two often seem arbitrary. The Harry Potter book series and films are an example—written for a young audience, the series contains a level of complexity that is enjoyed by children and adults alike. Another oft-cited example of a text that blurs the lines between youth and adult culture is The Simpsons, exemplified by discussions about its value for understanding key ideas in the field of philosophy (Irwin et al., 2001).

Although it is helpful to consider the cultural products that are aimed at young people, in particular to enable a critique of such offerings (Kervin et al., 2012), it is perhaps more useful to think of youth popular culture as a more diverse collection of texts and practices. To find a fuller range of cultural products enjoyed by young people, it is important to recognise the communities that they choose to identify with and participate in. This requires listening to and respecting young voices.

Gee (2000) provides the concept of affinity groups to explain how identities are constructed through accessing and participating in communities that share common interests. The people in an affinity group don’t need to be physically close to each other or have anything in common besides their shared interest. Discovering affinity groups that are heavily populated with young people provides a window into the ways in which culture impacts the identity formation of young people, beyond the products and ideas that are targeted at them by the commercial world. Accepting that young people may belong to affinity groups that are traditionally adult domains also works against the formation of reductive assumptions and stereotypes about youth popular culture. It allows us to explore the things that are created for and enjoyed by young people, to think about the ways that culture creators and audiences interact, and to see the impact of communities on identity. To quote at length from Thomas:


Relationships to others and to a community have a major influence on identity, shaping both the social and discursive practices in ways that are unique to that particular community. Brought together by a shared affinity, such as role-playing, fan fiction, or an interest or hobby, young people share the common purpose of the community. As they form and develop friendships, their affinities become stronger, and the practices they engage in become part of the framing device which constructs and shapes that community. Whether it is a more bounded role-playing community, or membership of a blogging ring, young people choose to align themselves with the fundamental beliefs and practices of that community (2007, p. 190).



Thinking back to the earlier sections of this chapter, participation in affinity groups based on a shared interest in an element of popular culture is one way that everyday discourses shape our sense of who we are. Gee’s (2000, p. 99) notion of identity as being “recognised as a certain ‘kind of person’” helps us to further understand how culture impacts identity. Whether a young person enjoys a particular fashion trend, musical genre or media practice influences the kind of person that they see themselves as, and that others see them to be.


Ask yourself


•Has anyone ever assumed you would be into something just because of your age? Have you ever assumed that a young person would like something, based on advertising or media?

•What was the outcome of those assumptions?






Theory in action

Some research (Buckingham, 2008) has suggested that contemporary youth cultures are increasingly diverse and fragmented, and that they are best seen, not as a matter of self-contained subcultures but in a more fluid way, as scenes or lifestyles to which young people may be only temporarily attached. There has been relatively little research on the more mundane, even conformist, cultures of young people who are not members of such spectacular or oppositional groupings (or, indeed, on the cultures of affluent middle-class youth). Despite its limitations, this kind of research focuses attention on the social and cultural dimensions of young people’s identities, in ways which are particularly relevant to their interactions with digital media. On the one hand, we clearly need to acknowledge how commercial forces both create opportunities and set limits on young people’s digital cultures; we should also not forget that access to the media—and the ways in which it is used—is partly dependent upon differences relating to factors such as social class, gender and ethnicity. On the other hand, we also need to consider how the media provides young people with symbolic resources for constructing or expressing their identity and, in some instances, for evading or directly resisting adult authority (Buckingham, 2008).

When you are next undertaking field experience:


1Engage students in a conversation about their interactions with digital media.

2Discover the platforms and practices that are most popular with the age group you are teaching.

3Discover school and employer policies relating to the use of social media.

4Discuss with your supervising teacher how the students’ media practices could be integrated into the classroom learning environment.

5Reflect on the critical literacy skills that young people need in order to navigate digital cultures.





	
Digital and participatory culture

Popular culture in the new millennium is greatly influenced by the increase in audiences participating in both creation of and response to culture. The impact of the internet in creating a connected network of citizens has led to an increase in participatory cultural practices:


A participatory culture is a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong support for creating and sharing creations, and some type of informal mentorship whereby experienced participants pass along knowledge to novices. In a participatory culture, members also believe their contributions matter and feel some degree of social connection with one another (Jenkins, 2009, p. xi).



Digital technologies—including software and apps for text production, and social media for text-sharing and commenting—have supported the proliferation of new artistic works and online practices for distribution and interaction. Cultural artifacts, ideas, icons and practices are now easier to access and contribute to than in previous eras. This online access is not limited to adults, with research reporting that teens (aged 12–17) spend an average of 14.4 hours a week online and use an average of four different social media services (eSafety Commissioner, 2021).

Digital devices and the online, networked affordances they provide are also accessed by young children, with touch-screen devices increasingly available in preschool settings as well as in the home. Despite historical and ongoing resistance to the inclusion of technology in early years education, iPads in particular already represent a breakthrough digital technology for preschools due to “the touch-screen interface, invisible file management process and simple menu system” that enable young children to use them with relative ease (Dezuanni & Knight, 2015, p. 144). From their early years, young people demonstrate a capacity to use these technologies for creative and critical media production, going beyond the traditional uses of technology in education settings for information transmission and consumption of cultural artifacts (Dezuanni & Gattenhof, 2015). Children’s media reflects the changes seen in broader media culture towards cross-platform convergence and transmedia story-telling, and enables audiences to respond to media as content creators.

The ease with which individuals can connect with others in the online world has an impact on the construction of identity. Recall the explanation from the start of this chapter that “we develop our identity, or identify ourselves, by the ways that we take up (or reject) the values, attitudes and beliefs of the culture we live in”. If participation in online communities expands the number of social situations we encounter and the range of cultures we can contribute to, then we have a greater range of cultural resources that can inform our identity. The capacity to connect with others beyond our geographic location also enables us to locate and identify with subcultures that may not be present in our local communities.


Subcultures

Cultural groups within the larger culture, whose beliefs or interests vary in some way from the larger culture, at times focusing on minority interests or promoting subversive views.



Rather than seeing ourselves as only consumers of culture, participatory practices also encourage us to act as ‘produsers’, who collaboratively and continuously build and extend existing content in pursuit of further improvement (Bruns, 2006, p. 2). Acting as producers as well as users of culture, produsers are well placed to engage in artistic expression and to support and even mentor others with the aim of further extending the pool of cultural artifacts to use and produce with. An example of produsage that will be familiar to most readers is the continuous and collaborative authorship involved with the maintenance and growth of Wikipedia—users of this online resource can read information on various topics, as well as make additions and modifications to the wiki.

These trends towards cultural participation and collaboration have the potential to disrupt our identities as consumers of culture. There is even an argument that changes to the industrial model of cultural production (where a producer moves goods to a distributor, who in turn makes them available to consumers) towards a model of cultural produsage could revive democratic processes by stimulating active participation among citizens (Bruns, 2006). Warning against technological determinism, however, Buckingham (2008) encourages us to recognise the continuing digital divide between the technology-rich and the technology-poor, and to acknowledge that “most young people’s everyday uses of the internet are characterised not by spectacular forms of innovation and creativity, but by relatively mundane forms of communication and information retrieval” (p. 14).


Theory in action

Compare and contrast the following two scenarios to reflect on the issues faced by teachers when incorporating participatory culture into classroom activities.

Scenario 1

Ayush is in Year 6 and has recently discovered the ‘Vlogbrothers’ channel on YouTube. He has added comments to some of the videos, even ones that have been up for a few years. Ayush shows his teacher, Ms Gold, one of the ‘Question Tuesday’ videos and an older video on ‘How to be a nerdfighter’. Later that day, Ms Gold investigates the Vlogbrothers and discovers other channels made by the same team. She finds an entire crash course on astronomy that she adds to her ‘watch later’ list, and selects an episode giving an introduction to the solar system to send to her friend who is a science teacher. Ms Gold is inspired to make her own ‘Question Monday’ video for her class; she plans to collect some questions from her students the next day so she can work on it over the weekend. She will talk to the deputy principal about whether the class video can be uploaded to YouTube—she would like to see her students commenting on her video too!

Scenario 2

Minh is 17 and loves uploading photos to Instagram. He is also an avid reader and follows quite a few Instagram accounts of writers and publishers. In his English class he wants to show his teacher, Mr Walsh, an image on Instagram featuring Australian young adult fiction (e.g. from www.instagram.com/loveozya), but Instagram is blocked on the school computer network. He gets out his phone to show Mr Walsh but is reprimanded because mobile phones are not allowed to be switched on at school. Later that night, Minh emails Mr Walsh a link to the Instagram image he was trying to show. Mr Walsh is interested and considers making a comment of his own on the image, but decides not to do so in case he gets into trouble for fraternising with students on social media.



	
Popular culture in learning contexts

Using popular culture to engage students in learning is an established practice of many educators. If educators draw on cultural experiences and examples that children and young people are familiar with, learners may find it easier to relate to new content and their interest may be more easily sustained. Popular culture texts can be sophisticated in meaning and production, and challenging too, providing audiences with a cognitive workout and making excellent material for study (Johnson, 2005). But using popular culture in learning settings is also problematic. Some popular texts and practices are associated with attitudes and behaviours that teachers may not wish to promote. And sometimes the inclusion of popular culture in the classroom can ruin the things that learners like, through overexposure or subjecting them to too much analysis. The issue is not as black and white as saying that popular culture is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ for young people.

It is certainly important to apply a critical perspective to popular culture, indeed to all elements of culture. Educators play a vital role in developing the critical literacies of learners, with commercial media and advertisements warranting special attention due to their overt efforts to influence audience affinities and increase consumer spending. Dalley-Trim (2012) explains the importance of engaging in this critical work, but also of “acknowledging the appeal of the texts, the personal investment our students have in them, and the pleasure they derive from them” (p. 87). By authentically engaging with the cultural world of our children and young people, we are better able to build on their existing knowledge and relate new ideas to familiar discourses.


Critical literacies

The ability to read texts through a critical lens to reflect on, and challenge, unequal power relationships, marginalised perspectives, cultural privilege and social injustice.



There is potential for schools to act as sites for exploring the relationship between popular culture and identity, and to disrupt the influence of consumerism. Providing space for critical analysis of cultural products is one way to achieve this goal. Another is to engage students in consciously constructing their identities through participation and cultural production. Striking a balance between valuing and being critical of popular culture is a complex task, but an openness to making popular texts, ideas and practices visible in the classroom is an essential starting point. When educators ignore or dismiss popular culture as an unimportant or even unwanted source of material for study and engagement, it implies their views about the low cultural value of these texts, as well as their views about the irrelevance of cultural experiences that students may identify with and value highly. In this way, messages about the low value of popular culture become part of the hidden curriculum in schools. This is problematic if we are to take seriously the imperative of disrupting uncritical consumerism, while also valuing the cultural knowledge and creative interests that learners bring to education settings.


Theory in action

Key areas of popular culture exposure for young children are the toys they select, and the games they choose to play with them.

Consider the following statement about toys and play from the Let Toys Be Toys website (http://lettoysbetoys.org.uk/why-it-matters):


Play is crucial to how children develop and learn about the world. In education it’s recognised that children need access to a range of toys and play experiences. Toys focused on action, construction and technology hone spatial skills, foster problem-solving and encourage children to be active. Toys focused on role play and small-scale theatre allow them to practise social skills. Arts and crafts are good for fine motor skills and perseverance.

Boys and girls need the chance to develop in all these areas, but many stores divide toys into separate boys’ and girls’ sections. Action construction and technology toys are predominantly marketed to boys while social role play and arts and crafts toys are predominantly marketed to girls. Both boys and girls miss out this way.



Over a one-week period, visit a local grocery store, general department store and bookshop, paying particular attention to the children’s section of the stores, or to toys and products for children if a specific section is not clearly defined. Take notes on what you discover about the toys and books in relation to categorisation, labelling and gender.


1Are items explicitly separated into boys’ and girls’ sections of the store or shelf?

2What images, characters, phrases and colours are used in the products? Do you notice any gendered differences between products?

3What messages about ‘boy’ and ‘girl’ identities do you believe are communicated through these cultural artifacts?

4What is the role of the educator in encouraging children to reflect on representations of gender in the cultural products they consume and use?

5How can educators start critical conversations about gender representation in popular culture in different subject areas (e.g. English, History, Science)? What does this look like in the different phases of schooling (early childhood, primary, secondary)?





Building on students’ prior knowledge is an established tenet of social constructivist approaches to learning, with adults or other experts playing the role of helping students bridge the gap between the known and the unknown. Identifying students’ interests and giving those interests visibility in the classroom is a way of recognising prior knowledge and using it as a point of reference to develop further capabilities. The theory about the “funds of knowledge” that students bring with them to school supports the specific valuing of “historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being” (González et al., 2005, pp. 72–73). Getting to know students and their household contexts well enough to identify their funds of knowledge takes time and effort. An authentic engagement with students’ personal and home lives involves seeing students in out-of-school environments and learning about the skills and knowledge in which their family or community is expert. Teachers must not only invest time but must also place themselves in the position of ‘learner’ to explore this unknown territory. Without investing that energy, teachers can make only limited claims about the extent to which they are engaging pedagogic strategies to build on prior knowledge, as only prior knowledge relating to official curriculum objectives will appear to be valued. For example, a study of a kindergarten setting in Aotearoa New Zealand (Hedges, 2011) illustrates ways in which items brought from home were not acknowledged in any depth if they represented popular culture interests. Despite the kindergarten context actively pursuing an interests-based curriculum, items that were seen as merchandising of popular television shows were often marginalised and rarely used in positive interactions. The children in the study, however, continued to engage in popular culture in their play time:


In relation to learning the knowledge and skills of family and community, well-being and functioning, the following were commonly enacted through the use of popular culture as an element of play: communicating and testing information and understandings about adult roles, and acceptability of social norms/rules, values and behaviours. These included friendship, risk taking, danger, good, evil, and helping others. There were also elements of humour and playfulness as children engaged in exploration of gender roles and identity (Hedges, 2011, p. 28).



Educators who dismiss or engage negatively with students’ interests in popular culture miss opportunities to draw on students’ funds of knowledge to explore actions, values and behaviours derived from popular culture texts and represented in children’s talk and play.

The affordances of digital media allow individuals in contemporary society new avenues for authorship and response that are not yet being fully leveraged in education institutions. Despite occurrences of popular culture texts being used for learning, popular culture practices involving online communication are often resisted by schools at both the institution and system levels. Though teachers might confidently show a YouTube video in class, they are less likely to allow students to comment on such videos or upload video responses. Though blogs and wikis are increasingly understood as sites for student writing and dialogue, they are often housed within school networks that are not open to public audiences and therefore are seen as inauthentic by students who have wide access to these mediums outside of school hours. New modes of online story-telling that challenge the traditional author–audience paradigm (Seymour et al., 2015) can empower students to identify as culture creators, but such explorations are difficult to program within assessment models that prize individual achievement over collaborative efforts. Mobile phones are still banned in many schools, leaving students without access to a powerful production tool (Derby, 2011).

In his explanation of learning as cartography, Green (2012) describes how:


… the manner in which we map the world changes the world … I believe that what we map changes the life we lead … while maps don’t show you where you will go in your life, they show you where you might go. You very rarely go to a place that isn’t on your personal map.



Finding ways to incorporate popular culture practices into educational settings in addition to popular culture products will increase the capacity of school-based learning to be located on students’ personal maps of culture, and to impact the lives they lead.

	
Conclusion

In this chapter we have considered the relationship between culture and identity, and the influence of popular culture. We’ve explored the way that popular culture overlaps with mass culture, and how consumerism impacts our views on fashion and limits the cultural resources available to us for representing and creating our identities. The concepts of youth culture and participatory culture have provided a focus on contemporary cultural issues, and the possibilities for incorporating popular culture into the classroom have been outlined.

Ultimately, as educators we must think carefully about which experiences will be most positive and productive for learners. Drawing on popular culture for educational purposes without critically considering the ethical aspects of promoting commercial interests puts teachers at risk of implicitly endorsing cultural messages and consumer practices that limit identity formation. Recognising the need to represent diverse cultural positions as well as marginalised and emerging discourses is essential if we are to avoid oversimplified assumptions about the value of mass culture and the homogenous nature of youth popular culture.


Questions and activities


1Complete Table 12.2, brainstorming a few points into each column, then compare your answers with others. Discuss the values and attributes that you think are championed in Australian culture, and whether you personally identify with them.


TABLE 12.2 Australian culture




	ARTIFACTS  
	ICONS  
	IDEAS  
	PRACTICES  





	  
	  
	  
	  



	  
	  
	  
	  



	  
	  
	  
	  




2Use the following terms to draw a concept map, employing arrows, symbols, notes etc. to show how you understand the terms to relate and overlap:


•culture;

•popular culture;

•mass culture;

•subcultures;

•identity;

•fashion;

•popularity; and

•consumerism.



Compare your concept map with others, discussing the differences and similarities.

3What are you a fan of? Make a list of your favourite:


•television shows;

•films;

•books;

•musical artists;

•video games;

•any other elements of culture (e.g. YouTube channels, magazines, radio stations, websites).


aDo you belong to any formal or informal affinity groups that share your interests? Do you feel more positive about cultural interests that you share with others?

bIn what ways do cultural producers/authors and commercial brands benefit from your consumption of their products? Does this influence your decision to participate in or acquire things you are a fan of?





4In small groups or as a class, brainstorm as many brands as you can think of. Then individually select and list your personal top five favourite brands.


aCollate the results to discover the top five favourite brands of your class.

bCopy and complete Table 12.3, reflecting on the discourses represented by your own, or the group’s, favourite brands.


TABLE 12.3 Favourite brands




	 
	VALUES REPRESENTED
What is a person using this brand likely to place a high value on?
	ATTITUDES REPRESENTED
A person using this brand is likely to hold what kind of attitudes?
	BELIEFS REPRESENTED
What is a person using this brand likely to believe about the world?





	Brand 1
	 
	 
	 



	Brand 2
	 
	 
	 



	Brand 3
	 
	 
	 



	Brand 4
	 
	 
	 



	Brand 5
	 
	 
	 














	

Key further readings and resources

Print resources

Beach, R. & O’Brien, D. (2008). Teaching popular culture texts in the classroom. In J. Coiro, M. Knobel, C. Lankshear & D.J. Leu (Eds.), Handbook of research on new literacies (pp. 775–804). Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

This book chapter explains how young people engage with popular culture texts through the practice of multimediating, and how distinctions between high culture and popular culture have been broken down as audiences are constantly connected to an online mediasphere. Six intersecting strategies are provided for interpreting and producing popular culture texts in the classroom.

Buckingham, D. (Ed.) (2008). Youth, identity, and digital media. MIT Press. 

Buckingham provides a collection of scholarly perspectives on the formation of youth identities in a media landscape that is increasingly oriented towards digital texts and practices.

Fiske, J. (2010). Understanding popular culture (2nd ed.). Routledge.

This is a highly influential book in the field of popular culture studies. The author explores popular culture as being ‘of the people’, rather than a set of commodities imposed upon a passive mass audience.

Online resources

ABC Education: https://abc.net.au/education/

This website contains educational materials drawn from a wide range of sources, including ABC children’s television. The materials are supported by learning resources, currently aligned to the Australian Curriculum. A search for the term ‘popular culture’ yields many results, across all learning areas and for all primary and junior secondary school years.

Let Toys Be Toys: http://lettoysbetoys.org.uk

This is an excellent resource for information about why the issue of gendered marketing matters to children’s identity (and knowledge/skill development) and what action to take about the issue. It includes recommended further reading.

Spreadable media: Creating value and meaning in a networked culture: http://spreadablemedia.org

Authors Henry Jenkins, Sam Ford and Joshua Green take up the claim made in their book of the same name: ‘If it doesn’t spread, it’s dead’. The website extends and spreads the content of the book by making available a range of reviews, blog posts and web-exclusive essays.
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Part III

Creating and Enacting Curriculum


»Chapter 13 Critically Reflective Practice: What Is It and Why Is It Needed Now?

»Chapter 14 The Virtual Schoolbag and Pedagogies of Engagement

»Chapter 15 Environment as Curriculum

»Chapter 16 Digital Technologies, Schooling and Children’s Rights

»Chapter 17 Datafication and Assessment

»Chapter 18 Planning the Curriculum




This book has attempted to broaden the horizons of your thinking about curriculum and education. Parts I and II explored the powers that shape education systems, educators and learners. Part III focuses on the enactment of curriculum and how educators can work towards creating experiences that make a positive difference to the lives of learners.

In exploring how curriculum can be created and enacted, we encourage you to think about how your practices are linked to your thinking, and how the thoughts and practices you put to work generate effects in the world. Often, teaching and learning have constrained, normalised, divided, labelled and marginalised learners. You are entering institutions which continue to do this. We want you to ask yourself: what is the difference you can make? We believe educators need to think critically about how to create rich learning environments that are engaging, intellectually stimulating, respectful and meaningful from the point of view of learners and educators. Our attempts to create such environments are frequently thwarted by the institution of education that seeks and rewards compliance to authority, conformity, standardisation, normality, the measurable, and more of the same. Therefore, educators must both strategically work within and resist institutional practices that do not contribute to actualising the rich and unknown potential of learners.

The topics explored in Part III include adopting a critically reflective approach to teaching; pedagogies that offer potential to engage learners by recognising and using their backgrounds and strengths; understanding and using the environment to promote learning; using technology to protect children’s rights and enable their agency; using assessment to support learners rather than to drive and report performance; and planning curriculum experiences using not only the official curriculum, but also the professional knowledge and judgment of educators, which are often undervalued by political authorities.











	13	Critically Reflective Practice: What Is It and Why Is It Needed Now?   Barry Down








“The range of what we think and do is limited by what we fail to notice. And because we fail to notice that we fail to notice there is little we can do to change until we notice how failing to notice shapes our thoughts and deeds” (Laing, 1970, p. 56).

What do you think Laing is getting at here? Why does it matter? How might Laing’s idea of noticing be useful to teachers? What type of thinking is desirable/undesirable? How might teachers be encouraged to think more critically? What helps? What hinders?





Introduction

In this chapter I want to pick up on Laing’s insight about the importance of noticing, in particular the failure to notice those everyday assumptions, beliefs, practices, habits and routines underpinning teachers’ work. This kind of thoughtfulness (as opposed to thoughtlessness) is at the heart of critically reflective practice (CRP). Critical intellectual work of this nature involves, in the words of Ira Shor (1980, p. 93), “extraordinarily re-experiencing the ordinary or examining familiar situations in an unfamiliar way”. The purpose of CRP is to foster “the supreme importance of thinking—the habit of erecting obstacles to oversimplification, compromises, and conventions” (Berkowitz, 2010, p. 8). It does this by helping teachers to ask more probing kinds of questions, such as “why things are the way they are, how they got that way, and what set of conditions are supporting the processes that maintain them” (Simon, 1988, p. 2). In other words, CRP is interested in helping teachers to better understand practice in order to improve it. Towards this end, the chapter is organised around several key questions.


»What is critically reflective practice?

»Why is it needed now?

»What are the benefits?

»How does it work?






Key terms

»critical

»critical self-reflection

»criticalist

»critically reflective practice

»deficit thinking

»emancipatory approaches to teaching

»knowledge workers

»neoliberalism

»praxis

»teachers as intellectuals

»theory





Two personal anecdotes

I would like to share two personal anecdotes as a way into this topic. Both stories provide a sense of how and why I have utilised CRP as a part of my own practice over many years.


Critically reflective practice (CRP)

A willingness to question taken-for-granted policies and practices with which teachers and education systems have become comfortable.



Anecdote 1

I was teaching a class of Zimbabwean high school students about the discovery of Victoria Falls by Cecil Rhodes in 1855. It was a part of their English-based A and O Level syllabus at the time. The historical ‘facts’ were neatly described in the English textbook. Most students couldn’t afford the text, so they relied on the teacher (‘chalk and talk’) to get the information they needed in order to pass their exams. To my surprise and embarrassment, students broke out in laughter upon hearing the news of this ‘discovery’. One articulate young boy kindly explained my mistake by pointing out that Rhodes was in fact only the first white man to see Victoria Falls. It was one of those teaching moments when you can’t hide fast enough. It was indeed an awkward way to remember that history can only ever be a partial account of reality because it depends on who is telling the story. Whose knowledge are we relying on as ‘facts’? Whose interests are being served? Who benefits? Seen in this way, teaching is always a political act—it is neither neutral nor innocent. This kind of critical thinking was not a part of my education or pre-service training. At this point, I realised that I needed to better educate myself about the relationship between power and knowledge. I’m forever grateful to those wonderful young students who showed me a generosity of spirit well beyond their years.


Ask yourself


•Have you had an experience where your own beliefs, values and worldview were challenged? What happened? What did it feel like? How did you react?

•How do you understand school knowledge and what you teach?

•Where do your views on school knowledge come from?





	
Anecdote 2

There was a young boy who showed little interest in my Social Studies classes. In fact, he did no schoolwork. But he delighted in talking about the interesting things he was doing with his family outside of school. As a beginning teacher I couldn’t work this out at first. I was rather annoyed because I had spent most of my Christmas holidays preparing lesson plans according to the guidelines—aims, objectives, motivation, strategies, sequence, timing, resources, assessment and so on. These are the things novice teachers are expected to do well if they want to be ‘good’ teachers. Eventually, I asked this young boy what he was interested in. Without hesitation he responded, “Boats and fishing, sir”. At this point, I suggested he might like to have a say in what we were learning and how we might go about it. He was fully engaged from that moment. It had never occurred to me to ask students what they thought. It wasn’t in my training, because I had learnt that teachers decide what, when and how students should learn. Needless to say, this student did a brilliant job organising a number of field excursions including transport, guest speakers and activities. He did a far better job than I could have done, given his connections in the community.

What did I learn from this encounter? Students should not be treated as passive bystanders in the learning process. I realised the importance of negotiating the curriculum with students and starting from where students are at (Dewey, 1916; Shor, 1992; Boomer, 1992).

Each of these stories draws attention in different ways to the focus of this chapter; namely, the importance of CRP in helping teachers to engage young people more fully in learning so that they can lead flourishing and autonomous lives. While such stories may seem to be innocuous in isolation, when they are combined with the thousands of daily interactions educators have with children and young people in learning settings around the country, we can begin to appreciate why thinking critically is so important.


Ask yourself


•How would you consider the interests of children and young people in curriculum planning?

•What does this say about the role of teachers and students in the classroom?

•How would a more democratic curriculum work?

•What are the obstacles and barriers to such a democratic curriculum?

•What conditions need to be created to enhance student engagement for learning?

•How might you respond personally in order to create such conditions?





Why is CRP needed now?

By ‘failing to notice’, in Laing’s words, there is little chance of changing the way things are in schools. It seems that there are fewer spaces for teachers to pause and critically reflect on their practice in any systematic and ongoing way. This only serves to maintain the status quo, irrespective of the mounting body of evidence that schools are not currently working for increasing numbers of young people, their teachers and/or communities. For teachers and school leaders, this is most often played out in terms of rising levels of stress and burnout (Thomson, 2020).


Theory in action

Natalie was a young first-year-out primary school teacher struggling with multiple issues of what it means to teach and how to manage the complexity of classroom life. She describes some of the tensions and dilemmas she faced both personally and professionally:


There have been lots of things I’ve taken personally and I’ve been able to reflect on those and change them. But there have been other things that I need to learn in my own head that no matter what I do they won’t change. So yeah, I’ve got to separate myself from them and decide what I can change and what I can’t (cited in Johnson et al., 2015, p. 1).




1What do you think Natalie meant by “taking things personally”?

2Is taking things personally common for teachers? If so, why might this be the case?

3What things do you think Natalie might be able to change, and what might she be unable to change?

4What resources do you think Natalie needs for support?

5How might Natalie gain more control over her work?





In the remainder of this section I want to examine three main reasons (there are many others) why CRP is needed now, especially for young teachers like Natalie. This section is, therefore, organised around three broader sets of problems that require our attention; namely deficit thinking, technical views of teaching and student disengagement.

Deficit thinking

First, if we want to properly comprehend what is happening to young teachers like Natalie, then we need to look beyond the individual to consider the nature, purpose and processes of schooling itself (e.g. culture, organisation, timetabling, curriculum, routines, behaviours, rules and so on). Putting it another way, individual identity formation (who we become) as teachers and students is largely shaped by the social institutions in which we live and work every day. Thus, if teaching is simply viewed as a “conserving activity” to maintain the status quo without social criticism or critique, except for what is called the “back-to-basics” movement (Postman, 1979, p. 11), then commonsense explanations of school failure will continue to blame the victim—students and teachers—rather than question the institution of schooling and the broader policy landscape that frames and controls what happens in preschools and schools (Reid, 2019).

Unfortunately, the tendency to focus on individual explanations of unequal educational outcomes ignores the wider social context in which teaching and learning occurs, in particular the growing patterns of social inequality in schooling and society (Anyon, 2005). Unfortunately, it is only a small step for politicians and policy-makers to shift the blame for school performance—especially in disadvantaged school communities—onto students, teachers and parents. In these communities, school failure is typically explained in terms of deficit thinking, whereby ‘problem’ students are labelled with a range of individual deficits and pathologies (e.g. laziness, lack of motivation, low IQ, poor behaviour, bad parenting and low aspirations) (Valencia, 2010). Chapters 8 and 9 also explore deficit thinking.

Typically, this kind of deficit thinking leads to a host of interventions (e.g. policies, programs and remedies) to ‘fix’ the individual. Hence, there is a lot of activity around issues such as behaviour management, teacher quality, teacher training and school leadership driven by a set of neoliberalising policies based on market values associated with competition, productivity, accountability, efficiency, effectiveness and measurement (neoliberalism is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6). The problem is that these approaches conveniently gloss over the root causes of educational failure—poverty, unemployment, housing and health. Evidence shows that the widening gap between the rich and poor has a much greater impact on a child’s chance of succeeding at school than teacher quality, for example (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009; Sahlberg, 2011).

Sadly, words such as fairness, empathy, honesty, care and social justice are seldom heard in the lexicon of official documents and pronouncements, other than in hushed tones. This is contrary to the reason why many novice teachers enter the profession. They typically have an altruistic desire to make a difference in the lives of young people, based on a belief in giving all students a fair go. These young teachers are more likely to resonate with words such as joy, happiness, creativity, imagination and play to sustain their work (Kozol, 2007).


Theory in action

Jonathon Kozol (2007), in a wonderful book entitled Letters to a young teacher, reflects on a range of issues facing young teachers today. The following extract highlights the problem of high-stakes testing.


Dear Francesca,

I hate to have to switch gears from the magic music played by children and their happy teacher on imaginary flutes to the miseries of high-stakes testing, which is growing more relentless and obsessive in the inner-city schools with every passing year. But you have told me several times how much this troubles teachers at your school, and other teachers in the larger districts that I visit speak of it repeatedly. They tell me that these tests, which, as you know, must now be given every year beginning in third grade at the insistence of the federal government, have started to create an atmosphere of high anxiety, almost a sense of siege mentality, within their schools (p. 111).




1To what extent do you think teaching and learning has changed in recent times?


aWhat kinds of things appear to be driving these changes?

bAre these changes desirable or not?

cWhat changes would you like to see? Why?



2Where do your views about teaching come from?


aWhat principles and values inform your views?

bAre these principles and values consistent or at odds with what’s happening in schools today?







	
Technical views of teaching

In a political environment in which teachers are increasingly construed as mere “deliverers”, “testers” and “technicians” responsible for implementing syllabuses predetermined by external experts (Ball, 1993, p. 106), there is less likelihood of teachers using their “pedagogical imagination” as “free thinking educational professionals” (Kincheloe, 1993, pp. 8–9). The problem, according to Kincheloe (1993), is that teachers today have internalised as common sense a professional identity underpinned by a “crude practicality” (p. 12). The use of imagination and play—for so long the hallmarks of teaching, especially in early childhood and primary years—is rapidly being eroded.

Bartolomé (1994) argues that this methods fetish or obsession with what works has effectively erased discussion of the broader political and ideological nature of teaching. The search for the ‘correct’ method and other management pedagogies has diminished our understanding of both the complexity of teaching and the social context in which it occurs (Connell, 1989). This kind of “administrative rationality” (Ball, 1989, p. 143) assumes that the behaviour of teachers needs to be controlled and made more consistent and predictable. Teaching is reduced to a set of scripted lessons in which content is delivered, memorised and tested. While the appeal of ‘what works’ may be useful and necessary at one level, it is insufficient because it ignores the bigger questions about the philosophical, moral and democratic purposes of teaching (Thomas & Shubert, 2001; Ayers, 2004). Nieto (2003) puts this point well when she argues that teachers’ work “needs to shift its focus from questions of what and how to also consider questions of why” (p. 124, original emphasis). As Kincheloe (1993) explains:


A crude practicality characterises technically orientated teacher education programs. Course work that does not impart ‘how to’ information is deemed impractical, superfluous, or too theoretical. Schools-as-they-are are taken as natural—the role of teacher education is simply to fit the neophytes to them. Questions of the nature and purpose of schooling, the connection between school and society, the relationship between power and teaching, schools as social organisations, or curricular questions of what is worth teaching or the nature of school knowledge are infrequently asked (p. 12).



In pursuing this idea further, van Manen (1977) distinguishes between the dominance of technical and practical approaches versus emancipatory approaches to teaching. He explains:


Emancipatory approaches to teaching

Freeing something or someone from restraint and control by another in teaching.




In a culture where the knowledge industry is dominated strongly by an attitude of accountability and human engineering, it is not surprising that the predominant concern of educational practice has become an instrumental preoccupation with techniques, control, and with means–ends criteria of efficiency and effectiveness. This concern is visible in the attempt of school systems to improve education by perfecting the administration and in the heavy emphasis of educational institutes on programs modelled on movements such as competency-based teacher education and performance-based teacher education. The shortcomings of these models lie in their preoccupation with measurement of learning outcomes, the grading of achievement, and the management of educational objectives. Critics have argued that this instrumental-practical preoccupation of curriculum prevents more consequential questions from being asked: the question of determining what is, in fact, most worth the students’ while, with respect both to purposes and experiences provided by the curriculum (p. 209, original emphasis).



It is the emphasis on creating and sustaining emancipatory interests that lies at the heart of CRP. According to van Manen (1977), critical teaching requires “a commitment to unlimited inquiry, a constant critique, and a fundamental self-criticism” (p. 221). The intent is to help teachers develop “genuine self-understanding, emancipatory learning and critical consciousness” by illuminating “the norms they have embraced as part of their institutionalized social roles” (p. 221).


Theory in action

Ira Shor (1992), in his influential book Empowering education: Critical teaching for social change, describes some vivid memories of the first day of class:


I took a step forward, peeked in the doorway, and saw twenty-four students sitting dead silent in two long rows of fiberglass chairs. They were staring straight ahead at the front desk. They were waiting for the teacher to arrive and do education to them. I thought to myself—one more talking head who would shellack them with grammar and knowledge (p. 2).




1What do you think Shor is struggling with here? Is this a common experience for classroom teachers?

2What has been your experience of classrooms?

3How might critical thinking be useful in the situation Shor describes?

4How is van Manen’s (1977) argument relevant to the situation Shor describes?





	
Student disengagement

There are escalating numbers of students dropping out of high school, both literally and metaphorically (Smyth & Hattam, 2004). Many young people no longer look to school as a place in which the creative spirit can be developed (NACCCE, 1999). ‘Tired, stressed and bored’ are the three words most frequently used by students to describe their high school experience (Cook-Deegan, 2016). There is a general crisis of motivation as evidenced by a range of indicators—low-quality work, absenteeism, hostility, alcohol and drug abuse, and mental illness—created by a loss of meaning and purpose in education (Kincheloe, 1995). There is a growing body of evidence concerning the mental health and well-being of children and young people (CCYPWA, 2011), which has been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic (AHRC, 2020). Simply repeating the same old things, although more intensely (e.g. testing, punishment, didactic teaching and so on), is not working for large numbers of students or their teachers. It makes a good deal of sense to cultivate some alternative ways of thinking and acting (thoughtfulness).

Evidence shows that one in four students in Australia fails to complete 12 years of compulsory schooling, especially in disadvantaged school communities (Lamb et al., 2020; Smyth, 2015). By whatever metric—retention rates, standardised test performance, suspension and exclusion rates, home schooling statistics, mental health and well-being, and educational inequality—there is ample cause for concern. In some ways this is only the tip of the iceberg, because even more students have switched off from learning both emotionally and intellectually. Further, this appears to be occurring at younger ages. Many students are simply going through the motions and doing just enough to get by. Their reasons are well documented in the literature, but in essence many students find schools increasingly irrelevant to their lives, dreams, desires and aspirations. They do not find schools to be hospitable places for learning, despite the best efforts of some very talented and committed teachers (Smyth & Hattam, 2004; Smyth et al., 2010).


Theory in action

Bev is typical of many students who feels disconnected from mainstream schools. Her story reflects students’ desire to be valued, trusted, respected and involved in their learning. Far too many students find that school has little relevance to their lives and interests. They have little control over what and how they learn, and this often plays out through various forms of misbehaviour. Bev explains:


I never got along with the teachers [at high school]. They didn’t like me and I didn’t like them so they got rid of me. I was really disruptive. I went to school but didn’t go to class. The problem was the form of learning and the teachers. They’d tell you to do something but not explain it (Smyth & McInerney, 2012, p. 47).




1How do you interpret Bev’s disenchantment with schooling?

2How widespread is this problem, in your experience?

3How might you think differently about the problem? What would you do?





	
	
What makes the thinking ‘critical’?

By now you should have some clues about what it means to be engaged in critical thinking and why it matters. The anecdotes and ‘Theory in action’ scenarios so far provide some insight into how we might begin to think and act more critically by asking questions. As Shannon (1992) points out, it is only by asking questions that change becomes possible. In this chapter, the word ‘critical’ does not mean to be negative or carping, or ‘to criticise’. Rather, in the words of Wink (2005, p. 25), “it means ‘seeing beyond’. It means looking within and without and seeing more deeply the complexities of teaching and learning”.

In this section, I want to examine what it means to engage in critical intellectual work of the kind advocated in this chapter and in Chapter 2—what it means to be a criticalist. Popkewitz (1987) believes that critical thinking involves “moving outside the assumptions and practices of the existing order. It is a struggle … [to make] categories, assumptions, and practices of everyday life … problematic” (p. 350). Giroux (1988) invokes the notion of teachers as intellectuals (rather than technicians) to encapsulate a bold vision of teaching grounded in the principles and values of democracy, critical enquiry, equality, freedom and civic responsibility. Giroux elaborates as follows:


… teachers as intellectuals will need to reconsider and, possibly, transform the fundamental nature of the conditions under which they work. That is, teachers must be able to shape the ways in which time, space, activity, and knowledge organise everyday life in schools. More specifically, in order to function as intellectuals, teachers must create the ideology and structural conditions necessary for them to write, research, and work with each other in producing curricula and sharing power … As intellectuals, they will combine reflection and action in the interest of empowering students with the skills and knowledge needed to address injustices and to be critical actors committed to developing a world free of oppression and exploitation (1988, p. xxxiv).



Giroux offers a new imaginary or way of thinking about what it means to teach. It is an idea imbued with a sense of both critique and possibility, and rediscovers the radical potential of democratic ideals and values as the cornerstone of teaching and learning. In this critical-democratic tradition, teachers become what Kincheloe (2001a) describes as knowledge workers, who “research, interpret, expose embedded values and political interests, and produce their own knowledge” (p. 241). These teachers “ask serious questions about what is taught, how it is taught, and what should constitute the goals of a school” (p. 353). According to Kincheloe (2001b), these teacher-scholars:



•take into account the democratic, moral, ethical and cognitive context;

•push students to understand where content came from, the means by which it was produced, and how it was validated as knowledge worthy of inclusion in the curriculum;

•induce students to use these contextual understandings to reflect, research, and evaluate information presented to them;

•cultivate skills that can be used after the confrontation with content to enable them to learn new content in novel situations; and

•prepare students to produce new content in relation to the context in which they are operating (p. 22).





In a similar vein, Brookfield (1995) describes the importance of critical self-reflection, which involves:


… a consistent focus on unearthing and scrutinising two kinds of assumptions: (1) those that mask the ways in which the variable of power affects and often distorts educational interactions; (2) those that seem congenial but that actually work against our own best interest (p. xiii)



He believes that critical self-reflection happens when teachers “discover and examine their assumptions by viewing their practice through four distinct, though interconnecting, lenses—‘autobiographical experiences’, ‘students’ eyes’, ‘our colleagues’ and ‘literature’” (p. xiii).

Kemmis and McTaggart (2005), pioneers of critical action research in Australia, believe that teachers are being critical when:


We can ask whether their understandings of their situations are less irrational (or ideologically skewed) than before, whether their action is less unproductive and unsatisfying for those involved, or whether the social relations between people in the situation are less inequitable or unjust than before. The product … is not just knowledge but also different histories than might have existed if participants had not intervened to transform their practices, understandings, and situations and, thus, transformed the histories that otherwise seemed likely to come into being (p. 597).



The question that often arises is: Why should teachers be bothered with all of this critical thinking? We just need to get on with teaching kids, time is pressing. Novice teachers are told to forget all that theory they learnt at university because they are in the real world now. This is how things are done here. In contrast, CRP is based on the view that theory really does matter. It’s pivotal to understanding and improving practice. Scott and Marshall (2005) define theory as “an account of the world which goes beyond what we can see and measure. It embraces a set of interrelated definitions and relationships that organise our concepts of and understanding of the empirical world in a systematic way” (p. 662).

As discussed in Chapter 2, theory provides the resources to make change possible. It helps to explain why things are the way they are, how they got that way, and what holds them in place. It provides a language for thinking and acting differently. Ball (2006) explains precisely why theory is useful for teachers:


… theory provides the possibility of a different language, a language which is not caught up with the assumptions and inscriptions of policy-makers or the immediacy of practice (or embedded in tradition, prejudice, dogma, and ideology). It offers a potential location outside the prevailing discourses of policy and a way of struggling against ‘incorporation’ (p. 20).



Ball (2006) goes on to argue that the purpose of theory is to assist teachers to “de-familiarise present practices and categories, to make them seem less self-evident and necessary, and to open up spaces for the invention of new forms of experience” (p. 62). The questions then become: How does all of this criticality help teachers? What are the benefits? Why bother? These are important questions given the complexity, fragility and intangible nature of teaching (Connell, 1989; Lortie, 2002).

Brookfield (1995) once again helps us to identify some key benefits of CRP while expanding our understanding of what it means to teach.


•We realise the ideological basis of teaching as we develop a “deepening appreciation [of how] … our actions, decisions, and choices all reflect ideological perspectives” (Brookfield, 1995, p. 40). In other words, teaching is neither neutral nor innocent; it always involves questions of power, knowledge and interests. We need to ask ourselves: Whose knowledge? Whose interests? Who benefits? As I have argued in this chapter, it is vital to pay attention to our own ideological beliefs, values and assumptions about teaching and learning by noticing our “thoughts and deeds” (Laing, 1970, p. 56).

•We learn to minimise risk. “For the sake of survival, critical reflective teachers must learn to prompt colleagues to question their taken-for-granted assumptions in a way that doesn’t imply that they’re enemies or idiots” (Brookfield, 1995, p. 41). Brookfield is referring to the importance of asking questions in ways that create scholarly and intellectual debate within a community of learners, based on a spirit of generosity and critical enquiry.

•We see ourselves as being in continual formation. “We take critical reflection seriously, we also begin to think differently about professional development”. We are always “evolving, incomplete, unfinished. Our practices require constant investigation” (Brookfield, 1995, p. 42). In the tradition of Paulo Freire (1998), we are all learners—an idea that encapsulates a sense of “incompleteness” or “unfinishedness” of the human condition (p. 66). It is through an awareness of this idea that “the very possibility of learning, of being educated, resides” (Friere, 1998, p. 66).

•Our teaching becomes a connective activity. “Critical reflection is a matter of stance and dance … Our stance towards our practice is one of inquiry. Our dance is the dance of experimentation and risk” (Brookfield, 1995, p. 42). Drawing on Thomas and Shubert’s (2001) notion of democratic connoisseurs, teachers are seen as “critical interpreters of existent curriculums and creators of new curriculums, novel forms of instruction, and appropriate methods of assessment” (p. 235). From this perspective, we are able to gain a much deeper appreciation of “a more dynamic, vital understanding of the educator’s craft” (p. 235). This involves what Connell (1996) describes as “constant improvisation” or “a capacity to judge the right moment which sparks a learning process, inspires a pupil, or communicates a love and a respect for the learner” (p. 5).

•We try to create classrooms that are more democratic. “We try to ground our practice in core democratic values such as justice, fairness, and compassion” (Brookfield, 1995, p. 44). Such values are not to be to be confused with laissez faire teaching. Expanding on John Dewey’s (1916) democratic vision of education, the intent is to create schools and classrooms as living laboratories of democratic principles and values, in which students and teachers participate in the construction of their own learning.

•We discover our voice. “In becoming critically reflective, we also learn to speak about our practice in a way that is authentic and consistent” (Brookfield, 1995, p. 45). Thus, teachers begin to find places and spaces in which they can speak back to dominant discourses which seek to portray them as technicians rather than as intellectuals.



Expressing these things in slightly more lay terms, Brookfield (1995) pinpoints six major reasons why CRP is useful for teachers:


•it helps us take informed actions;

•it helps us develop a rationale for practice;

•it helps us avoid self-laceration;

•it grounds us emotionally;

•it enlivens our classrooms; and

•it increases democratic trust (pp. 22–26).



Pulling some of these ideas together, Kemmis and Smith (2008) warn about the danger of teacher conservatism whereby teachers’ work becomes a form of practice “that amounts simply to following rules” (p. 5). Instead, they advance an alternative conception and practice based on “moral agency” which involves “creative thinking, care, compassion, and critical consciousness—thinking outside or beyond the rules” (p. 5). Against this backdrop, I want to now outline a CRP model for use by classroom teachers.

	
How does CRP work?

While a great deal has been written about CRP, theoretically at least, far less is known about how this kind of work is translated at the classroom level. We need to think carefully about what it means for real teachers in real schools and real classrooms. In short, how is all of this critical work supposed to happen in the context of the intensification of teachers’ work? In pursuing a more practical agenda, the idea of praxis is helpful because it highlights the centrality of “human action on the natural and social world. It emphasizes the transformative nature of action and the priority of action over thought” (Scott & Marshall, 2005, p. 517). It is an approach, in the words of Lather (2008), committed to “improv[ing] the quality of practice [and] taking into account the complexity and messiness of practice-in-context” (p. 362). To begin, it is important to consider some of the barriers and obstacles to critical thought. The following ‘Theory in action’ assists you with this task.


Theory in action

Said (1994) explains how the process of conservatism is maintained by, first, the professional specialisation whereby teachers “become tame and accepting of whatever the so-called leaders in the field will allow” (p. 57); second, the certification of expertise by authorities as “they instruct you in speaking the right language, citing the right authorities, holding the right territory” (p. 58); and finally “the inevitable drift … towards the requirements and prerogatives of power, and towards being directly employed by it” (p. 59). As Said (1994) succinctly puts it:


You do not want to appear too political; you are afraid of seeming controversial; you need the approval of a boss or an authority figure; you want to keep a reputation for being balanced, objective, moderate; your hope is to be asked back, to consult, to be on a board or prestigious committee, and so to remain within the responsible mainstream (p. 74).




1Do you agree or disagree with Said’s comments? Why?

2What barriers and obstacles to CRP do teachers face in schools?

3What resources (e.g. ideas, people, readings, practices) are required to assist CRP?

4What are the likely costs and benefits of engaging in CRP?

5Is it reasonable or even realistic for novice teachers to engage in CRP?

6What kinds of questions/concerns/issues might CRP help you address?





In the remainder of this section we will turn to the question of how you might go about ‘doing’ CRP. I draw on the work of John Smyth (2011), one of Australia’s leading advocates of CRP, and his four-step approach. This section is extracted, with minor changes, from a previously published work (Smyth et al. 2014a, pp. 35–37).

Smyth’s (2011) approach is organised around a number of layered moments or steps, which are shown in Figure 13.1.

FIGURE 13.1 Critical reflection on classroom practice



[image: img]
Source: Smyth (1991)



Step 1: Describing. ‘What are my practices?’

To begin, teachers require documented evidence about the “situational specifics of their teaching” (Smyth, 2011, p. 52). Put simply, this means having a descriptive account of what’s happening in the classroom. Central to this process is the habit of journalling, whereby teachers keep a record of daily events, instances and observations about classroom life, including a range of emotions, feelings and reactions.

The question most teachers struggle with is: Why bother keeping a journal when I’m already far too busy? Annette Street’s (1990) booklet The practice of journalling for teachers, nurses, adult educators and other professionals provides a very helpful set of arguments for and examples of journalling. I cannot recommend this booklet highly enough if you want to make a start. In the words of Street (1990), “The journalling process contains the potentiality to transform the individual’s values and actions, to transform the chaos confronted in the situation and to contribute to the individual and socio-cultural understandings relevant to the area of professional practice” (p. 4).

Drawing on evidence from their journal, teachers are well placed for future analysis and discussion with colleagues. The journal provides a rich archive of material with which to undertake investigations looking for “similarities, differences, patterns, regularities, discontinuities, contradictions and ruptures in their teaching” (Smyth, 2011, p. 52). Consider the following example from a teacher’s journal:


I had a real breakthrough as a result of my journalling. I was writing about my daily battle to get Tom to sit down and start work. This time as soon as I write something about what either of us did or said I would then write about what else was happening in the background. I was surprised to see how much I was aware of whilst I seemed to be concentrating on Tom. I began to look at the way in which the reactions of other children were affecting the interaction between the two of us. We were both performing. I began to see how we were locked in to this daily performance and how other children supported us in it (Street, 1990, p. 8).



	
Step 2: Informing. ‘What theories are expressed in my practices?’

Based on the evidence contained in their journals, teachers begin to “unravel the complexity of classrooms … so as to exemplify local theories and gain a platform from which to make sense of their teaching as well as from which to explain it to others” (Smyth, 2011, p. 52). They begin to pose a series of ‘it looks as if’ scenarios to help them generate local theories about what’s happening in their classrooms. For example:


I didn’t know what to expect from journalling so for the first week I just sat down and wrote about what I did each day. At the weekend I sat down and read it through. As I read, I thought, ‘Who is this robot who runs this classroom?’ It came as a shock to see how I worked. How much of my day was dominated by routines which I just organised? It seems trite to say it but that really had an impact on me. It changed me because I began to see what I was doing and to think about how I could change (Street, 1990, p. 11).



At this stage, teachers begin to rediscover the intellectual dimension of their practice. They assume responsibility and ownership of the intellectual foundations of their practice rather than relying on common sense or the theories and knowledge of external experts.

	
Step 3: Confronting. ‘What are the causes?’

During this phase, teachers expand their theorising by questioning the assumptions, beliefs and values underpinning their practice. They are encouraged to move beyond seeing their practice as individualistic preferences, and to view it as a part of a broader constellation of cultural norms. Teachers “ascertain how things came to be this way and what broader forces operate to make them like this biographically [or personally]” (Smyth, 2011) by pursuing questions such as:



•What do my teaching practices say about my assumptions, values and beliefs about teaching?

•What social practices are expressed in these ideas?

•What causes me to maintain my theories?

•What constrains my views of what is possible in teaching? (pp. 52–53).





Street (1990) provides an interesting example of how one teacher attempts to confront their assumptions, beliefs and values:


I also have a habit of prejudging children. This seems pretty evident from the way I have treated Greg and Claire (new girl). It looks as if I have developed the habit of judging a ‘book by its cover’. In doing so I have probably joined the long line of other teachers who have misjudged these children. In each situation I had no real basis for forming an opinion. I probably went on hearsay and the children’s reputation instead of taking each situation on its merit (p. 29).



	
Step 4: Reconstructing. ‘How might I change?’

By investigating these kinds of questions, teachers are “starting to think about how to act in different ways and are moving towards reconstructing parts of their teaching and the contexts and structures within which they teach” (Smyth, 2011, p. 53). As teachers reconstruct their practice, they begin to reclaim “control through self-government, self-regulation, and self-responsibility” (Smyth et al., 1999, p. 22). Furthermore, they “deny the artificially constructed separation of thought and action, of theory from practice, of mental from manual labor, and … [also] jettison the false and oppressive view that people outside of classrooms know what is ‘best’ about teaching” (p. 22).

In pursuing this form of critical reflection, Smyth (2011) identifies a number of key thematic features arising out of this kind of work, among them:



•asking questions as the major method by which teachers probe their teaching;

•challenging passivity;

•searching for interrelationships between narrated, storied accounts of teaching and the deeper meanings in teaching;

•critiquing the everyday practice of teaching, as well as envisaging what alternatives might look like;

•asking how teaching becomes unwittingly implicated in maintaining the status quo; and

•pursuing a number of moments or phases embracing elements of describing, informing, confronting and reconstructing teaching (p. 53).





For teachers who have been inducted into largely technical and practical ways of seeing teaching, this may seem an unnecessarily onerous and unsettling task. The fundamental question to ask, though, is what is the cost of not developing critical awareness? While it may be discomforting for some, or even have an emotional and intellectual dark side (Ellsworth, 1989), it seems to be absolutely pivotal to making schools better places—places where all children, not only the privileged few, can flourish. No doubt, asking questions and challenging popular myths, conventions and beliefs about teaching and learning involves a great deal of courage. As Kincheloe (2003) reminds us, “Questioning the unquestionable has never been a picnic in the park” (p. 19). It ain’t easy. But if we are serious about creating a fair and democratic education for all students, then it’s vital that we develop more thoughtful teachers.

In conclusion, Smyth’s (2011) CRP approach attempts to provide teachers with a set of resources (ideas, processes and practices) to help them investigate their work. The intent is to understand and improve classroom practice. It starts from the everyday problems, questions and concerns that teachers face daily. It seeks to create a different kind of imaginary about what it means to teach—an approach that is critical, reflective, creative, authentic and practical (Down, 2012).


Theory in action

Janean, a former high school teacher, was so concerned about behaviour management in her school that she spent the best part of five years doing a PhD to help her better understand what was going on. Janean exemplifies what it means to be a critically reflective practitioner. Her thesis title ‘Troubling’ behaviour management: Listening to student voice (Robinson, 2011) provides a sense of her interest in listening to students’ experiences in order to illuminate the problem of student behaviour in schools and understand it from the students’ point of view. This short extract from her thesis describes a conversation between two students:


GarySome people get sent out for just asking questions. She [the teacher] expects us to behave when she sits us next to people that we don’t like. If I go and sit next to my friend, she yells at me, yet she places people together who stuff up.

EliThen we get entertainment out of her. She has big frizzy hair, and we stick stuff in it.

GaryShe deserves it … the best thing is she is trying to get us Bunsen burners. With our class, that is not the smartest idea.

EliYeah, like in year 8, I burnt things. Like my paper, cause you just sit there holding this test tube over a flame and it gets boring. So you stick other things in the flame to get more fun out of it (Robinson, 2011, p. 187).




1How do you make sense of this exchange between Gary and Eli? What alternative explanations are available?

2Why do you think schools have a behaviour problem? Whose problem is it really?

3How do schools typically manage behaviour problems? What alternatives are there?

4Why should we listen to students?





	
	
Conclusion

In this chapter I have attempted to show some alternative ways of thinking about teachers’ work. Drawing on the tradition of CRP, I have mapped some of the key features, processes and benefits of engaging in this kind of intellectual activity. Throughout, I have provided a number of anecdotes and ‘Theory in action’ scenarios based on the lived experience of students and teachers to help illustrate what CRP looks and feels like for the participants. There are a number of key messages. First, CRP involves a preparedness to ask questions that may not always be welcome, but are pivotal to making change possible. Second, teachers require support and resources (e.g. time, people and ideas) in order to undertake this kind of intellectual work. Third, there must be a fundamental commitment to the principles and values of compassion, justice, democracy, respect, trust and care. Fourth, there is a need to create and sustain critical learning communities where this kind of work can occur. Finally, there is a need to fundamentally redefine teachers as “engaged and transformative intellectuals who combine vision, conception, and practice” (Giroux, 1996, p. 301). By way of conclusion, I will leave the final word to Maxine Greene (2005), who captures better than most the spirit of hope, optimism and imagination required of dedicated teachers:


The new educator must be awake, critical, open to the world. It is an honour and responsibility to be a teacher in such dark times—and to imagine, and to act on what we imagine, what we believe ought at last to be (p. 80).




Questions and activities


1Walk, listen and clarify: Take 10 minutes to walk and talk with a fellow student or colleague about what it means to be a critically reflective teacher. Allow one person to speak for five minutes while the other person listens, then swap.

2Autobiographical drawing/reflection: Take a few moments to think about then draw a personal representation of what you think it means to teach. What ideas inform your views? Where do they come from? What assumptions, values and beliefs underpin these views? Have you had cause to question your views? What happened? Share your drawing with another person.

3Start journalling: Becoming a critically reflective teacher requires experience in journalling. Begin a journal to document your observations about classroom life. To help get started, you might like to read a very useful booklet by Annette Street (1990) entitled The practice of journalling for teachers, nurses, adult educators and other professionals.

4Undertake a small CRP exercise: Drawing on Smyth’s (2011) four-step approach—describing, informing, confronting and reconstructing—work your way through each step. Once you have completed Step 1—describing (through journalling)—you will have evidence to make a start on Steps 2–4. It is best to try this exercise with someone else, to help generate ideas.
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This book provides a strong theoretical and practical guide to CRP.

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Continuum.
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This Australian website provides a set of valuable resources for teachers interested in developing culturally responsive pedagogies. It addresses the complexities of diverse classrooms by drawing on the knowledges and experiences of students themselves to improve learning outcomes, with a particular focus on Indigenous students.

One World Centre: Educating for a just and sustainable world: www.oneworldcentre.org.au

Based in Perth, this organisation offers teachers an excellent set of conceptual ideas, resources and strategies for teaching about global issues.

Rethinking Schools: www.rethinkingschools.org

A leading organisation for school change and democratic education based in the US. It publishes books and journal articles relevant to current events (e.g. war, poverty, violence, peace, multiculturalism, environment, social justice). Materials are suitable for a range of school ages and levels.

Zinn Education Project: www.zinnedproject.org

This site is based on the work of US historian Howard Zinn. While its focus is on US people’s history (including downloadable articles and lesson plans), it also provides teachers with ideas and strategies for teaching history.
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	14	The Virtual Schoolbag and Pedagogies of Engagement   GLENDA McGREGOR AND MARTIN MILLS







“Statistically speaking, the best advice we can give to a poor child, keen to get ahead through education, is to choose richer parents” (Connell, 1993, p. 22).





Introduction

This chapter explores ideas that offer explanations for inequality of schooling outcomes for different social groups in society, and provides suggestions about how teachers may better disrupt this pattern through strategies for educational engagement. The potential for unequal educational outcomes accompanies children on their very first day of school. As they walk through the school gates, along with their regular backpacks containing pencils, books and lunchboxes, each child also carries an invisible ‘virtual schoolbag’ bearing all the experiences, knowledges and interests of their brief lives (Thomson, 2002). For some children, their virtual schoolbag will be bursting with confidence-building memories, familiarity with texts and new technologies, and nascent skills in reading, writing and music. As a consequence, they will be ready for many of the expectations and routines of formal schooling.

Other children, however, may not have had opportunities to fill their virtual schoolbag with the kinds of knowledges and skills valued by formal schooling. They may have learnt many other valuable life skills at home in terms of their family or ethnic cultures, but these may be far removed from the formal rituals of mainstream schooling environments. Some will have lacked the necessary resourcing within their families for the development of the school-ready skills of early English literacy, numeracy and meeting the behavioural expectations of classroom teachers. If they are children of refugees, they may have traumatic memories. Children from minority cultures and those with Indigenous backgrounds may find it difficult to recognise their personal narratives of identity and self in classroom activities often dominated by Anglo-centric ways of knowing and being. All children come to school with a range of skills and knowledges relevant to their life journeys but, within mainstream schooling contexts, not all skills and knowledges are valued equally.

Teachers cannot ‘see’ the virtual schoolbags that accompany their students. As schools are very busy and classes often quite large, it takes time for teachers to get to know each student as an individual. For some children and young people, this may never happen, and they may drift into phases of schooling disengagement and failure. Our aim in this chapter is to suggest a range of teaching approaches that will disrupt such cycles of social reproduction and create the potential for greater equality of schooling outcomes.
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Schooling disengagement

In Australia, school retention is at the centre of an ongoing imperative to keep young people engaged in education and training, with the goal of enhanced employment and productivity outcomes. There are a number of reasons why students from specific population groups experience schooling disengagement. Families in economic difficulty may have higher levels of residential and school mobility that impact upon the students’ ability to maintain continuity in their academic studies and establish strong networks of peer support (Rumberger, 2011). Young people who live in unstable and/or unsupportive or neglectful environments frequently find it difficult to comply with many of their school’s cultural expectations. Others may struggle with school rules for a variety of reasons that range from behaviours associated with special needs to personal philosophies of individual freedom (McGregor, 2009). Combined with increased responsibilities in respect of siblings and early job-seeking, such contexts increase the risk of non-completion of and disengagement from schooling (Gray & Beresford, 2002; White & Wyn, 2013). This disengagement can have serious consequences for young people who already come from some of the most marginalised sectors of society (Savelsberg & Martin-Giles, 2008).


Schooling disengagement

A lack of interest or participation in learning to the point of dropping out.




Marginalised

To be socially positioned on the edges of society either physically or metaphorically, in terms of power, influence and access to the goods and wealth of that society.



Outside-school triggers for disengagement

A number of intersecting social, cultural and economic factors might contribute to students’ disengagement from school. These include poverty, gender, Indigeneity, family conflict, lack of family support, residential mobility, substance abuse, homelessness, school refusal/anxiety, poor literacy/numeracy skills, behavioural issues, disability, caring responsibilities, experiences of trauma, and mental health issues (Mills & McGregor, 2014; Thomson, 2002).

Because of social class or culture, some young people may struggle with expected patterns of speech and behaviour considered appropriate for the classroom. For many students, this lack of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984) also creates an achievement gap that widens over time unless there is sensitive and sustained intervention by the school (Apple & Buras, 2006). Social marginalisation impacts upon learning confidence and self-worth, and some young people experience a range of socio-cultural and academic disadvantages right from their first year (Alexander et al., 2008). If this disadvantage remains and grows as young people move through primary into secondary schooling, and in particular into the senior phase, the consequences can include ongoing underachievement and negative self-esteem, which can provoke resistant behaviours in the classroom (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). These challenging behaviours position these students for cycles of conflict with schooling authorities that often lead to complete disengagement from learning, typified by absenteeism, suspension, expulsion or dropping out (Teese & Polesel, 2003).


Ask yourself


•What do you remember about your first day of school?

•Think of your virtual schoolbag and its contents. What was in it that helped you adjust to school? What do you wish you had had in that schoolbag that you feel wasn’t there?

•How did your virtual schoolbag shape your schooling journey? Did it change over the years?





	
Inside-school triggers for disengagement

School policies, pedagogy and curriculum have long been noted as key factors in the disengagement of marginalised young people in schools (Bernstein, 1971; Connell, 1993). Indeed, pedagogical and curricular issues can be seen as responsible for entrenching generational disadvantage within particular groups (Biesta, 2014; Young, 2008). As with outside-school triggers, there are multiple inside-school triggers that contribute to student disengagement (Mosen-Lowe et al., 2009). These include school practices that do not align well with the complex lives led by many young people (e.g. strict submission dates for assignments); curricula viewed as disconnected from problems faced by young people (e.g. studying topics that are not made relevant to the present and future lives of students); and pedagogical practices that fail to engage some young people in learning (e.g. authoritarian, non-relational, teacher-centred) (Hayes et al., 2006; Mills & McGregor, 2014). Such factors may combine in complex ways and lead to a lack of a sense of belonging at school (Pendergast et al., 2018).

Outside-school and inside-school triggers for disengagement often combine to set up some students for educational failure. If students are unable to attend school because of, for instance, caring responsibilities, anxiety or homelessness, their achievement is affected. Unless schools have effective strategies for supporting these young people, they may hide their personal problems and engage in cycles of behaviour that increase their alienation from school, constructing themselves as ‘the problem’. Warning signs of serious schooling disengagement include students missing classes and being frequently absent from school. Also, vulnerable students often change schools—if there is no coordination across schools, a new school would not know the background of the potentially disengaging student. Therefore, frequent absences from school can be a cause of disengagement, not just a symptom. Attendance and achievement are interrelated, and thus low achievement can contribute to attendance and disengagement (Bridgeland et al., 2006).

There are thus multiple, often interrelating, reasons why young people of all ages disengage from school. The triggers for disengagement can originate in particular sets of personal circumstances, events that occur within schools, a lack of fit between particular schooling expectations and students’ ways of engaging with those expectations, and choices made by students. Conflict between young people and schooling authorities is a common trigger for suspensions and/or expulsions. Emotions experienced by students (e.g. despair, resentment and low self-esteem) often lead to early school leaving; according to Gable et al. (2006), 60% of early school leavers suffer emotional problems. However, we suggest that approaches that attempt to ‘fix’ a student in isolation from contextual influences will falter because they look at only one part of the problem. This highlights the importance of the role played by teachers’ emotional labour (Hochschild, 1983).


Emotional labour

Work that requires good interpersonal skills, empathy, respect and understanding.




Theory in action

Jenny is 16 and has caring responsibilities for her single mother who was involved in a car accident and now uses a wheelchair. Jenny does the household shopping and most of the domestic chores. She also has a part-time job to assist with the family budget. Jenny thus has many adult responsibilities and she has developed the skills necessary to handle them. She has to catch a bus to school, and because of her mother’s needs she is often late. Because of her caring responsibilities and part-time work, she struggles to complete assignments on time. These issues have led to periodic conflicts with school administrators and teachers. Jenny is often tired and stressed and has been known to swear at teachers who comment on her untidy uniform, missed homework and lack of participation in the classroom. The school counsellor has noted that Jenny is at risk of disengaging from school.


1What can you see in Jenny’s virtual schoolbag?

2What are the outside-school and inside-school triggers shaping Jenny’s schooling journey?

3What steps should the school take to prevent Jenny from dropping out?





There is considerable agreement in educational research about the main interrelated factors, inside and outside school, that tend to lead to educational disengagement among young people: low socio-economic background and its attendant risks (homelessness, lack of resources, lack of cultural capital), various family pressures, Indigeneity, mental health issues, trauma and substance abuse, non-attendance, low achievement, school policies, pedagogy and curriculum, and poor relationships with teachers and other students.

	
	
Engagement through pedagogy


Ask yourself

Educational theorist Basil Bernstein (1970) stated that “education cannot compensate for society”.


•How does this view align with Connell’s (1993) claim at the start of this chapter?

•To what extent do you agree or disagree with Bernstein? What are the reasons for your opinion?





Bernstein (1970) was suggesting that schools alone cannot make up for the injustices that some young people face because of their personal circumstances, a view that aligns with the quote by Connell (1993) with which we began this chapter. However, what teachers do in the classroom matters, and it certainly makes a difference to students’ engagement in learning (Hayes et al., 2006). Teachers help to shape the lives of the young people in their classes, and it is important that teachers recognise this responsibility (Apple, 2004; Delpit, 2006). Central to this responsibility is having a core belief that all students can learn and become engaged in learning. This means rejecting deficit constructions of young people, especially in relation to stereotypical understandings of particular groups; for example, ‘boys don’t like to read’, ‘poor families don’t value education’ and ‘students from certain ethnic groups are lazy’.

In this section, we will explore a pedagogical framework that makes a significant difference to the learning of all young people, especially those whose virtual schoolbags are filled with materials that are not always valued in school. The framework is known as ‘productive pedagogies’ (Hayes et al., 2006; see also Table 14.1 at the end of this chapter). However, there are many others which you can look up online. Most education departments in Australia will indicate the ones that they think work well. The important principles, though, are that the pedagogical frameworks reject deficit understandings of young people’s learning. That is, they assume that all young people can learn, regardless of background or perceived abilities; challenge young people intellectually; have an understanding of young people’s backgrounds and knowledges; are supportive and encourage young people to take risks with their learning; and take account of the multicultural society in which we live. We begin by looking at the concept of connectedness.


Connectedness

Making explicit the links between students’ background knowledge and the curriculum, and demonstrating the relevance of the curriculum to the world beyond the classroom.




TABLE 14.1 The dimensions of productive pedagogies




	Intellectual quality



	Dimension/item
	Questions



	1. Higher-order thinking
	What activities could be done in the classroom that would require students to perform higher-order activities such as analysis, synthesis and evaluation?



	2. Deep knowledge
	Does the lesson require students to demonstrate an in-depth knowledge of a topic? What are some important concepts that would need to be taught prior to engaging with this topic?



	3. Deep understanding
	Does the lesson require students to demonstrate an in-depth understanding of concepts or ideas?



	4. Substantive conversation
	Does the lesson require students to demonstrate a sophisticated use of language? What activities could be conducted to enable classroom talk to break out of the initiation/response/evaluation pattern, and instead create sustained dialogue between students, and between teachers and students?



	5. Knowledge as problematic
	Does the lesson expect students to be involved in knowledge construction and to understand that knowledge is a social and political construct?



	6. Metalanguage
	Are aspects of language, grammar and technical vocabulary to be foregrounded using, for instance, the principles of critical literacy?



	Connectedness



	7. Knowledge integration
	Does the lesson allow students to make connections between diverse bodies of knowledge? What activities could be used to demonstrate such interconnections?



	8. Background knowledge
	Is there an attempt to connect with students’ background knowledges? How can these be drawn out during the course of the lesson?



	9. Connectedness to the world
	Does the lesson have any resemblance or connection to real-life contexts? Is it possible for the students to deliver the final task associated with the lesson to an audience beyond the classroom or even beyond the school?



	10. Problem-based curriculum
	Is there a focus in the lesson on identifying and solving intellectual or real-world problems? How can other lessons be constructed in such a way that they contribute to the overall identification and solution of this problem?



	Supportive classroom environment



	11. Student control
	Do students have any say in the pace, direction or outcomes of the lesson?



	12. Social support
	How can you construct a classroom that is socially supportive and positive so that students are encouraged to take risks with their learning?



	13. Engagement
	How can you ensure that students are and stay engaged and on task during the course of this unit?



	14. Explicit criteria
	Do you make it clear what is expected of students, and are there explicit criteria for judging student performance?



	15. Student self-regulation
	If poor behaviour occurs in the classroom, how will you change your activities?



	Recognition and valuing of difference



	16. Cultural knowledges
	Does the lesson allow for diverse cultural knowledges (e.g. based on race/ethnicity, youth, gender etc.) to be demonstrated?



	17. Representation
	How can you make deliberate attempts to increase the participation of students from different backgrounds in the lesson without patronising them?



	18. Narrative
	How can you use narratives during the course of the lesson to demonstrate complex concepts?



	19. Group identity
	How can you build a sense of community and identity within your classroom that takes into account individual differences?



	20. Citizenship
	How can you use activities in your classroom to foster active citizenship among the students?




In order to engage all students, especially those whose virtual schoolbag contains knowledges, skills, ways of seeing the world and values that do not align with the expectations of schools, teachers need to connect the classroom activities to the worlds of young people. In other words, teachers need to make sure that students see the meaning of the work that they are expected to do.

Most young people will learn something if they see the purpose in it and it links with their lives. Think of young people’s knowledge about music, sport, fashion, celebrities, films, books, video games and social media. In many cases, the curriculum in schools is fixed and there is not a great deal of freedom for teachers to alter the content. However, by adopting particular ways of teaching, it is usually possible for teachers to link existing content to events, skills, ways of seeing the world and values that young people might have in their virtual schoolbag. For instance, ancient history is full of stories of love and jealousy, power struggles, technological innovations, inventions, ancient games and entertainment—there are many hooks here. Can you think of any? How about mathematics? How were the ancient Egyptians able to be so precise in their building of the pyramids? Where did ‘zero’ come from and why was it important? How can we budget for a particular desired item? How does bank interest work? Of course, not everything we learn builds on the old—sometimes it is important for young people to learn completely new materials. But there still has to be a hook.

Think about a time you learnt something new that did not relate to studying. It might have been about a country you were visiting overseas, where to eat in a new town, how to find a particular item you needed, or the differences between cars you were considering buying. In each case you had a problem to solve and thus motivation to learn. It is unlikely that you would have been bothered to learn this new information without the problem. Why would you, for instance, try to find a particular restaurant (vegetarian, Mexican, pizza) in a city you are never likely to visit? Many have argued that we need to construct the curriculum and assessment around problems—problem-based learning (Dewey, 1938; Karpov, 2014)—to develop motivation in students. While this form of assessment is not always possible for reporting purposes at the end of term, teachers usually have the freedom to incorporate problem-solving activities for students as part of their everyday teaching practice. This is where pedagogy can enhance student engagement in learning.


Problem-based learning

Lessons in which students are presented with a specific, real, practical or hypothetical problem (or set of problems) to solve.



Connecting the classroom to young people’s worlds does not ensure that young people will develop the capacities to do well at school or be active citizens in a democratic society. Students also need to engage in work that challenges their thinking; provides opportunities for debates and conversations about their learning; develops understanding of diverse forms of knowledge; teaches the concepts contained within disciplines; explores how language works to shape our understanding of the world; and develops understanding of the contested nature of all forms of knowledge. It has to be intellectually demanding. A classroom that only draws on students’ worlds will fail to provide them with the cultural capital and the kinds of knowledges and skills that are valued in schools, universities and workplaces. A lot of research has been highly critical of cultures of low expectations in schools with high proportions of students, usually from marginalised or low socio-economic backgrounds, who do not do well at school. Darling-Hammond and Friedlaender’s (2008) research showcases a number of US secondary schools that worked to reverse this situation. They analysed what works in the context of five Californian secondary schools with predominantly African-American students from low-income backgrounds, “All [these schools] send 80–100% of their students to higher education, exhibiting college-going rates more than twice the state averages for the kinds of students they serve” (p. 15). They identify that these schools “offer an educational experience that engages students in intellectually stimulating, socially and practically relevant, and personalised learning that empowers them to contribute to their communities and to learn throughout their lives” (p. vi).


Ask yourself


•Looking back at your school days, what kinds of teaching can you recall? On a continuum from ‘direct teacher instruction’ to ‘problem-based collaborative learning’, where would you locate the majority of your learning experiences in primary school and secondary school?

•Can you remember the best and worst lessons that you had while at school? What made them that way? How did you respond to them at the time?

•Can you remember a classroom experience that made you excited about learning?





There can be problems in relation to levels of intellectual quality in classes that are streamed or in curriculum areas considered ‘easy’. Some students may never be given opportunities to be challenged or stretched. Lack of challenge has been associated with disengagement (Dovemark & Beach, 2015)—how will young people, who have not been achieving well, ever improve if they are never challenged? It is common for students to be directed to construct a particular outcome, such as an essay or other educational artifact. What might happen if their imaginations were given more freedom? At an event in Queensland that celebrated ‘Teachers’ Day’, one inspiring Design and Technology teacher shared a story from his classroom (McGregor et al., 2017):


All the Grade 9s had to make a wooden pencil case. That was the task. And I thought to myself—how boring! And I was going to end up with 30 identical wooden pencil cases to mark! So, instead of asking them to do that I changed it around and turned it into a problem for them to solve. They had to design and construct the best possible kind of container for all their writing instruments. Shape, size, materials, colours—all up to them. It sparked their interest immediately. I’m really glad I have a head of department that allows me that kind of freedom.



However, ensuring that classrooms are connected to students and provide an intellectually stimulating environment may not be enough to engage everyone. The climate of the classroom is also important (Noddings, 1996). If students feel like they don’t belong, or struggle to make friends or establish positive relations with the teacher, they will be less likely to engage in learning (Pendergast et al., 2018). A fear of failure can also be a significant deterrent to trying new things. For many young people, not engaging in classroom activities, not trying in class or not handing in work can be a protective mechanism by which they avoid admitting that they can’t do the work (Martin, 2010). However, these same young people often play computer games where they regularly ‘fail’ but keep restarting and trying again. In these games, each instance of failure is a learning experience which they build on the next time they engage with the game. There is much that teachers can learn from the way young people engage with such games. They can’t be too easy, they have to present a challenge—but at the same time there must be some achievable gains. Think of the conversations between young people as they try to work out solutions to particularly difficult aspects of a game. They hypothesise, try new lines of thinking and help one another. For pedagogy, this means that teachers have to make the learning activity connected and interesting to young people; scaffold its steps so that they become progressively challenging and students can experience successes along the way to achieving the final outcome; and provide points of positive encouragement and educational rewards so that young people will grow in academic self-confidence.


Scaffolding

Providing appropriate support to enable students to complete tasks and reach levels of attainment that they would be unable to achieve without assistance.



A supportive classroom involves listening to young people and giving them a say in their own learning. Much has been written about the important concept of student voice (Fielding & Moss, 2011; Baroutsis et al., 2016). For teachers, allowing young people to speak honestly and openly and to influence their own learning can be challenging, because traditionally schools have not been very democratic. Curricula, pedagogy, rules and procedures are usually controlled by adults. Apart from the often-tokenistic structures of school prefects and student councils, schools largely ignore student perspectives. At best, this creates passivity and possible disengagement in the student body; at worst, it may lead to significant injustices against young people whose versions of events are rarely believed if they are contradicted by teacher narratives. Within Australia and overseas, there have been some very interesting attempts to create democratic schools that provide students with greater opportunities for being heard (ADEC, 2015; EUDEC, 2015, Neill, 1970).


Student voice

The incorporation of student perspectives; the relative influence and power that students may have in an educational institution.



Student-centred learning is a teaching approach that attempts to reverse the power dynamic in the classroom by shifting the focus from teacher to student. As with the notion of connectedness, when someone owns the problem they are trying to solve, they are much more personally invested in it. Providing choices in the classroom can help students own the work they are undertaking; teachers co-constructing tasks with students can also have this effect. Student-centred learning looks beyond the immediate classroom context with a view to helping young people become autonomous, independent learners with confidence in their own abilities to problem-solve and become lifelong learners. This pedagogical approach is informed by constructivist learning theory (Karpov, 2014) that foregrounds the importance of collaborative learning (Gillies, 2015) and the ways in which meaning may be derived from combinations of new information and prior experiences, shaped by language.


Constructivist learning

A theory pioneered by Lev Vygotsky that claims learning is shaped by language and that students construct their own knowledge by testing ideas based on prior knowledge and applying ideas to new situations—integrating new knowledge with old. Learning is most effective when students work together with more knowledgeable others, either teachers or peers.




Collaborative learning

Activities requiring students to work together to solve problems and achieve common learning goals.




Theory in action


1What might constructivist learning and collaborative learning look like in your classroom?

2Consult the Concept to Classroom website (https://www.thirteen.org/edonline/concept2class/coopcollab/index.html) to develop deeper understandings about these concepts. Then describe two or three teaching scenarios which utilise constructivist and collaborative approaches in your intended teaching areas.





It is important to recognise that teaching can never be value-free. Even if you don’t do so explicitly or consciously, you will often impart your own views when teaching. You need to be aware of the impact that your views might have on your students. Do you know if some young people in your class have Indigenous or refugee backgrounds? Are some students or their parents gay, lesbian, non-binary, gender-fluid? Do any students have relatives in prison or a family which is dependent on welfare? The relational environment of a classroom is shaped by values and viewpoints; it is vital that teachers ensure this environment is inclusive and respectful of diversity. This means recognising and valuing difference not only in relation to how students are treated in the class by you and each other, but also in relation to the types of knowledge and viewpoints that are incorporated into the lesson. It can mean teaching young people how to challenge different viewpoints respectfully, helping them be active citizens both now and in the future and utilising different methodologies (e.g. narrative) to explain important concepts. Critical in all these considerations is recognition that all young people, regardless of background, need high-quality teaching that assumes they are capable of learning.

Lisa Delpit (2006), in her wonderful book Other people’s children, tells of a principal who always gives a letter to new teachers in her school. The letter is from someone who survived the death camps during the Second World War. The letter describes the horrors committed by educated people such as doctors, nurses and engineers. It points out that while the academic outcomes from education are important, they “are important only if they were to make our children more humane” (Delpit, 2006, p. xix). These thoughts are highly appropriate in an environment where test scores have come to represent what is important in learning, rather than the actual knowledge itself (Lingard, 2011). In some Scandinavian countries, academic summative assessment (grading) of students’ progress does not occur until the very end of the school years (Sahlberg, 2011). Instead, progressive (‘formative) feedback is given about what has been learnt, how the learnings have been expressed and how the work can be improved. Such an approach takes the emphasis away from constant measurement and comparison of students’ achievements. Instead, it encourages student-paced individual patterns of learning in the years leading up to final exit points.


Theory in action

This transcript is from an interview with a deputy school principal who coordinated an embedded alternative program for young people who had disengaged (McGregor et al., 2017):


Some people in other programs do their best to do what I call ‘See Spot run’ [reference to a popular children’s book for the early years of schooling] curriculum’. You read, so I will give you See Spot run, which is going to entertain a 17‑year‑old? No way! And the rigour has to be there. But it has to be, if I can say, negotiated rigour. And respect.

You can’t jump so far ahead in numeracy that it is not making any sense to them. So with some of the kids that are really disconnected from us, we come all the way back to, ‘Okay, let’s do some things about tax’—things that will meet them in the world that they are going to and then we move them from there. But we will have a kid in the program who could quite easily be doing tertiary maths in the school and they can do that if they wish to.

They [students] have pretty much all had difficult circumstances—some people have had the most destructive and terrible things happen to them so wherever possible we do a leadership or a community service thing. It is not a formal part of the program, as such, but it is something that’s really strongly encouraged in the students. This year, we are going to aim to make some swags with an industrial sewing machine, roll them with toothpaste, toothbrushes, towel, whatever we find, soap, and then we will give them to one of our local homeless shelters for the winter.

The Year 12s have finished what we call an investigative report. Our program has different learning goals such as empirical learning goals and quantitative/social reasoning. So they had to design a survey on a social issue, interview 20 mainstream students, interview 20 students, collate their results, graph it, analyse it, and hand it back in to me. And they were fascinated by what other people were doing and, you know, they were doing things on drugs and the age of consent and all sorts of things. Each had their own little niche and they were so proud of it. At the end of each semester we have an exhibition, parents coming in. So they will be able to go through their portfolio and be explicit about what they have done, what they learnt. So more success.




1Explain how teachers in this program have attempted to create relevant and meaningful learning experiences for the students.

2Can you identify any of the pedagogical strategies discussed in this quote?

3What role do you think the end-of-semester exhibition plays in reconnecting young people to learning?





	
Engagement through curriculum

Across the school years, young people have minimal control over the nature and direction of their curriculum. The hierarchical structures of schooling institutions often restrict the learning options available to young students, particularly in the senior phase. Subjects are grouped on timetabled lines that have little flexibility. Consequently, a lack of engagement with particular school subjects may stem from a lack of personal relevance and connection with various disciplines, types of knowledge and skills. This is often the case for young people from diverse social and cultural backgrounds. It may lead to student–teacher conflicts as young people increasingly assert their opinions about and resistance to the content (Smyth et al., 2003); some young people may simply withdraw and quietly disengage or disappear.

Providing a challenging, relevant and exciting curriculum through appropriate pedagogical practices, such as those discussed above, has long been seen as important for keeping young people engaged in learning (Hayes et al., 2006). Lamb and Rice (2008) also argue that providing tasks with immediate, tangible benefits is important because marginalised young people who are increasingly alienated from school and at risk of disengagement may not have a sense of the future nor any kind of plan for achieving a long-term goal. Consequently, project-based experiences closely linked to their immediate interests, for example, allows students to reconnect with education on their own terms. Similarly, it may be necessary to address learning gaps in basic skills, literacy and numeracy to help students to experience academic success. It would be wrong to think that students who have disconnected from formal schooling options lack the abilities, hopes and dreams of their peers. Teachers must look closely at what each young person brings in their virtual schoolbag in order to help them map individual knowledges, skills and aspirations against preferred futures. More, they must help each student to acquire the meaningful learning that each virtual schoolbag requires for the next stage of the young person’s life journey.


Ask yourself


•Consider this proposition: ‘A good classroom is a place where it is okay to fail’. What were the classrooms like when you were at school? How did you feel about trying new skills and taking risks in learning?

•Did you ever have a classroom or teacher that made you feel like you belonged? Why do you think it was like that?

•Can you recall instances when you felt like you were really listened to and had some influence over your learning and/or procedures at school? Did you ever experience an injustice because you were not believed?





Meaningful learning

In order to engage young people in education, in terms of the curriculum, consideration must be given to what is offered (depth, breadth, disciplinary knowledge and skills) and why it is offered (career and vocational pathways, and personal futures).

Commonly, the educational response to young people who have disengaged is a vocational one. Governments, in particular, are keen to ensure that all young people leave school with basic skills and knowledge relevant to the workforce so that they can gain employment. However, with the rapid rise of technology and globalisation, this can be a short-sighted view. Economies are constantly changing and adapting to new technologies. Therefore, all young people must be taught ‘how to learn’ so they are prepared for the uncertain economic prospects that may lie ahead and so that, post-school, they can continue to develop appropriate skills and knowledge to respond to their changing circumstances. In order to avoid economic exploitation and engage politically, they also require an education that fosters levels of critical thinking. Such attributes should not be privileged skills reserved for those whose virtual schoolbags are already socially advantaged; failing to provide opportunities that allow already-marginalised young people to develop higher-order thinking skills simply reinforces a deficit view of their capacities. Short-term skills and employment ‘fixes’ are not appropriate long-term responses to schooling disengagement; nor are they socially just.


Critical thinking

Higher-order thinking skills of comprehension, analysis and evaluation.



Education should not simply have economic goals. While finding a livelihood is an important aspect of a young person’s identity, it is not the only imperative for schooling. Meaningful learning encompasses explorations of our personal and social self. It connects us to our past, present and future, and assists marginalised young people to come to terms with trauma, anxiety and the consequences of the many social and economic disadvantages that may have contributed to their schooling disengagement (McGregor et al., 2015). Therefore, arts and literature programs should be central components in the education of young people who, because of the lack of value attributed to their virtual schoolbags, have actually been disenfranchised. Understandings of self and the world are fostered by incorporating a broad range of subject areas in the sciences and social sciences.


Meaningful learning

Learning experiences that are rich in terms of relevance to students’ current contexts and interests, as well as building capacity for possible futures.




Theory in action


1Drawing upon curriculum frameworks in one or more of your teaching areas, describe how you could enact curriculum that was rich in meaning for your students.





Educational scholar Michael Young (2008) talks about how it is imperative that disadvantaged young people have access to powerful knowledge, that is, highly valued cultural and intellectual capital (Bourdieu, 1984). This is often available only in the traditional disciplines such as History, English Literature and the arts; subjects that are often the focus of elite schools that cater to the wealthy and powerful. Young has been criticised for this because his approach seems contrary to the fostering of schooling diversity and an appreciation of what students bring with them to school (Beck, 2013). However, powerful curricula would not necessarily preclude a diversity of knowledges; this is not an either/or proposition. Connell (2012), for example, argues that curricular justice requires a curriculum that is able to “draw extensively on Indigenous knowledge, working class experience, women’s experience, immigrant cultures, multiple languages, and so on; aiming for richness rather than testability” (p. 682) in order to improve access and equity for those most disadvantaged. Indeed, such a framework facilitates a context for building bridges between the experiences of young people and the knowledge-with-powers they need for their preferred futures.


Powerful knowledge

Knowledge that is often based on curricula available primarily to the rich and powerful. It is culturally valuable in that it allows some groups to be socially mobile and/or entrench their existing privileges.




Ask yourself


•What school subjects did you most enjoy? Why?

•Think of a learning experience at school that was meaningful for you. What made it so?

•Reflect upon the intersection of your personal experiences and background knowledges. What did you learn at school that connected them? What did you learn that extended and took you beyond your existing world?

•What do you believe is the purpose of education?






Theory in action

The Bridge is a government-funded program for young people who have left school early. It is staffed by caring volunteers and two teachers. It is quite small in numbers and the students feel supported and respected. Many of them have large gaps in their prior learning and have low levels of literacy and numeracy. The program aims to make the students job-ready, so classes focus on the completion of vocational modules and use booklets that teach basic skills in literacy and numeracy. The Bridge does not have the resources to provide a broader curriculum, and anyway the general consensus among staff is that the students would not be able to cope with more difficult work.

This year’s group of students includes the following young people: Jake, a 16-year-old with a passion for graffiti art who drifted away from mainstream schooling after constant conflict with teachers who told him he was a waste of space; and Molly, a 15-year-old Indigenous girl who missed much of her schooling due to caring duties. Her dream is to join the prestigious Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander dance company, Bangarra.


1What educational assumptions appear to underpin the kind of curriculum provided by The Bridge?

2Using some of the ideas suggested in ‘Engagement through pedagogy’, how might you respond to staff statements that students at The Bridge could not cope with more challenging work? What strategies could you suggest for addressing learning deficits while being able to offer a broader curriculum?

3Describe the kind of curriculum that would help Jake and Molly connect to forms of powerful knowledge and the teaching strategies that would enable that.





	
	
Conclusion

This chapter has presented the argument that mainstream conventional schooling systems tend to reproduce social and economic inequalities. Young people from marginalised and disadvantaged groups often experience less success at school, and the knowledges and skills they bring in their virtual schoolbags are less valued than those belonging to more dominant and affluent segments of society. They lack the required cultural capital that will enable them to connect easily with conventional schooling environments. Thus, outside-school triggers combine with inside-school elements to shape schooling journeys of alienation and cycles of learning and disengagement.

Educators must follow state/territory-sanctioned curricula, but that does not mean they are powerless to create positive changes in the learning journeys of their students. The pedagogical strategies adopted by teachers have the capacity to create meaningful connections between syllabus knowledge and the worlds of their students. Most importantly, the emotional work of teachers can mean the difference between a student feeling supported or hopelessly out of place. A positive relational environment in the classroom is fundamental to supporting a sense of student belonging, and ensuring that the classroom is inclusive and respectful of difference. This includes a proactive fostering of students’ rights to be heard and to have influence over their own education.

There has been much written about the changes needed in schools to foster student engagement, but researchers agree that one factor is fundamentally important: student–teacher relationships. We finish with the words of the head of campus in an alternative school (McGregor et al., 2017):


There is a saying—a mantra—that I reiterate to all my new staff which is ‘relationship first, then community, then curriculum’. Regardless of whether it gets an educational outcome, the forming of a trusting relationship between a young person and an adult is really important.




Theory in action

Consider this comment by educational theorist Basil Bernstein:


How a society selects, classifies, distributes, transmits and evaluates the educational knowledge it considers to be public, reflects both the distribution of power and the principles of social control. That is to say, the construction of ‘truths’ in curricular policies and documents forge particular realities whilst suppressing the possibility of others, serving the interests of some social groups whilst denying equity to others (1971, p. 47).




1Explain the meaning of Bernstein’s comment.

2What ‘truths’ embedded in curricular documents might hinder the schooling engagement of young people from disadvantaged backgrounds?






Questions and activities


1Table 14.1 outlines the different dimensions and items that make up the productive pedagogies framework. Think of an important concept, idea or content that you would like to cover in a lesson, then consider each of the questions and how you might respond to them in relation to your lesson. It is highly unlikely that you will be able to have every item in your lessons, but make sure that you have some from each of the dimensions of ‘intellectual quality, ‘connectedness’, ‘supportive classroom environment’ and ‘recognition and valuing of difference’.

2Find out as much as you can about different approaches to supporting the educational needs of young people from marginalised backgrounds. You might like to start with a search on the Fair Go project in New South Wales, read some chapters from Wrigley et al. (2012) or investigate the productive pedagogies research. Consider the key elements from each approach and detail the key messages that you can learn from it. Compare and contrast those messages.

3Consider the following ‘Letter to a teacher’, taken from Lisa Delpit’s Other people’s children (2006):




Dear Teacher

I am the survivor of a concentration camp. My eyes saw what no person should witness:

Gas chambers built by learned engineers.

Children poisoned by educated physicians.

Infants killed by trained nurses.

Women and babies shot and burned by high school and college graduates.

So I am suspicious of education. My request is: Help your students become human. Your efforts must never produce learned monsters, skilled psychopaths, educated Eichmanns. Writing and arithmetic are important only if they were to make our children more humane (p. xix).






aIn small groups, discuss what you think are the purposes of education. Think about subjects like Mathematics and Science—should they be responsible for the teaching and discussion of values, like the Social Sciences, Humanities and English?

bLook at the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Education Council, 2019). Why is this an important document? How does it align with the sentiments of the letter?







	

Key further readings and resources

Castro, T. (2020). COVID-19 and risks for disadvantaged students: A media coverage analysis from a cultural psychology perspective. Intercultural Education, 31(6), 661–670. https://doi.org/10.1080/14675986.2020.1800922

This paper explores the potential of the COVID-19 crisis to impact school disengagement and early school-leaving rates.

Education Council (2019). Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration. https://apo.org.au/node/273386

This declaration updates previous versions (e.g. Melbourne Declaration: MCEETYA, 2008). It provides a blueprint for Australian educational goals that remain fundamental to the formulation of educational policies at federal and state/territory levels.

Hayes, D., Mills, M., Christie, P. & Lingard, B. (2006). Teachers and schooling making a difference: Productive pedagogies, assessment and performance. Allen & Unwin.

This text draws on one of the largest studies of primary and secondary classrooms ever undertaken in Australia. It has a clear emphasis on how schools can refocus on the classroom strategies (e.g. the productive pedagogies: see Chapter 2) that make a real difference to the learning outcomes of young people.

McGregor, G., Mills, M., te Riele, K., Baroutsis, A. & Hayes, D. (2017). Re-imagining schooling for education: Socially just alternatives. Palgrave Macmillan. 

This book provokes a conversation about what supportive schooling contexts for both students and teachers might look like, and considers how schooling can contribute to a more socially just society. It is available as an e-book and chapters may be accessed and purchased separately.

McGregor, G., Mills, M., te Riele, K. & Hayes, D. (2015). Excluded from school: Getting a second chance at a ‘meaningful’ education. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 19(6), 608–625. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2014.961684

This article draws upon research into the practices of alternative schools and suggests lessons for the mainstream.

Mills, M., McGregor, G., Baroutsis, A., Riele, K. & Hayes, D. (2016). Alternative education and social justice: Considering issues of affective and contributive justice. Critical Studies in Education, 57(1), 100–115. https://doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2016.1087413

This article focuses upon social justice and schooling using, and extending, the theory of Nancy Fraser.

Wrigley, T., Thomson, P. & Lingard, B. (Eds.) (2012). Changing schools: Alternative ways to make a world of difference. Routledge.

This book draws upon 14 case studies to explore interrelations among various facets of social change, social justice and democracy and their implications for schools.
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	15	Environment as Curriculum   Jane Merewether







What comes to mind when you hear the word ‘environment’? How can environments be ‘curriculum’? What curriculum–environment relations might be possible in these environments?





Pope Road Kindergarten, Melbourne
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St Peter’s Early Learning Centre, Melbourne
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Introduction

This chapter proposes that curriculums and environments are inextricably entangled. It explores relationships between curriculums and environments in educational settings, drawing in particular on literature about the educational project of Reggio Emilia in Italy, but also on a wider body of literature about educational spaces. The chapter begins with a discussion about environments as entangled and dynamic then moves on to discuss how environment is viewed through various theoretical perspectives. This is followed by a discussion about key characteristics of school environments in Reggio Emilia, from which the term ‘environment as third educator’ (Gandini, 2012a) arose. Conceiving environments as educators emphasises the active role of environments in curriculum—they are not simply immutable, passive and inanimate backgrounds or containers for curriculum. Rather, environments are lively and agential elements which are always and already part of curriculum. The chapter concludes with discussion about organisational considerations that can change the nature of engagements in educational environments.




Key terms

»community

»constructiveness

»environment
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»narration

»new materialisms
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»overall softness
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»zones of entanglement





Environments as zones of entanglement

The notion of ‘environment’ is often associated with ‘surroundings’, but anthropologist Tim Ingold (2008) proposes that environment “comprises not the surroundings of the organism but a zone of entanglement” (p. 1797). Understanding environments as zones of entanglement opens us to conceiving environments as more than discrete places and the physical objects, things and matter in them. Environments are places in which relations among humans, non-humans, discourses and materials are inseparably entwined. Furthermore, these places are not static but are always in a constant state of flux. In fact, as Ingold (2008) notes, “There could be no places were it not for the comings and goings of human beings and other organisms to and from them, from and to places elsewhere” (p. 1808). Environments, therefore, are always becoming. Whether we imagine a forest, an ocean, a city or a classroom, humans, plants, animals, things and forces are becoming all at once.


Zones of entanglement

Environments in which relations are constantly being made and remade.



In this chapter, understanding environments not just as surroundings but as zones of entanglement which are ceaselessly changing and transforming helps us to realise that curriculum and environment are inseparable—one cannot be considered without the other.

Learning environments

Environments affect us in many different ways. Consider, for example, your reactions to a thrift shop and to an upmarket department store, or how you feel walking along a beach compared to walking along a busy highway. Whether we are aware of it or not, environments speak.

Pedagogical environments speak of the kind of education that will occur in the space; they tell us how and what will be learnt. A room filled with rows of desks and chairs speaks differently from one filled with desks and chairs arranged in groups. And a place without desks and chairs at all speaks another language entirely. The layout and materials in an environment tell children and adults a great deal about the values of the setting and how participants in it are expected to behave, for example:


•an environment containing elements of the cultures that use the setting may suggest that these cultures are welcome and valued;

•the presence of accessible and open-ended equipment and materials may suggest active learning is valued; and

•spaces for learning in groups may suggest a belief that learning occurs in a social context.



Given that many children spend at least half their waking hours in educational institutions, teachers have an obligation to ensure those environments welcome children and support, rather than limit, their learning. Expecting children and young people to merely tolerate places in which they spend such extended periods diminishes them as human beings and cannot be defended. Teachers, therefore, need to think carefully about the messages their schools and centres convey.

When considering educational environments, indoor spaces often come to mind. However, rather than seeing the indoors and outdoors as separate, it is useful to think of spaces beyond the extent of their enclosure. Indeed, some highly enclosed spaces (e.g. cubbies or tunnels) may be outdoors, while others (e.g. school gymnasiums) may be ‘indoors’ but provide little sense of enclosure. Therefore, the characteristics described in this chapter can be interpreted regardless of whether an environment may be conceived as indoors or outdoors.


Ask yourself

Reflect on your early childhood, primary and secondary education experiences.


•What was the role of environments you encountered?

•What emotions did different environments evoke?

•How did environments affect how you acted in them?

•How did environments affect possibilities for learning?






Theory in action


Today, I was taken on a tour of schools in the area. The principal of the first school offered to show me the three-year-olds’ class. Walking down the corridors, I could hear many of the classes singing and chanting. I do not speak the language, but the sing-song rhythm of multiplication tables was immediately recognisable. We entered the three-year-olds’ class; the teacher, who was not expecting us, looked startled, and hurriedly moved two canes out of sight. Introductions were exchanged and the class of over 40 children was asked to sing a number of songs, including one, ‘Twinkle Twinkle’, which they sang in English. As they sang, I noticed that other than the seats and benches the children were sitting at, the room had no other resources, apart from about 10 A4-sized blackboards and chalk. There was no paper, no drawing materials, no books of any kind, no equipment, no decoration. There was no outdoor play area either. The school environment for these children was a room with children, a few blackboards, seats, benches and one teacher with two canes. Singing seemed like a good strategy.

Notes from the author’s journal




1What messages might this school environment convey to children and adults?

2How might the environment at this school affect possibilities for learning?

3If you had been a teacher in this situation, what might you have done?

4Other than teachers, who else has responsibility for environments in educational settings?





	
	
Theoretical perspectives

Many key theorists have emphasised the role of the environment in educational settings. Friedrich Fröbel (1782–1852), who has been particularly influential in early childhood education, placed much emphasis on first-hand experiences with materials, nature and people (Bruce, 2012). The outdoor environment—particularly the ‘garden’, and special wooden blocks designed by Fröbel called ‘Gifts’—were valued by Fröbel for their ability to promote children’s connectedness with the universe, play, autonomous thought and self-discipline (Bruce, 2012).

Maria Montessori (1870–1952), whose ideas remain very significant in education, also placed a great deal of emphasis on the role of the environment. She saw it as a component of a three-part relationship, with the other parts being the teacher and child (Kuh & Rivard, 2014). Montessori valued order in the environment, believing it would promote calm and engagement in intellectual activity. She referred to the careful arrangement of materials and space as the “prepared environment” (cited in Kuh & Rivard, 2014, p. 15) in which children freely choose from dozens of activities that can be completed independently. Montessori introduced the child-sized furniture that is ubiquitous in many contemporary educational settings and, like Fröbel, designed special didactic materials (materials that teach) for use in the classroom.

The work of John Dewey (1859–1952) has also been very influential in Western education. Dewey advocated for democracy and emphasised the role of experience as a basis for learning. He believed that the primary responsibility of educators is that they not only be aware of the general principle of shaping actual experience through environmental conditions, but that they also recognise what surroundings are conducive to experiences that lead to growth (Dewey, 1938). He pointed out the limitations of desks, blackboards and small schoolyards, and exhorted teachers to use their surroundings and “select those things within the range of existing experience that have the promise and potentiality of presenting new problems” (p. 75).

But arguably the two most influential educational thinkers in contemporary Western education are Jean Piaget (1896–1980) and Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934). Piaget’s theories proposed that children’s cognitive development progresses from stage to stage through a process of accommodation and assimilation (Piaget, 1952). He contended that knowledge construction occurs as a result of children’s continuous, active enquiry in their environment; therefore, the environment is vital as it provides the possibility for problem-solving and critical thinking—the richer the environment, the richer the thinking processes.

For Vygotsky, culture and social interaction was fundamental to cognition:


Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the social level and, later on, on the individual level; first, between people (interpsychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological). This applies equally to voluntary attention, to logical memory, and to the formation of concepts. All the higher functions originate as actual relationships between individuals (1978, p. 57).



Given the inextricable link between the socio-cultural context and cognition, Vygotskian theory suggests an imperative for educational environments to facilitate social interaction.

More recently, and of particular relevance for this chapter, a number of scholars (Barad, 2007; Bennett, 2010; Braidotti, 2013; Haraway, 2016) have taken issue with human-centred or anthropocentric ways of understanding the world. They propose instead that matter, and discourse, nature and culture are understood as not as dichotomous opposites but as always entangled. In what is sometimes called the “material turn” (Alaimo & Hekman, 2008, p. 6), these scholars highlight the agential nature of all matter, human and non-human. Thus, it is not only humans that have agency or a capacity to act and affect—non-humans, including objects and things, have this capacity as well. Looking at environments in this way compels us to see them as interrelated systems in which entities intra-act (Barad, 2007). In deploying the neologism ‘intra-action’, feminist physicist Karen Barad (2007) recognises that human and non-human bodies1 are inseparable and are mutually constituted. Intra-action differs from the more familiar term ‘interaction’, which assumes pre-existing and separate bodies. Intra-action resonates with the zones of entanglement and with Reggio Emilia theorist Loris Malaguzzi’s view of school, “We think of a school for young children as an integral living organism” (cited in Gandini, 2012b, p. 41). Thinking of environments as intra-acting, as zones of entanglement or as living organisms helps us to imagine environments as complex, interrelated and fluid, rather than as fixed and populated with individual pieces.

These theoretical perspectives highlight how curriculum and environment are always in relation, and call us to consider these curriculum-environment relations in our pedagogical decision-making. This is not easy, but the following section provides some tools to assist us.


Ask yourself

Although there is much we can take from perspectives such as those discussed above, they were constructed in a different time and place.


•What can you do to ensure you become an active theory-builder, here and now?





	
Characteristics of educational environments

The municipal schools and infant–toddler centres in the Italian city of Reggio Emilia are well known for the meticulous attention and care paid to space and environments. A research collaboration between the Reggio Emilia schools and the Domus Academy, also in Italy, identified a series of nine key characteristics in these environments: overall softness, relation, osmosis, multisensoriality, epigenesis, community, constructiveness, rich normality and narration (Ceppi & Zini, 1998). These characteristics were separately identified to illustrate the way each works within the whole; however, in practice, they don’t exist as individual elements but emerge through their intra-action. Although the characteristics were identified in Reggio Emilia more than two decades ago, they still provide an extremely useful starting point for thinking with environments in other spaces and times.

Overall softness

Ceppi and Zini (1998, pp. 10–11) use the term “overall softness” to describe a key feature of the schools in Reggio Emilia. Traditionally, educational settings have been utilitarian places with a certain rigidity of design and function, in that each area can only be used for particular activities. Such spaces can feel cold and unwelcoming and can narrow pedagogical possibilities (Rinaldi, 2006; Vecchi et al., 2008). More indeterminate spaces that can be used in a variety of ways can have a more inviting feel and offer more complex curricula possibilities. Using the metaphor of ‘softness’ takes us beyond thinking in terms of immutable boundaries and draws attention to the sense of serenity, amiability and liveability evident in the schools in Reggio Emilia. Thinking in terms of soft spaces invites us to blur and rework boundaries and makes room for listening, exchange and attention to human and non-human others.

	
Relation

The schools in Reggio Emilia pay close attention to relations not only between people, but also between spaces, ideas and things (Ceppi & Zini, 1998). Schools are viewed “not as a single system but as a system of systems, a system of relationships and communication among children, teachers and parents … [and] also extend to spatial relationships” (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 85). Thinking of environments as systems—as zones of entangled relations—reminds us to consider how entities within environments are entwined, and that distinguishing where one entity begins and another ends is not really possible. A relational approach to environments attunes us not only to human and non-human materialities, but also to the discourses, ecologies and temporalities and their constant making and remaking. Although certain areas do have particular functions, the relational school is viewed as a whole rather than a collection of disparate spaces.

	
Osmosis

The biological process of osmosis, which involves the movement of a solvent through a semi-permeable membrane, is used by Ceppi & Zini (1998, pp. 14–15) as a metaphor to describe the interface between a school and society. The term reminds us that schools do not exist in isolation from the outside world, but are co-constituted through the flow of ideas, materials and people. Gandini explains this as “continuity with surroundings, environments and social connections” (2012a, p. 324). In describing schools in Reggio Emilia, Jerome Bruner notes, ‘A Reggio preschool space should be not only IN Reggio but OF Reggio. Growth is never in vacuo” (1998, p. 137, original emphasis). Similarly, schools in places other than Reggio Emilia are necessarily of those places; their physical and cultural contexts are part of them and their ongoing constitution and reconfiguration. Whether a school is in Reggio Emilia or elsewhere, and regardless of the age group it educates, it is a porous membrane through which the local culture permeates.

	
Multisensoriality

A multisensorial environment is rich in sensory stimuli, but this is not something that can be perceived in universal terms as each person perceives the world through their senses in an individual way. Nonetheless, when it comes to their sensoriality, educational environments are often either too bland or overstimulating, and long periods of time in such settings can be a source of stress for children and young people. According to Ceppi and Zini (1998), having “different sensory values so that each individual can tune in to his or her own personal reception characteristic” (p. 17) is necessary if we are to create educational environments that support and nourish children’s sensory perceptions. Considering the intra-action of elements such as texture, light, temperature, size, colour and sound can create rich and stimulating zones of entanglement, although care needs to be taken to ensure harmony and balance in order to avoid a jarring or overstimulating effect.

Texture

From the moment of birth, touch plays a fundamental role in human communication and well-being. Educational environments can be harsh and uncompromising in terms of texture, but this can be alleviated by introducing a range of materials that provide textural complexity—rough and smooth, cold and warm, wet and dry.

	
Colour

Colour can have great organisational qualities but can also be the source of great disorientation. The way colour is used and perceived is culturally constructed—simple views of childhood can lead to the use of commensurately simple colour palettes in environments for children; for example, highly saturated primary colours of red, yellow and blue (Ceppi & Zini, 1998). A more complex view of children, which sees them as capable thinkers and learners, engenders a more complex palette that includes a range of chromatic characteristics. However, care needs to be taken to avoid a riot of colour, which in educational environments can lead to a chaotic feel. Colours should work together harmoniously. “The aim is to give children (and adults) a sufficient chromatic variety and complexity, an overall perceptive richness that is stimulating for the formation of the knowledge and identity-building processes” (Ceppi & Zini, 1998, p. 66).

	
Light

The schools of Reggio Emilia are well known for their use of light. Natural light shines in through abundant windows, and artificial light is also used extensively. A myriad of light sources—sunlight, overhead projectors, spotlights, light tables, mirrors, projectors, lamps—are used to draw attention to objects, create shadows and allow the possibility of seeing people, objects and materials from a different perspective. Light also influences emotions. “Feelings of euphoria or lethargy, panic or cheerfulness, for example, are closely linked to the quantity and quality of light” (Ceppi & Zini, 1998, p. 46). Monochromatic light, which is so often found in educational settings, can be bland and uninspiring; yet, as Ceppi & Zini (1998) suggest, the richness and plasticity of places is dependent on the modulation of the light.

	
Smell

Many of us can still recall the smells of our educational settings—and these are not always pleasant. “The deepest and most direct emotions are associated with smell … the perception of an odor has strong evocative potential, as it can immediately reawaken the image and memory of a place” (Ceppi & Zini, 1998, p. 84). Creating a rich aromascape both indoors and outdoors—which includes aromatic flowers, bark, herbs, spices, fruits and leaves—generates not only lifelong memories but also vocabulary and imagination.

	
Sound

You may not spend much time thinking about acoustics, and yet sound has a powerful influence in our lives. “Every cell in the body registers sound waves. We actually hear with our entire bodies, not simply with our ears” (Olds, 2001, p. 180). Therefore, considering the impact of sound—particularly in group settings, which can be very noisy—is vital as it can either support or inhibit learning. Use of sound-absorbing materials such as plants, cushions, curtains and rugs can reduce the impact of noise indoors, while at the same time adding to the textural landscape. The noise from traffic and other sources may need to be assuaged using walls or dense plantings of trees. However, it is important not to eliminate all sounds, as silent spaces are acoustically deprived and can feel oppressive.

	
	
Epigenesis

In biology, epigenesis is the process by which an egg or spore develops into a plant or animal. Ceppi and Zini (1998) use this as a metaphor to illustrate the flexibility and manipulability of spaces in Reggio Emilia. Epigenetic spaces can be seen as living organisms that change throughout each day. Such spaces are responsive and transformable, allowing continual evolution in accordance with the culture and research of those who inhabit the space: the children, the teachers and the parents (Rinaldi, 1998). They provide open-ended spaces and materials that allow short- and long-term change. Partitions, moveable furniture and materials enable day-to-day change, while long-term adjustments are facilitated by designing schools that include spaces that can be used for different purposes over time, and permit expansion if required (Ceppi & Zini, 1998).

A constantly changing space needs to be balanced with the need for familiarity. Being involved in the change—and ensuring spaces maintain their identity and contain a “memory of the past” (Rinaldi, 1998, p. 118) where children’s and teachers’ past experiences in and with the environment are visible—can ameliorate the discombobulation that change may otherwise bring. Paola Cavazzoni, a pedagogista (a teacher with expertise in children’s learning), explains:


An environment of daily life continually activated and modified by explorations and research by all the protagonists—children, teachers and parents—marked by traces of events, social and personal stories, becomes an empathetic place, a place of learning and suggestive of actions and change (cited in Gandini, 2012a, p. 323).



	
Community

Schools are collective environments or communities in which the key participants are children, parents, teachers and materials. A welcoming environment is a convivial space that reflects a sense of shared values and fosters encounters, exchange and participation of all protagonists (Ceppi & Zini, 1998). Environments play a key role in ensuring children and young people remain connected to each other, their families and their communities. In Reggio Emilia, “Everything is thoughtfully chosen and placed with the intention to create communication, as well as exchanges among people and interactions between people and things in a network of possible connections and constructions” (Gandini, 2012a, p. 319).

Creating welcoming educational spaces for children and young people also means creating settings that welcome adults. Ensuring that families feel at ease and have a sense of belonging goes a long way to ensuring that children and young people feel welcomed. Providing places where families can gather, mingle and learn about what is going on at the setting, and which reflect their own cultures, contributes to an overall sense of participation and community. Teachers often spend more waking hours at work than at home, so their workplaces should communicate that they are welcome in this setting. Being able to share personal aspects of their lives and having time and places where they can have meaningful relationships with other adults, makes for a more conducive environment for teachers. This in turn is more likely to enable them to facilitate stronger relationships with families and the community.

	
Constructiveness

In Reggio Emilia, schools are seen as workshops or laboratories in which children are engaged in continuous research and experimentation (Ceppi & Zini, 1998). They are places where “knowledge is constructed, deconstructed, and consolidated as a result of exchange and relations with others” (Ceppi & Zini, 1998, p. 22). They are environments that provide spaces and materials which invite and encourage children’s and young people’s action and reflection, both individually and in groups. Materials and spaces that allow children and young people to explore, discover and construct afford the opportunity to create and invent, rather than simply reproduce knowledge that already exists.

	
Rich normality

Despite the complexity and exceptionality in the environments of Reggio Emilia, there is an everydayness and tranquillity to them. This “rich normality” (Ceppi & Zini, 1998, pp. 26–27) is brought about through attention to harmony and balance. Consideration is given to creating environments that are rich and stimulating, but which also combine many different elements in a harmonious way. Preference is given to medium tones that are calm and peaceful rather than tones that are bright and jarring, which is so often the case in early learning settings. As Gandini (2012a, p. 327) notes, “There are so many opportunities for learning in an organised and well-thought-out environment”.

Rich normality draws attention to the extraordinary in the ordinary (Giamminuti, 2013). It means giving value to everyday experiences and, in doing so, lifts the educational experience out of the banal, out of the ordinary, laying open the infinite potential of the everyday environment to motivate and bring learning to life. As Malaguzzi (cited in Cavallini et al., 2011, p. 14) reminds us, “Utopia, dreams and desire must be part of the quality of everyday life, making it possible to bring about that ‘rich normality’ which goes beyond an idea of exceptional experience, and re-establishes a new, positive value for normality”.

	
Narration

In Reggio Emilia, environments enable the results and processes of learning to be transparent and visible through various forms of narration—communication and documentation that create a “second skin made of writings, images, materials, objects, and colors, which reveals the presence of the children even in their absence” (Ceppi & Zini, 1998, p. 25). This kind of documentation is “a democratic process to inform the public about the contents of the [schools]” (Rinaldi, cited in Dahlberg et al., 2013, p. 79). Telling the story of what happens in the schools lets people know about the care, professionalism and research of the teachers, and enables participation (Gandini, 2012a). Documenting children’s experience at school in this way requires teachers to research and therefore question their own teaching practices, which in turn contributes to their professional growth. Documentation also generates parents’ interest in the educational experience and encourages their engagement in the overall educational process.

In Reggio Emilia, the spaces, particularly the walls, are designed to accommodate this documentation. As Malaguzzi explains, “the walls are used as spaces for both temporary and permanent exhibits … our walls speak and document” (cited in Gandini, 2012b, p. 41). Teachers and children collaborate to create attractive displays that offer examples of children’s work, transcripts of conversations, and teacher reflections. These panels are read by the children, teachers, families and other visitors to the school; therefore, it is important they are situated in accessible places where they can be easily read and discussed. “We have to consider and help [the school] to speak. We should create a space … where parents can tarry or take time … with comfortable armchairs … where parents, visitors, and teachers have dialogues and exchange thoughts and ideas” (Malaguzzi, cited in Gandini, 2012b, pp. 338–339).


Ask yourself

Your views of learning, teaching and children and young people shape how you organise your environment.


•What view of teachers and children and young people is implicit in the above characteristics?






Theory in action

The study of meaning-making from signs and symbols is called semiotics; thus, the ‘semiotics of entering’ (Giamminuti, 2013, p. 51) studies the way we make meaning from the signs and symbols we experience at the point of entry, or the beginning of an activity. Consider the semiotics of entering in the following example:


I approach the centre in my car. I have been here many times before and yet I still have to look carefully to ensure I pull up in front of the right place as it looks like all the other family homes on the street. I get out of my car and the heady perfume of frangipani trees in the front garden invites me to linger as I make my way to the front door. I pause to savour the fragrance of one flower and as I do so, I hear birds chirping nearby, and the happy voices of children drifting over from the back of house. My attention is also drawn to the blueness of the sky and I wonder why I hadn’t noticed this earlier. I reach the verandah that is furnished with a wooden sideboard, table and divan. On the sideboard are some children’s paintings and books that document the children’s recent learning. I stop to flick through, but as I do so, two children who are inside spy me through the window and call out to me: ‘Hello Jane, come and see what we are doing!’ I move towards the door and before I have time to ring the bell it is opened by one of the teachers, Sarah, who greets me with her usual warmth. ‘Hello, Jane, how lovely to see you!’

Amber and Hanna, the children who had spotted me earlier, flank Sarah. ‘Jane!’ the girls exclaim as if I was a long-lost friend. I haven’t been to the centre for about two months but already I feel at home. At the same time, I see Sue, the cook, who also greets me enthusiastically. ‘What are you cooking?’ I ask. ‘It smells delicious.’

‘Lasagne and scones,’ she replies. ‘You are more than welcome to have some; there is plenty’, she replies without hesitation.

‘Come on, Jane!’ call Amber and Hanna, who are waiting expectantly.

From my position near the front door, I can see into the kitchen and beyond, through the large windows into the backyard which is beckoning me, even from this distance. I can see many of the other children are out there, so, escorted by Amber and Hanna, I continue towards the back door past some beautiful timber tables and chairs that are being set with tablecloths and cutlery in readiness for lunch.

I have only been in this place for a few minutes, but I step into the backyard having enjoyed a warm and multisensorial welcome that has left me with a very strong sense of belonging.

Notes from the author’s journal




1What characteristics of the environment contributed to the author’s sense of welcome and belonging?

2What insights do you get about this centre’s values and beliefs about children and learning?





	
	
Environments for democracy

In democratic countries, schools teach values of democracy “such as freedom, equality and the rule of law” (ACARA, 2021). But if democracy is to be a fundamental value of education, then schools, as well as teaching about it, need to ensure it is part of the everyday lived experience:


… democracy and citizenship are not just an aspiration for a later stage in life, they are not something we prepare children to practice and become as they grow older. They are something young children can and should live here and now (Moss, 2014, p. 123).



The environment is a central player in this everyday democracy; the way it is provisioned and organised directly affects the quality of the interactions among the people in it.

In Reggio Emilia, “transparency” is a metaphor for openness and is a guiding democratic principle for all that takes place in the schools. Transparency allows everyone to see what is going on and fosters collaboration, dialogue and exchange of ideas. In terms of the architectural spaces, transparency creates the “possibility of looking through from one space to another” (Ceppi & Zini, 1998, p. 42), promoting communication and interaction between people and things. The use of “permeable boundaries” (Giamminuti, 2013, p. 57), such as interior windows and sliding doors between rooms, allows for a feeling of enclosure and security. It also eases a sense of excessive openness, which can be disorienting. These permeable boundaries promote relationships and connections, contributing to a sense of belonging. Within the rooms, a feeling of openness is maintained by boundaries created by low partitions and hanging dividers made from materials that can be seen through, such as sheer fabrics, open shelves and strings of beads (see  Figures 15.1 and  15.2).

FIGURE 15.1 A bead-curtain room divider, St Peter’s Early Learning Centre, Melbourne
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FIGURE 15.2 A child-height window/door into the kitchen, St Peter's Early Learning Centre, Melbourne
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Transparency can extend to small spaces, such as containers for storing equipment and materials. Using transparent containers to hold materials and tools allows children to see the contents, which in turn allows them to access the containers independently. Transparent containers also have a way of making even the most mundane objects appear attractive and inviting, thus encouraging children to explore and use the contents (see Figures 15.3 and  15.4).

FIGURE 15.3 Transparent storage containers, Como Children, Perth
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FIGURE 15.4 Transparent storage containers for crayons, pencils and brushes, Como Children, Perth
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Seeking children’s and young people’s perspectives on the environment

A fundamental tenet of democracy is freedom of expression. Children’s right to express their views is articulated in Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC] (1989):


States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.



Australia is a signatory to the UNCRC; therefore, Australian educators have an obligation to provide children with opportunities to express themselves, and to give their opinions due weight. As the principal users of educational spaces, children are in a very knowledgeable position regarding them; therefore, their ideas are extremely valuable in planning and assessing environments. Seeking the perspectives of very young children is a relatively new area of study, but some researchers are exploring ways to do this respectfully and authentically by providing children with the opportunity to express themselves in a variety of ways such as conversation, drawing and photography (Arnott & Wall, 2021; Clark, 2017; Merewether, 2015, 2018, 2019; Merewether & Fleet, 2014).


Ask yourself


•Do you think it is realistic for learners of all ages, including very young children, to participate in decisions about their environment? Why or why not?

•How might the learners you teach contribute to the design and provisioning of their environment?





	
	
Organising space, materials and time

Organised, orderly environments are easily readable and communicate that their users and the activities taking place are valued. One of the features of the schools in Reggio Emilia is that the spaces are divided into “market stalls, each one with its own children and its own projects and activities” (Malaguzzi, cited in Gandini, 2012b, p. 62). The market stall metaphor reflects the twice-weekly markets held in Reggio Emilia where people go to seek out items of interest and engage in a vigorous exchange of ideas. Market stalls have defined yet permeable boundaries; stalls with similar produce are clustered together, stalls selling fruits and vegetables are kept away from those selling clothing. This is a useful metaphor for pedagogical environments—boundaries can create a sense of order not only by containing the materials associated with particular spaces, but also by limiting the number of children who can access the space at any given time. Activity areas within larger spaces need clear demarcation but, to enable visibility and interconnectedness, spaces can be divided by permeable boundaries such as plants, low shelves, sheer curtains or windows. Overhead canopies can also work both inside and outside to provide a permeable boundary—an overhead length of fabric can delineate a space indoors, while a shade sail, pergola or tree canopy can define a space outdoors. Location is also important. For example, quiet activities such as reading or listening should be located in protected areas such as corners, whereas activities involving movement and noise can be in areas that are more exposed (Olds, 2001). Furniture such as tables and shelves can be used to create protected areas within the larger space; in the case of the outdoors, plants can be used to create protected spaces.


Theory in action

The innovative Fuji Kindergarten by Japanese architect Takaharu Tezuka has attracted worldwide attention. Tezuka describes it as:


a kindergarten in the shape of an oval with a perimeter of 183 m, made for 500 children. It is conceived as a single village.

The interior is an integrated space softly partitioned with furniture. Projecting through the roof deck are three preserved zelkova trees 25 m in height (www.architonic.com/en/project/tezuka-architects-fuji-kindergarten/5100019).



This building is effectively a large doughnut that surrounds a playing field. The building has no internal dividing walls, and the roof is also an uninterrupted play area.

FIGURE 15.5 Fuji Kindergarten
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Source: http://ideas.ted.com/inside-the-worlds-best-kindergarten



You can hear Takaharu Tezuka talking about the “best kindergarten you’ve ever seen” at www.ted.com/talks/takaharu_tezuka_the_best_kindergarten_you_ve_ever_seen/.


1Do you agree that this is the best kindergarten you’ve ever seen?

2How might this building influence possibilities for curriculum?

3Would a similar design work for educational settings for older children and young people?





Work and sitting surfaces

Tables and chairs dominate traditional classrooms, leaving little room for anything else. However, this need not be the case; having fewer tables and chairs frees up floor space, which allows much more flexible use of the area. Games, construction, reading, artwork and a range of other activities can often be more successfully carried out on the floor. When tables are necessary, we can use a range of table sizes and heights, rather than uniformly sized tables. Similarly, rather than choose a one-size-fits-all seating option, a range of possibilities such as stools, cushions, couches and benches can better support children’s and young people’s engagement in specific activities.

	
Storage and display

Storage and display in educational settings are often overlooked; however, they can result in environments that do little to enhance educational possibilities for children and young people. Well-thought-out storage in which materials are accessible to children and adults creates a more functional and harmonious learning environment. “Clear, visible storage and display provide children with unambiguous physical surroundings for orientation and limit setting, capture their curiosity, entice them into an area, and enable them to find and replace the materials they need for activities” (Olds, 2001, p. 287). Gandini (2012a) describes how children in Reggio Emilia “will be able to find everything else they need on well-organised open shelves, stocked with recycled and other materials. Those materials have been previously selected and neatly placed in transparent containers with the help of teachers” (p. 336). These orderly environments also communicate and engender respect: respect for learning, children and adults. It must be noted, however, that this might not always be the case. In some instances, orderliness may not reflect a valuing of the learning or people who inhabit the space, but instead may reflect a valuing of order itself. As Foucault (1977) has shown, in institutions such as schools, hospitals and prisons, space and object arrangement can be used to exert power and control.

FIGURE 15.6 Outdoor seating option, St Peter’s Early Learning Centre, Melbourne
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Ensuring that spaces are organised requires constant attention by all users of the space—children and adults. Even the youngest children can participate in maintenance of the environment; if children are able to obtain an item from a shelf, they are also able to return it. Cleaning and tidying should not be relegated to the end of the day, week or semester; rather, keeping the environment orderly should be integrated into every activity throughout each day.

	
Time

The environment is more than the physical space—the temporal environment, the way time is structured, also significantly affects possibilities for learning and relationships. The temporal environment includes the daily schedule, routines and transitions. Organisation of time reflects the goals and values upheld in the setting, yet the way time is organised in schools is often not up for discussion. Clocks are deeply embedded in daily life in schools, and children and teachers move from one activity to another based solely on the time marked on a clock (Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2012). The presence in a classroom of an object as ubiquitous, yet seemingly innocuous, as a clock can be highly influential in the way the space is experienced. A hurried and clock-driven approach to time in schools reflects an implicit view that children and young people are not able or entitled to deep and reflective meaning-making. In contrast, in the schools of Reggio Emilia:


… one perceives that there is a particular connection between time and space and that the environment truly works. The consideration of the children’s own needs and rhythms shapes that arrangement of space and the physical environment, while in turn, the time at disposal allows for the use and enjoyment, at a child’s pace, of such carefully thought out space (Gandini, 2012a, p. 333).




Ask yourself


•What everyday items, apart from clocks, may be much more influential in schools than people might realise?





	
	
Conclusion

This chapter has highlighted the complex ways in which the environment works as zones of entanglement. Thinking about the environment this way offers new and different ways to approach teaching and learning, which in turn offer new and different ways to see the world. Welcoming educational environments are not just backgrounds for curriculum. They are flexible, aesthetically pleasing and harmonious, and reflect the values of the community in which they are situated. They act as workshops in which knowledge can be constructed by promoting relationships between people, things and ideas, and engage all the senses. They are open and transparent places that tell the story of what happens inside them. Teachers should consider every element of the environment accordingly, as each has an impact on the nature and content of the learning:


Our goal is to build an amiable school, where children, teachers and families feel at home … It must embody ways of getting along together, of intensifying relationships among the three central protagonists, of assuring fullness of attention to the problems of educating, and of activating participation and research (Malaguzzi, cited in Gandini, 2012b, p. 43).




Questions and activities


1Consider the environment in which you are now. Try to find, and photograph if possible, examples of the following:


aOverall softness

bRelation

cOsmosis

dMultisensoriality

eEpigenesis

fCommunity

gConstructiveness

hRich normality

iNarration.

	Discuss what you have observed.



2Kneel to child height and look around. How might your environment welcome a child, as an individual and as a group learner? Sit at a desk and look around. How might your environment welcome a learner, as an individual and as a group learner?

3Visualise an educational environment that evokes strong memories. Describe the sounds and smells you can remember. What role did these elements have in creating pleasant or unpleasant memories?

4What is the role of the environment as the third educator in children’s and young people’s search for knowledge and meaning?

5What are the challenges of making the environment a central protagonist in curriculum—in early years, primary and secondary settings?





	

Key further readings and resources

Print resources

Ceppi, G. & Zini, M. (Eds) (1998). Children, spaces, relations: Metaproject for an environment for young children. Reggio Children.

The municipal schools and centres for young children in the Italian city of Reggio Emilia are internationally recognised for their system of education. This book is the result of a research collaboration between Reggio Children and the Domus Academy. It describes the approach in Reggio Emilia to designing spaces for young children.

Curtis, D. & Carter, M. (2014). Designs for living and learning: Transforming early childhood environments (2nd ed.). Redleaf Press.

This book contains a wealth of simple and practical ideas for creating and enhancing indoor and outdoor spaces and materials in educational settings.

Olds, A.R. (2001). Child care design guide. McGraw-Hill.

This is an extremely comprehensive design guide which is aimed at early learning settings but has great applicability to other educational settings.

Pacini-Ketchabaw, V., Kind, S. & Kocher, L. (2017). Encounters with materials in early childhood education. Routledge. 

This book documents children’s and educators’ experimentations with materials in two early learning centres in Canada. It challenges conventional conceptualisations of several materials commonly found in early learning centres including paint, paper and blocks.

Online resources

Encounters with materials: http://encounterswithmaterials.com/

This is the companion website to the book Encounters with materials in early childhood education (Pacini-Ketchabaw et al., 2017). It explores materiality in two early childhood centres in Canada.

Princes Hill Media Center: https://www.phps.vic.edu.au/media-center/

There are a number of videos here. Look for ‘Living Learning Environments’ which describes Princes Hill Primary School’s approach to environments.

Reggio-inspired innovative spaces: Learning resources for primary teachers: www.smore.com/4hg1m-creating-innovative-learning-spaces

This website by Margaret Lincoln is a very comprehensive resource which sparks ideas and supports new ways of thinking about innovative learning spaces.
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“Well, not all kids are experts with technology … There is a difference because with an iPad you just open it with your fingers and it’s a little, small gadget. But with a computer it’s this big thing and you’ve got to turn on the hard drive, turn on the computer, yeah, wait for it to load, then you’ve got to click on it and open your, your account and then you’ve got to click on—if you want to go on the internet you’ve got to click on the internet. There’s more to know”—Charlie, 12 years old, regional NSW, Australia.

How and where did you learn about digital technologies? What role do they play in your life today? Do you think that all children have the same opportunities to learn about and engage with digital technologies? Are you a confident user of digital technologies or is there more you would like to know?





Introduction

Digital technologies play a central role in schools and other education settings. Digital tools, networks and devices are used for administration and communication, and are integrated in cycles of teaching and learning. The use of digital technologies for teaching and learning is underpinned by policy and curriculum that focuses on the development of digital skills and knowledge as human capital to be employed in future digital economies. While the development of digital skills and knowledge for future work will be important for many children and young people, equally important is the development of digital skills and knowledge. Children and young people need to know how to effectively access and safely and confidently participate in digital environments for play and social connection. They also need to learn how to access and evaluate information, and interact with services like healthcare and finance across their lives.

In this chapter we introduce a digital rights framework with a focus on provision, participation, protection and privacy. This is because children’s and young people’s digital rights can provide a broad frame for schools and educators to:


»examine preschool and school practices with digital technologies;

»understand the ways in which learners can benefit (or otherwise) from digital technologies at school; and

»design school practices that support children’s and young people’s digital rights.






Key terms

»cybersafety

»dataveillance

»digital environment

»digital futures

»digital inequality

»digital literacy

»digital rights

»digital technologies

»technology practice





Digital technologies and schooling

The integration of digital technologies in contemporary schooling is commonplace. The types of digital technologies you might expect to see in preschools and schools include networked desktop computers, laptop computers, interactive display screens or whiteboards, tablets, codable robots and toys, and a range of apps and platforms. Many of these digital tools are designed specifically for educational purposes (e.g. literacy and numeracy apps, classroom management platforms, student reporting software). Others have been adapted for school and classroom use by administrators, educators and learners (e.g. word processing software, social media platforms, collaborative publishing tools, email).


Digital technologies

Digital tools, systems, devices and resources that generate, store or process information.



Digital technology in Australian early years and school education is underpinned by policy that frames digital skills and knowledge as essential in the development of human capital. This approach is evidenced by a vision for education made by Australia’s education ministers in the 2008 Melbourne Declaration and carried through in the more recent Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration. The Mparntwe Declaration references technologies in the development of successful lifelong learners including engaging productively with future technologies and contributing to Australia’s knowledge-based economies (Education Council, 2019). The articulation of these broad policy statements has a direct impact on the development of curriculum, which guides teaching and learning.


Theory in action

Digital technologies across the curriculum

Early years curriculum

Digital technologies are integrated in Belonging, being & becoming: The early years learning framework for Australia [EYLF] (DEEWR, 2009). The framework comprises three interrelated elements—principle, practice and learning outcomes—centred around the child. The first element underpins practice that is focused on supporting children to achieve learning outcomes. Explicit reference to learning with technologies is made in the learning outcomes element of the framework. Two of the five learning outcomes make explicit reference to technology or ICT:


Learning Outcome 4 ‘Children are confident and involved learners’ refers to the use of technologies as a resource for children’s own learning. Examples of educators promoting this outcome include opportunities that introduce appropriate tools, technologies and media and provide the skills, knowledge and techniques to enhance children’s learning. Examples of a child’s progress towards this outcome includes experimentation with ICT to investigate and problem solve (p. 40).

Learning Outcome 5 ‘Children are effective communicators’ refers to the use of information and communication technologies to access information, investigate ideas and represent thinking. Examples of educators promoting this outcome include providing access to a range of technologies, integration of technologies into play experience and teaching of skills and techniques. Examples of a child’s progress towards this outcome include identifying the uses of technologies in everyday life and use of real or imaginary technologies as props in their play, using information and communication technologies to access images and information, explore diverse perspectives and make sense of their world (p. 47).



Australian Curriculum

Digital technologies are incorporated in the F–10 Australian Curriculum as a general digital literacy capability (previously known as the ICT capability), and a Digital Technologies subject within the Technologies learning area. The general digital literacy capability is aligned with technical notions of digital literacy. The capability is designed to be taught across learning areas. It mandates that all students learn to effectively and appropriately access, create and communicate information and ideas, solve problems and work collaboratively (ACARA, 2012). For educators, this means that learning is designed to maximise opportunities for students to develop and rehearse the digital literacy capabilities. The Digital Technologies subject is taught from F–10. It focuses on digital systems, representations of data, processes and productions skills, and creating digital solutions. The rationale for the stand-alone learning area aligns with the broader policy imperative that positions the development of digital skills and knowledge as “critical to the well-being and sustainability of the economy, the environment and society, that the benefits of information systems are exploited ethically” (ACARA, 2019).


1The Digital Technologies learning area in the Australian Curriculum positions the development of digital skills as critical to the sustainability of the economy, environment and society. How might this future focus frame educators’ approaches to enacting the curriculum?

2The EYLF makes an explicit reference to ‘children’s lived worlds’. With your peers, brainstorm ideas to connect digital technologies to students’ lived worlds in early years settings.

3What are the key differences in the language between the EYLF and the Australian Curriculum? How does this influence teaching and learning?





Developing digital skills as human capital

Policy and curriculum are important documents for preschools, schools and educators as they frame the focus of formal education, outline the content that students are required to learn, and shape approaches to teaching and learning. The integration of digital technologies and digital literacy in the curriculum signals a particular focus on equipping children and young people with the skills and knowledge to participate in future digital knowledge economies. Indeed, leaving school with the skills and knowledge to complete further study and/or enter the workforce and contribute to the economy is a core component of Australia’s school system. Yet, work is only one component of an individual’s life. Digital literacy is increasingly essential to participate and connect socially, for play or leisure, to access information and essential services including healthcare and finance, to understand and confidently navigate digital environments, and for democratic participation. All of these will be equally important in children’s and young people’s digital futures and are already important in their digital present.


Digital literacy

The skills, knowledge or practices required to engage with digital technologies. ‘Digital skills’ can sometimes be used interchangeably with digital literacy; it refers to the technical skills required to use digital technologies.




Digital futures

A policy term frequently used about future jobs; typically associated with equipping children and young people with digital skills and knowledge so they can participate in future digital economies.




Digital present

The digital aspects of children’s and young people’s everyday present lives.



	
	
Children’s and young people’s digital rights

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child was adopted in 1989. This treaty was established to codify children’s rights in an international legal framework. The Convention aims to guarantee that all children (from birth to age 18) have equal access to civic, political, cultural, economic and social rights, including the right to access information and the right to education. It specifically emphasises that some rights commonly thought of in relation to adults (e,g, participation and assembly) also apply to children (Livingstone et al., 2015, p. 8).

Since 1989, digital technologies have rapidly developed, as have children’s and young people’s access to and engagement with digital tools and environments. In Australia, 97.1% of households with children under 15 have access to the internet (ABS, 2018). Children and young people engage with digital technologies and environments for play, to connect with friends, complete school work, access services and information and participate in civic and cultural life. Digital rights advocates assert that children’s and young people’s rights require rethinking in light of advances in digital technologies and changes to the way we live our lives. Having meaningful, safe and effective access to digital technologies can support children and young people to flourish (5 Rights Steering Group, 2021).


Digital rights

The rights of individuals in the digital environment.



The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (UN CRC) adopted General Comment No. 25 on children’s rights in relation to the digital environment in 2021. This was with the objective of facilitating children’s participation and protection in digital environments associated with:


•civil rights and freedoms in digital environments;

•violence against children;

•family environment and alternative care;

•children with disabilities;

•health and welfare;

•education, leisure and cultural activities.



Four general principles—non-discrimination; the best interests of the child; the right to life, survival and development; and respect for the views of the child—are central to General Comment No. 25. The Comment acknowledges the evolving capacities of children and asserts that states should address the gradual acquisition of digital competencies, understanding and agency (UN CRC, 2021). A focus on digital rights encourages policy-makers to develop frameworks that ensure children and young people have the same rights online as they do offline. In regard to education policy and curriculum, children and young people are positioned as rights-holders in the here and now. We need to allow for a shift in thinking, from the development of skills and knowledge for imagined digital futures to a focus on the children’s and young people’s digital practices, their agency, and the real and complex challenges of living in digital worlds both now and in the future. In practice, a digital rights approach provides a particularly useful lens through which educators can interrogate existing educational practices, then design better teaching and learning that supports children’s and young people’s digital rights.

	
A digital rights approach to examining school practices

The substantive rights outlined in the Convention on the Rights of the Child have been commonly divided into three Ps—provision, participation and protection—as three parts of a holistic vision for children’s and young people’s rights. ‘Provision’ refers to a child’s or young person’s right to access resources necessary for survival and development to their full potential. ‘Participation’ enables children and young people to engage with processes that affect their development and play an active part in society. ‘Protection’ is from threats to a child’s or young person’s dignity, survival and development, including privacy (Livingstone et al., 2015). The three Ps, employed as a lens for understanding the rights set out in the Convention, are particularly useful for examining the ways that digital technologies are interwoven in policy, curriculum and school practices.

Provision and participation

Provision refers to children’s and young people’s right to access resources necessary for survival and development to their full potential. With regard to digital technologies in schools, this may include their physical access to digital technologies, and opportunities for them to develop effective access. Effective access refers to an individual’s ability to effectively access and make use of a resource. For example, a child may have physical access to a computer but may not have the skills or knowledge to use it. Opportunities to develop effective access can include formal and informal learning experiences designed to develop digital literacy, along with an understanding of digital environments.

Participation refers to children’s and young people’s right to engage with processes that affect their development and their right to play an active part in society. In terms of digital technologies, participation includes their civic rights and freedoms to effectively access digital technologies, engage in and connect with others in digital environments, and employ digital tools for creative expression and development of identity. Research shows that digital participation can have benefits for children’s formal and informal learning; health and well-being; literacy; civic and/or political participation; play and recreation; identity; belonging; peer, family and intergenerational relationships; individual and community resilience; and consumer practices (Swist et al., 2015). Opportunities for digital participation are particularly important in the ongoing development of children’s and young people’s digital literacy.


Ask yourself


•What digital technologies and digital information do you think children and young people should/should not have supervised/unsupervised access to?





Digital literacy

Central to the principles of provision and participation is the notion of effective access. In order to participate in society, children and young people require foundational skills and knowledge to effectively access digital technologies. Digital literacy broadly describes the skills, knowledge or practices required to effectively access digital technologies (Apps et al., 2021). In the Australian Curriculum the term is widely used to describe a series of discrete digital skills and knowledge that students should attain in order to effectively function in digital environments. Australian school educators have been mandated to teach digital literacy as a general capability from Foundation to Year 10 since 2010. Yet, large-scale assessment data and international research over the past decade shows that school students’ digital literacy is generally lower than expected and that patterns of performance are associated with a range of social factors including socio-economic status, parent occupation, gender, ethnicity and geographical location (Aesaert & van Braak, 2015; ACARA, 2018; Hatlevik et al., 2018; OECD, 2015). In plain terms, these findings tell us that most children demonstrate attainment of lower than expected levels of ability to access and manage information and, importantly, that this is associated with their background. Students from the most disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to have lower digital literacy than their peers. In Australia, these patterns of digital inequality have been consistent, despite the integration of digital literacy in school curricula.


Ask yourself

Gaps in effective access to digital technologies or digital literacy are commonly referred to as digital inequalities, signalling the complexity and multiplicity of digital divides. Why do digital inequalities persist in children’s and young people’s digital literacy despite the focus in school curricula? Reflect on your own experiences.


•In what ways did you learn formal digital literacy skills at school?

•In what other contexts did you develop digital skills and knowledge? How did you develop these skills?





	
Digital inequalities

Understanding the ways in which gaps in children’s and young people’s digital literacy continue to persist is particularly important for schools and educators, if they are to better facilitate the digital rights associated with provision and participation. Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1990) provides a useful lens for examining digital inequality. It is commonly presented as an equation (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 101):


[[(habitus) (capital)] + field = practice]




Digital inequality

The unequal possession of physical, economic, social and cultural resources that are necessary to effectively access digital technologies.



The theory helps us to see that our practice as educators—our observable and unobservable actions and behaviours—results from a complex combination of dispositions, referred to as habitus, and our position(s) in the field(s) that we occupy, acquired through accumulation of valued capital (Maton, 2008). Researchers have employed the theory of practice to examine the roles that school and curricula have played in reinforcing social and cultural inequalities. In practice, this occurs as education systems are designed to transmit dominant cultural capital. Thus, students who come from homes with access to this type of capital are advantaged from the outset. For students who do not experience this cultural capital at home, it is more difficult to achieve the same level of educational achievement (Beckman et al., 2018).

Research of digital inequalities has focused on examining children’s and young people’s technology practice to understand how and why the inequalities occur. Digital literacy can be understood as a component of an individual’s technology practice. It is a form of symbolic capital acquired through formal schooling as well as individual practices, preferences and broader experiences with digital technologies at school and home. Consider the following example. Jo enjoys using digital technologies at home and her parents encourage her to use them for learning. She is familiar with digital technologies for word processing and drawing. She has a literacy app on her tablet and can search for simple information on the internet. Jo’s dad helps her with school projects, especially in rewording tricky text. When Jo uses digital technologies at school the tasks are familiar because they are connected to those she completes at home. Like Jo, Max enjoys using digital technologies at home. He mostly plays video games, and his parents also use digital technologies for leisure. When Max engages with more formal tasks at school they are less familiar or connected to home. They may also feel difficult or irrelevant.


Technology practice

Comprises the broader social and cultural relations and structures that shape an individual’s practice with technology, along with the meaning that practice has in their life.



The technology practices and possibilities that students engage with outside of school have an impact on the ways they are able to benefit from digital literacy lessons in the classroom. This is not to say that educators should view students through a deficit lens. A deeper consideration of Max’s home digital practices reveals that Max regularly engages in online gaming fields through which he connects with a network of peers. He also regularly engages in online content creation in the form of video tutorials. Extending this example, an understanding of Max’s practice reveals an opportunity to make connections to develop formal school-based digital skills and knowledge for content creation (Apps et al., 2019).


Theory in action

Coding in the classroom

Codable robots are popular digital technologies used in primary classrooms. They can provide opportunities for students to develop digital and data literacy, learn about digital systems, learn basic programming and, with careful planning, design digital solutions. You can learn more about codable robots at https://www.digitaltechnologieshub.edu.au/teachers/tech4dt/buildable-robots

Allira teaches Year 6 at a regional Australian school which has recently acquired a set of codable robots. Her colleague Omar is particularly keen to see the robots integrated into the Year 6 classrooms, and has recommended that the educators just let the children “go for it” because “they are all great with technology”. However, Allira would prefer to spend some time learning about the robots and the associated software so she can make meaningful links to the curriculum and design a learning task to support the varying digital literacy of children in her class.


1How might Omar’s approach play out in the classroom?

2What digital skills and knowledge will students require to engage with the robots?

3How could Allira provide equal opportunities for her students to engage with the robots and develop digital literacy?

4How are students included in the learning? Who is making the decisions about their learning?

5What recommendations would you make to Allira and Omar?





Understanding the diversity of children’s and young people’s digital literacy and, more broadly, their technology practice and possibilities outside of school is critical for educators. The COVID-19 pandemic and emergency remote teaching has shone a light on the diversity of children’s and young people’s digital literacy and technology practice in very real ways for schools, educators, students, children and their families. Remote teaching—often facilitated by a range of digital technologies including learning platforms, apps and tools—requires children and young people to possesses and develop digital literacy in order to effectively access learning activities. This shift in the delivery of education highlights the significance of understanding children’s and young people’s existing digital literacy skills and technology practice outside of school. It is an important first step in designing learning that connects meaningfully with existing practices to realise children’s and young people’s participation and provision rights through the development of digital literacy for all students, rather than reproduction of existing digital inequalities.

	
	
Protection

Children and young people have the right to participate in the digital environment, to seek, receive and share digital information and express their ideas while being protected. Digital protection refers to a child’s or young person’s right to be protected from threats to their dignity, survival and development (Livingstone et al., 2015). This relates to digital content, contact and conduct in the home, educational environments, social settings and health services. With children and young people now comprising one in three online users (Livingstone et al., 2015), the need for this access to be safe is crucial. However, as the digital environment was not initially designed to include their participation, our understanding is lagging in regard to how they can do this safely.


Digital environment

An environment accessed via digital device(s) comprising one or more digital tools and the internet.



While participation in the digital environment can empower children and young people, it can also place them in positions where their safety is jeopardised. With our growing reliance on technology, there are increasing risks. These include receiving unwanted information, receiving misinformation, attracting criticism, being pressured to participate or coerced to engage in unlawful, inappropriate or self-harming behaviours. Children and young people are at risk of their data being stolen, discrimination, abuse, violence and exploitation. They may become the victims of trolling, cyberaggression, cyberbullying and catfishing—and new risks arise regularly. Vulnerable and disadvantaged children and young people are particularly at risk.


Ask yourself

Reflect on your use of digital platform technologies.


•Has there ever been a time when you have not been safe?

•What protections would have helped you continue to use those digital technologies in a safe way?

•Have you ever experienced trolling, cyberaggression, cyberbullying or catfishing?

•What protections would have helped prevent or stop those behaviours?

•Who might have the power to enact those protections?





Protection does not include only what is done to children and young people, it can also involve how they are participating in the digital environment. Online interactions and gaming can have positive social, creative and intellectual impacts, but can also involve children and young people in unwanted and unlawful interactions. The incidence of children and young people engaging in excessive and unhealthy periods in online environments and gaming is increasing (Kardefelt-Winther, 2017). Research has emerged about the detrimental physical and mental health impacts of children’s online participation (Stoilova et al., 2021a).

Children and young people state that they want to be protected in the digital environment and want safe methods of participation. Many digital safety measures in educational environments use overprotection, surveillance and exclusion methods and technologies. In the home environment, parental controls may restrict the use of certain digital technologies. These measures may focus on protection from online perpetrators, which makes invisible the corporations which profit from children’s and young people’s data. Further, they can position children and young people as objects to be protected. This can undermine their right to participate and result in feelings of invasion of privacy (Ghosh et al., 2018). Any safety measures or restrictions should be based on empowering children and young people to obtain quality information and disable victimisation. They should be age-appropriate, content-relevant, include reporting and support mechanisms, and use accessible language which is inclusive of children’s and young people’s rights. Key people in their lives, such as parents/carers and educators, need to be given quality information and support to ensure that children and young people can participate in the digital environment safely and to recognise when this is not happening. As technology evolves so rapidly, safety measures should be regularly reviewed and updated with robust legislative and regulatory frameworks at all levels. Educators have a responsibility to remain informed about the changing digital landscape and their role in relation to it.

Digital online protection, or cybersafety, is a prominent focus in Australia. In recent years there has been legislation to improve safe online participation, and in 2020 the Federal Government released the Australian Cyber Security Strategy (Commonwealth of Australia, 2020). This strategy is a significant financial investment in the digital protection of Australian businesses, services and community. It includes advice and raises awareness of cyber-security initiatives. While the strategy may be focused on protection, questions have been raised about how it could be used to facilitate mass digital participation and data surveillance (Hurst, 2020). The digital rights of individuals may be compromised.


Cybersafety

Safe and secure online digital participation.




Theory in action

The Australian eSafety education website provides online safety information and resources for schools, educators and communities (https://www.esafety.gov.au/educators). It includes an online safety best practice framework and classroom resources for the early, primary and secondary years.


1Select a classroom resource.

2Critically review the resource against the five components of the best practice framework.

3If relevant, suggest improvements to the classroom resource to make it more inclusive of the best practice framework.

4Can we ever be fully protected in the digital environment? Explain your answer.





Privacy

General comment no. 25 outlines children’s rights to privacy in digital environments. It asserts that states should enact legislation which affords privacy as a civil right and freedom, and as a protective measure from corporations which seek to maximise profits rather than act in the best interests of the child (UN CRC, 2021). Privacy is typically discussed with reference to a child’s right to be protected. The Australian Curriculum likewise refers to ‘safe and ethical practices’ and ‘protection’ in the Digital Technologies learning area and digital literacy capability (ACARA, 2012, 2019). However, in this chapter, we purposefully separate protection and privacy as individual lenses. This distinction aims to support educators and students to move beyond a singular focus of protection against online harms in interpersonal contexts, and to expose the complex relations between children and young people and their families, schools, educators and technology corporations as students are increasingly datafied through schooling and education practices. This understanding is significant, as privacy is a both a protective and an enabling right (Stoilova et al., 2021b).

Children’s personal details, learning, engagement, achievement, behaviour and movement are digitised and monitored from the time they enter early childhood centres right through schooling and into post-school education (Lupton & Williamson, 2017). The datafication of students in schools is evident through observable digital practices and more subtly through the integration of educational platforms, apps and artificial intelligence technologies in teaching and learning that collect, collate and track student data for both school and commercial use.

School use of social media to generate content and communicate with school communities is an observable practice through which children become objects in digitised communication. This occurs as schools share children’s and young people’s personal data with the purpose of promoting the school and facilitating home–school connections. This practice usually involves a social media platform—a commercial entity that seeks to capitalise on and profit from children’s and young people’s personal information (Lupton & Williamson, 2017). Importantly, consent for such practice is sought from parents but not from the children and young people. Parental consent to publish on social media platforms is typically sought as bundled consent in a single statement, whereby parents agree to publication of their children’s data in more static media forms as well as on social media platforms which use and reuse children’s and young people’s data in digital economies.

More subtly, commercial digital platforms and apps contribute to the generation and reduction of students to data points, which are used by schools and educators but are also reconfigured for commercial use by the digital platform and others. Education-specific platforms and apps employed in classrooms for teaching and learning further contribute to the datafication of children. For example, behaviour management platforms are used to track and monitor student behaviour via educator- and parent-generated data. The behaviour management platform digitises approaches to classroom management by capturing the award and withdrawal of points as positive and negative reinforcement of student behaviour. The platform reduces children’s and young people’s actions, reactions and complex engagement with schooling structures—along with the processes that educators use to condition their behaviour—into data points (Manolev et al., 2019). These data points are shared across home and school to facilitate the governance and surveillance of students via comparative monitoring, classification and ranking.

Another example is the use of popular commercial digital reader apps for guided and independent reading. Such apps are accompanied by websites that capture and profile student reading as they engage with the app. Marketed to schools and educators as powerful assessment data, the technologies collate and monitor reading over time for use by schools and educators—but also for use by the company in product development. The commonplace integration of such tools and platforms normalises performance cultures through intensified digital surveillance, or dataveillance, of children and young people in schools (see Chapter 17).


Dataveillance

Monitoring of personal digital data generated from engagement with digital technologies.



Critics have raised a range of social and ethical concerns associated with the processes of datafication in schools. There are three critical areas for educators’ consideration in the context of children’s and young people’s digital right to privacy. First, digital data practices in schools tend to be enacted on the child’s or young person’s behalf by the school, with limited room for agency of children and young people and their families. As a result, children and young people are passive in the generation, collection and processing of their data (Selwyn et al., 2021). Second, digital data practices create data that flow beyond the school into an opaque digital economy. Data is then available for use, reuse and reconstruction in merged data sets by the platform and often by unknown third-party users, in the present and future (Lupton & Williamson, 2017; Stoilova et al., 2021b). Finally, digital data practices in schools and datafication of children and young people are normalised through existing data cultures of performance and accountability. The unintended consequences of this can be understood through the notion of the hidden curriculum. The logic of schools’ normative digital data practices contributes to shaping students’ relationship to and understanding of data. As Mertala (2020) asserts, the more datafied a school’s practices are, the more natural and acceptable datafication and dataveillance appear to its students, thus diminishing their agency.


Theory in action

Explore the social media communications of Australian schools and educators, by looking for the social media accounts of schools in your area. Select two posts from two different schools.


1What student and school data is shared in each post?

2What is the purpose of each post?

3Who do you think would have created the post?

4What ethical issues arise from sharing student data online?

5Reflect on the notion of the hidden curriculum. What normalised data practices do schools share with children through their use of social media?

6How could schools and educators use online platforms in ways that better protect students yet enable them to develop a sense of agency and a more critical relationship with data?





	
	
	
A digital rights approach in the classroom

The three Ps (provision, participation and protection) provide a useful lens for understanding the ways in which policy, curriculum and everyday school practices shape children’s and young people’s digital practices in context of their digital rights. The three Ps can also support schools and educators to reflect on their own teaching practice and enact a digital rights approach in the classroom.

Provision

Schools and educators regularly make decisions about the types of digital tools and platforms they employ in the classroom. At a school system level, educational technology providers negotiate provision of their products across the school system and are subject to regulatory checks. While the terms of such negotiations aren’t typically available to educators, the checks provide a level of assurance that the tools employed in classroom are somewhat safe and appropriate. At a school and classroom level, educators and school leaders make choices about the integration of other digital tools in learning and administrative activities. Often, companies market a digital tool directly at a school or educators. In this case, educators are must apply their professional knowledge to critically assess the company’s claims about the value, utility and safety of the tool. Digital tools and platforms may claim to reduce educator work by providing valuable data for educators. For example, digital reading apps measure the number of books a child reads and the duration of their reading. Such data points are presented as valuable to educators. But critical questions must be asked about what such data can really tell us about students’ reading. Educators should look beyond commercial claims as to benefits, and consider the ways in which the tool aligns with their pedagogical needs or the purpose of integrating the tool. In the case of a reading app, an educator’s purpose for integrating such a tool may be to provide access to a broader range of texts or to reduce administrative time associated with loaning and maintaining a book collection, rather than keeping a digital record of student reading.

	
Participation

In order to effectively and safely participate in digital environments, children and young people require opportunities to develop digital literacy, data literacy and digital citizenship. The development of these skills, knowledges and practice doesn’t simply occur. Students require explicit instruction and support. Educators must avoid the popular assumptions that children and young people are uniformly adept with digital technologies. Like any other learning experience, the development of digital literacy must connect with students’ existing and varied digital skills knowledge, rather than assume a one-size-fits-all-approach will work. Educators can support students to learn about digital technologies, before they design learning experiences involving digital technologies. For example, educators can model practice with skills-focused lessons, using accessible digital support resources as well as paper-based resources that provide visual cues and prompts for remembering digital literacy skills and processes. They can also model digital literacy, data literacy and digital citizenship by using a verbal think-aloud on a display screen or monitor. A verbal think-aloud is a teaching strategy in which an educator talks through a process in situ. It is a particularly powerful strategy for exposing implicit digital practices. The strategy can be used while conducting a search for information, formatting a document, reflecting on the reliability of online information or troubleshooting an issue, for example.


Ask yourself


•What rules framed your digital practice at home and school? Who made them?

•What type of guidelines might you develop for digital practices in the classroom that draw on a digital rights approach? How do they differ from your experiences?

•How could you engage parents and families in the development of class digital practice guidelines?





Providing opportunities for students to talk about the digital practices they engage with, including specific strategies and how they apply their knowledge in formative tasks, can also support educators to connect with students’ digital practices and understand their learning needs. Working together to develop principles for digital practice in the classroom can extend these discussions to consider ethics, digital well-being, safety and privacy.

	
Protection and privacy

The teaching of cybersafety is commonplace in school settings. A cybersafety approach is embedded in the Australian Curriculum and in a broader policy context through the office of eSafety, which provides online safety resources and training for schools, children and parents. This protective approach is typically framed through a risk lens where children and young people learn to be safe and secure from tangible risks; for example, exposure to violence, inappropriate content, concerns about excessive use, online bullying and predatory behaviours. While these risks are very real and children and young people have a right to be protected in online spaces, their protection should be understood in the context of their right to participate in digital environments:


Without the agency needed to participate and exercise rights, children can neither take advantage of the opportunities digital media afford nor develop resiliency when facing risks. They must be allowed opportunities to think critically and develop their own language, views, strategies, associations and interests as users of connected digital media (Third et al., 2014, p. 8).



Importantly, educators can work to empower students to balance risk with opportunity, so they can safely harness the benefits of digital environments while developing the skills and knowledge that allow them to benefit from such activities as they become more independent. Connecting with students’ everyday practices and providing space to engage in dialogue about how they benefit from digital environments and the risks they navigate, or are concerned about, is a sound starting point for learning experiences that focus on safe practice while celebrating the benefits and honouring the young people’s capacity for agency. Such an activity could be adapted to different age groups, starting with familiar family practices for younger children and moving to individual practices for older children.

An important component of children’s and young people’s right to protection is privacy. The development of each educator’s data literacy is a vital strategy to better support children’s and young people’s right to privacy. This is because advocating for protection and enabling of their privacy is challenging if we as educators lack understanding of data or data literacy. In this case, data literacy describes an educator’s understanding, control and agency within digital systems (Pangrazio & Sefton-Green, 2020). A protectionist approach to children’s and young people’s right to privacy draws on notions of data safety and management that are typically associated with normative strategies for protection and prevention (Pangrazio & Selwyn, 2019). A normative approach to the selection of digital technologies for learning can support educators to understand the ways in which digital technologies generate and use data, and to make informed choices about the digital technologies they integrate into their classrooms. For example, a colleague may recommend a free Mathematics app to an educator. Rather than simply download the app for students to try, the educator could draw on their understanding of data and digital systems to download the app themselves in order to review its quality and consider its alignment to their own pedagogical approach and student needs. They could then engage with and compare the privacy statements of the free and paid versions of the app to make a considered judgment about the relative advantages they offer in the context of the educator’s existing practice. Analysing data usage statements, which are not always clearly worded, can be challenging for educators who do not have a technical understanding of data. A useful strategy is comparing the app’s privacy statement with those of existing or more trusted tools, particularly those of apps already in use at the school system level. At a school level, educators can work together to navigate and collate data usage statements to provide some transparency to families, children and young people about the types of tools being used and the ways such tools may use their data.

Educators can also work to enable children’s and young people’s right to privacy through the design and delivery of learning experiences that support the development of their data literacy and capacity to critically assess the production and reproduction of their personal data. One framework that provides a useful conceptualisation of critical data literacy is the personal data literacies framework. It focuses on the capacity of individuals to develop a greater understanding of personal data, identify and analyse processes of construction and interpretation and then devise tactics in response (Pangrazio & Selwyn, 2019). The framework (see Table 16.1) sets out five domains—data identification, data understandings, data reflexivity, data uses and data tactics. Each domain poses key questions, which could serve as useful tools for educators who wish to plan learning experiences that support children and young people to develop a more involved and critical relationship with data. For example, a learning experience for the early stages of primary school may focus on the data identification domain. In this experience, the educator focuses on explicitly introducing the notion of personal data. The class creates a data wall where students share, in an ongoing way, the types of personal data that are visible in their lives. In upper primary this type of learning experience could be extended to the data understandings domain, as the educator and students reflect on the ways in which personal data is used by the individual and the platform. They might focus on common digital tools that students use, such as streaming platforms and social media.

Creating visualisations of the flow of data and its uses is a powerful exercise in supporting children’s and young people’s agency and enabling their right to privacy. In the classroom, this could build on their developing understanding of data to reflect on the ways that they can engage with processes of consent in relation to the sharing of their own data. At a school level, their agency could be considered in more nuanced publication consent procedures. Schools can encourage families to discuss how their children feel about sharing their personal data on social media platforms, as a step in completing a consent form. Schools’ approaches to capturing and sharing student data should support and respectfully enact children’s and young people’s right to privacy. When taking photographs for sharing online, educators can crop images post-capture to ensure that images of non-consenting children and young people are not published. Talking about digital consent with students, as part of your approach to the development of data literacy, is critical in establishing mutual respect and understanding among children and young people.


TABLE 16.1 Personal data literacies framework




	Domain
	Description/key questions





	Data identification
	What is personal data?



	Data understandings
	What are the origins, circulations and uses of the different types of personal data?



	Data reflexivity
	What are the implications of the different types of personal data for myself and others?



	Data uses
	How can I manage and make use of the different types of personal data?



	Data tactics
	How can I do personal data differently?






Source: Pangrazio & Selwyn (2019, p. 429)




Theory in action

Review the five domains in the personal data literacies framework.


1What ideas do you have for extending the example learning experiences described above, to the data reflexivity and data uses domains for an upper primary and/or secondary classroom?

2How might you reframe the focus of your learning experience for a Year 5 class and a Year 9 class? How could you extend each of the experiences to address a different domain?





When educators enact a more critical approach to the integration of digital technologies in school, they are better positioned to support students to benefit from digital technologies while developing their own approaches to digital safety, well-being and privacy. Likewise, a more critical approach to safety, data and privacy in schools contributes to schools’ normative digital data practices, which in turn shapes children’s and young people’s relationship with and understanding of personal data.


Ask yourself

Reflect on your personal use of social media. Has your personal data (images and information) ever been shared without your consent?


•How did this make you feel?

•What did you do about it?





	
	
Conclusion

Children’s and young people’s lives are increasingly entangled with digital technologies in complex and varied ways. Digital technologies and environments are embedded in schools, classrooms and, for many Australian children and young people, their everyday lives. Through digital tools and spaces, children and young people are exposed to global and commercial digital environments and potential interpersonal risks, as well as opportunities for connection, play and development of digital skills and knowledge. Yet many young Australians do not possess basic digital literacies. Safely navigating and benefiting from digital environments requires children and young people to develop and apply digital literacy, data literacy and digital citizenship. This places increased demands on educators to:


•reflect on their own digital practices, seek out and embrace opportunities to develop their digital and data literacies;

•recognise children’s and young people’s existing and varied digital practices;

•connect meaningful digital learning experiences to their students’ existing knowledges in order to build capability now and in the future; and

•empower children and young people by developing their capacity to critically participate in digital environments for a variety of purposes.



Educators are uniquely positioned to take such an approach because the core of their work is connecting with and understanding the children and young people in their care.


Questions and activities


1Reflect on the three Ps in your own experience as a child at home and at school.


•In what ways did you develop digital skills and knowledge?

•What access did you have to digital technologies at school?

•In what ways did you engage with these tools?

•Did you engage in digital environments for leisure? What did you learn?

•What rules shaped the way you engaged with digital technologies at home and school?

•Did your parents or school share images and information about you online? Did you consent to sharing the information? How has this data contributed to your digital identity?


aShare your responses with peers.

bDiscuss similarities and differences.

cReflect on how these experiences may have contributed to your digital practices today.





2The Australian eSafety guide outlines information on how to be cybersafe and how to report inappropriate content (https://www.esafety.gov.au/key-issues/esafety-guide). Select a social media platform, game or app.


aWhat safety issues do children and young people need to be aware of when using this digital technology?

bWhat are some ideas for how children and young people can be safe in using this digital technology?



3Data literacy is increasingly important in contemporary society. For us as educators, it is vital in advocating for the protection and enabling of children’s digital rights.


aReflect on your own data literacy. What personal data protection strategies do you enact when engaging with digital tools?

bHow could you extend these practices to the classroom?

cList some ideas for teaching children and young people about social media that could contribute to their digital literacy, digital citizenship and data literacy.







	

Key further readings and resources

5 Rights Foundation: https://5rightsfoundation.com/in-action/video-in-our-own-words--young-peoples-version-of-general-comment-no-25.html

The Foundation aims to advocate and contribute to changes being made to the digital world to ensure that it caters for children and young people.

Australian Government Australian Cyber Security Centre: https://www.cyber.gov.au/acsc/individuals-and-families

Australian Government safety website: https://www.esafety.gov.au

ThinkUKnow: https://www.thinkuknow.org.au/

An education program led by the Australian Federal Police, which aims to prevent online child sexual exploitation.

Australian Government Cyber Security Strategy 2020: https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/cyber-security-subsite/files/cyber-security-strategy-2020.pdf

Privacy Paradox by Note to Self: https://project.wnyc.org/privacy-paradox/

This website offers a five-day challenge to develop your data literacy and help you gain more control over your personal data.
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“Everybody is a genius. But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life believing that it is stupid”—Albert Einstein.

How do you think this relates to assessment in education? In this scenario, how does the type of data collected impact the judgment being made? Today, children and young people are tested to an unprecedented extent. What were your experiences with tests and testing as a student at school? What data about you was collected by the school you attended, and by your teachers?





Introduction

This chapter examines assessment and the increasing obsession with the collection and use of data in education, especially via large-scale standardised testing regimes like the National Assessment Program of Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). We explore this trend in terms of the wider processes of datafication in education. We explain how large-scale testing and datafication are changing schools in specific ways, and explore how educators can think about and use assessment to improve learning and teaching. Our aim is to provide you with critical perspectives to think about and approach the design of assessment and use of data in professional contexts.
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Assessment in context

It is typically thought that the purpose of assessment is to understand, support and enhance the learning of learners (Masters, 2013). Educators assess student learning to ascertain what learners know and do not know, and what learners can and can’t do. Developmental, psychometric and academic assessments used in early childhood education and primary and secondary schooling enable educators and authorities to judge learners’ cognitive, physical, social and academic progress according to our cultural expectations. Assessments also establish feedback on the effectiveness of teaching and learning experiences. They can therefore be used to facilitate learning by helping to inform curriculum planning, the use of pedagogies and other interventions. However, assessment is not just about the learning of learners. Cumming et al. (2019, p. 836) contrast two assessment policy directions in Australia: “teacher assessment approaches focused on learning improvement, known as assessment for learning (AfL)” and “assessment for educational accountability focused on school and teacher performance”. Assessment for educational accountability includes large-scale testing regimes like Australia’s NAPLAN, which is imposed by governments to monitor academic performance across the nation. As educators, you should understand this wider context of the use of assessment, which we explore below.


Ask yourself


What is education for? Is it for pouring facts and formulas into students’ heads, or is it for creating learners? Research shows that an environment that emphasises evaluation and testing creates a fixed [achievement] mindset. That is, it sends the message that intellectual abilities are fixed and that the purpose of school is to measure them. Students come to see school as the place to look smart and, above all, not look dumb—not a place to create and learn—Carol Dweck (Chomsky, 2015).




•What types of assessments did you experience in your early years of schooling? Primary years of schooling? Secondary years of schooling?

•What messages did the assessments you experienced send about your learning? The purpose of education? What was valued at school?

•What types of assessment do you want to want to use as a teacher? Why?





Data and datafication

Australia’s education system operates quite differently from even 20 years ago in one key area: the collection and use of ‘data’. Government policy and professional guides (Education Council, 2019) endorse the collection and use of data not only to inform professional decision-making, but also to inform the public about the performance of schools. This aligns with a global trend endorsed by international bodies, like the Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), for the use of data to measure the efficiency and effectiveness of education systems and educational practices. Before we consider the implications of this trend, let’s first explain what is meant by ‘data’.

Data is understood as information that is typically represented in numerical form, which enables communication, interpretation and processing (Bradbury & Roberts-Holmes, 2017). Sometimes referred to as ‘raw data’, it is said to be bits of information about the reality of a phenomenon which is collected through many means of measurement, including tests, surveys and laboratory experiments. Data is said to represent reality, or ‘what is’. In education, for example, standardised literacy testing (e.g. phonics testing) is a form of data collection because educators use these tests to extract information about learners. The learners’ test results are data as they are said to stand for, or represent reality; in this case, data represents the measured literacy knowledge and skill of the learner. While data can be non-numerical (e.g. written observations and photographs), numerical data has been taken up in education. This is partly because of the ease with which numbers can be collected, collated, compared and transported across contexts, although we should ask if all things can be measured numerically.

There are increases in the volume of data collected in learning settings, in the sources of data collected and in the speed with which the data is produced and processed (Bradbury & Roberts-Holmes, 2017; Lingard et al., 2015). The increasing prominence given to data in education has been termed ‘datafication’. For Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes (2017), datafication has two key aspects: it refers to the “increased significance, visibility and constant governance through dataveillance: monitoring of personal digital data generated from engagement with digital technologies, and as being what happens when people or systems are subject to the demands of data production” (p. 6). What do these two aspects mean?


Dataveillance

Monitoring of personal digital data generated from engagement with digital technologies.



The first part of this definition recognises the incessant production of numerical data to monitor and regulate performance, and an overestimation of the value of that data to accurately represent the reality we claim or wish to know and act on; that is, does the data mean what we think it means? Dataveillance refers to how data, and the technologies that enable it, casts a web of constant surveillance over (monitors) learners, teachers, schools and education systems. The objective of this monitoring is increased external scrutiny and tightening control over educators, learners, the learning process and the outcomes of education. The second part of the definition stresses how the obsessive, thoughtless and perverse use of data to make judgments and decisions impacts on and transforms education policies, systems, schools, educators, learners, teaching and learning (Lupton & Hayes, 2021; Reid, 2020). In this sense, data does not simply provide information about education, learning and learners; it is a key agent in transforming education systems and the people who work and learn in them. We elaborate on these issues below.


Ask yourself

Assessment is one of the three message systems of the education system, the other two being curriculum and pedagogy (Bernstein, 1973).


•Based on your experience of national standardised testing or the experiences of people you know, what messages does national standardised testing communicate to learners about them and their education?

•Are the messages the same for all groups of learners?





	
Economic priorities of large-scale standardised assessments

Datafication is represented in the use of large-scale standardised assessments nationally and internationally, such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) conducted by the OECD, and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS) (Hardy, 2021; Lingard et al., 2015; Sellar et al., 2017). These tests are standardised (consistent) and therefore the extraction of information from participating students across multiple countries enables comparisons between education systems. National governments often use the analysis of data to shape policy and funding decisions. This represents the increasing global influence now exercised over national and local education policies and practices (Reid, 2020; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). The use of large-scale assessments is part of a trend over the last few decades of stressing the need for education systems to better scrutinise what students learn and know, and holding schools and teachers accountable for the quality of teaching and learning outcomes. This has resulted in the creation of national data infrastructures (Lingard et al., 2014) that enable the collection of data and greater monitoring and control of schools and teachers—dataveillance.


Standardised assessment

Assessment with completely specified content, and directions on how to complete and score it.



In Australia, the largest wide-scale and systematic collection of data about students and school performance is the Australian Government’s NAPLAN. Introduced in 2008 with the Australian Curriculum, NAPLAN is a national testing regime conducted annually on Year 3, 5, 7 and 9 students. NAPLAN is a common assessment across the country, which enables comparisons of individual and school performance in the knowledge and skills tested. The creation of a standard national curriculum (the Australian Curriculum) enabled the assessment of all students against the same standards, reflecting an impoverished input-output view of learning: the official curriculum is the input (raw material) of learning, and the test results are its output (Hardy, 2021). Each student’s test result is compared to their school year, national averages and established benchmarks (what a learner is expected to know at a specific age), and results can be compared over time using the government’s My School website (myschool.edu.au). NAPLAN was formally introduced by the Rudd–Gillard Government as part of an educational reform agenda that sought to create consistency across Australia’s education systems; quantify and compare educational performance; make student achievement transparent to parents and communities; support parents to be active agents in their children’s education including through choosing schools; and identify inequalities in achievement across the education system.

PISA and NAPLAN reflect political and governmental concerns about the economic competitiveness of the nation (Lingard et al., 2016; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Although a country’s economic growth and competitiveness is shaped by many factors, there is a link between its educational and economic performances because education systems produce human capital. Human capital refers to the knowledge, skills and dispositions possessed by people, which they use in the nation’s economy as employees and employers. In this discourse of human capital (see Chapter 6), the welfare and well-being of a country is served by focusing on judging and organising education according to its contribution to the economy and economic growth. So, improving a country’s economic activity means making its education system more efficient, effective and accountable to the human capital it develops. Hence, government policies today narrowly view education as an instrument for achieving economic rather than ecological or social priorities, such as reducing socio-economic and cultural inequalities (unless doing so produces economic benefits). Each student is treated as an economic unit, an economic loss or gain. Large-scale standardised tests like NAPLAN contribute to the economic objectives of governments by assisting them to monitor the efficiency and effectiveness of education systems in their production of human capital. While such tests are flawed instruments for measuring performance, they enable political intervention into and control of education systems, especially when the data fuels a sense of crisis.

Another important issue is the powerful influence of private and commercially oriented edu-business in education assessment, curriculum and policy-making (Hogan & Thompson, 2020; Sellar & Hogan, 2021). Large edu-businesses are increasingly involved “with curricula, teaching resources, teaching standards, teacher training, development and appraisal, and student assessment and testing” (Dinham, 2014, p. 11), including producing national and international assessments and data. An example in Australia is the large edu-business Pearson International, which has held the contract for aspects of NAPLAN (Jacks, 2015). Edu-businesses are exerting a growing influence over education policy, as they have a financial interest in sustaining examination regimes like NAPLAN (Hogan et al., 2015). Educators need to grapple with the consequences to education of the influence of private corporations whose motivation is financial profit and satisfying shareholders.


Edu-business

Companies that profit from commercial education products and/or services.




Ask yourself


•What are some potential consequences of the growth of edu-businesses?





	
Performativity, My School and competition

Politicians, policy-makers, education bureaucracies and other educational stakeholders use standardised test data to plan and organise education. Some people claim that NAPLAN results enable teachers to improve their teaching and support students who need it. But is this what happens? The use of testing is tied to a trend known as performativity. Ball explains, “Performativity is a technology, a culture and a mode of regulation that employs judgments, comparisons and displays as means of incentive, control, attrition and change—based on rewards and sanctions (both material and symbolic)” (2003, p. 216). In other words, education systems, teachers (and school leaders) must demonstrate to political authorities, education authorities and school leaders continued improved performance, typically through test results. In this sense, standardised tests like NAPLAN are “audit technologies” (Hardy, 2021, p. 4) used to audit educational performance. Consequently, an audit culture pervades the Australian education system. “Audit cultures rely on measures, indicators, data, targets and assessment of outputs to pass judgement on the value of the processes and the people who are located as central to those desired outputs” (Thompson & Mockler, 2016, p. 2). In education, audit culture reduces the work of teachers to demonstrating their worth through numbers (e.g. student test results). It can lead to schools losing sight of purposes of education that are not measured. Teachers are made insecure, constantly asking themselves if they are “doing enough, doing the right thing, doing as much as others, or as well as others” (Ball, 2003, p. 220). As tests like NAPLAN reduce a narrow set of knowledge and skills to a numerical value, they do not represent an expansive and rich definition of learning, evidence or performance (which might not be readily quantified or measured). Rather, these tests construct and promote a narrow notion and measurement of educational performance.


Educational stakeholders

Anyone, including organisations and groups of people, who has an interest in the activities and outcomes of places of learning.




Audit culture

The pervasive use of measures, indicators, data, targets and assessment of outputs to judge the effectiveness and efficiency of people and processes.



The effects of such tests are heightened in marketised systems of education where schools compete for student enrolments. As discussed in Chapters 6 and 7, politicians and policy-makers have created a competitive market system of education in Australia. Within that system, NAPLAN results can function as signals of educational quality to parents when choosing schools for their children. There are many reasons to question whether NAPLAN results are an accurate marker of quality (discussed below). Nevertheless, the publication of test results on the My School website is a way in which politicians, governments and educational authorities have made ‘performance’ transparent to the community. Indeed, parents can compare the NAPLAN results of schools, which supports them to make judgments about the performance of students in different schools and therefore may be a factor in choosing a school, although the extent to which My School is used to make school choices is under-researched (Gobby, 2016; Rowe & Lubienski, 2017). However, the effect is clear—schools increasingly focus on their reputation in order to attract student enrolments and therefore funding. This has made the appearance of academic quality and performance, as indicated by test results, a priority for many schools.

Crucial to the creation of this performative and audit culture has been the intense media interest and scrutiny that large-scale assessments receive (Mockler, 2016). Schools and education systems are hailed as successes when their results are high and are decried as failing or in crisis when their results do not meet expectations (Dinham, 2014; Thomson, 2016). This influence of the media on perceptions of education and education policy is called mediatisation (Lingard & Rawolle, 2004). Interestingly, media attention is rarely focused on under-funding and the failure of federal and state/territory education policies to improve learning and student performance. Instead, by bracketing out these failures and the influence of social, economic and educational disadvantage on NAPLAN results (Lupton & Hayes, 2021; Riddle, 2018), teachers and schools are unfairly blamed as responsible for the academic achievement of students (Doolan & Blackmore, 2018). This shifting of responsibility away from politicians, policy-makers and education departments to educators and schools is termed responsibilisation. On the face of it, this sounds positive; however, it also entails politicians and education departments forgoing their responsibilities for improving student learning (e.g. through adequate funding). The shift in responsibility typically does not entail increased resources or increased teacher decision-making autonomy over curriculum and pedagogy; rather, principals and educators must do more with less, within the constraints of a system that intensifies and increasingly controls their work (Thompson et al., 2021). It can also lead to schools being blamed, shamed and expected to do more with less.


Mediatisation The relationship between the media and politics, and the influence the media can exert on government policies.




Responsibilisation Shifting responsibility for results and outcomes away from politicians and education departments to educators and schools.



These forces are producing perverse effects on schools’ priorities, curriculum and pedagogies. So, what are the known effects on schools, teachers and students of this perverse incentive to improve publicly available performance indicators, such as the NAPLAN results? We explore this question below.

	
Changing educators, learners and learning

Ball (2003) writes about the terrors of performativity. By this he means that teachers have found their professional values and ideas challenged and displaced by organisational cultures focused on narrow notions and measurements of performance and educational outcomes, such as test and exam results. Taken as objective measures of student performance, teachers and their teaching are judged according to these measures. As NAPLAN results are publicly available and schools are typically ranked in the media by ATAR results, school leaders prioritise these results in their organisational strategies and business plans (e.g. for setting targets). Teachers are judged according to their contribution to the accomplishment of these organisational targets and goals. For teachers on fixed-term contracts whose ongoing employment is precarious and insecure (Stacey et al., 2021), their students’ test results may influence whether a contract is renewed. This can produce emotional terror for teachers who must meet competing demands: pressure to be professionally responsible for and to demonstrate improved results regardless of the challenges of the specific context they are working in; and putting students’ needs first by creating differentiated, engaging and innovative learning experiences, which can be at odds with the goal of, and approaches to, improving test results.


Ask yourself


•Are you aware of the effects of NAPLAN on schools, educators and students?

•Have you or someone close to you experienced the effects of NAPLAN? What were those effects and the consequences of them?





Teachers in Australia fear that poor results will damage a school’s reputation and student perceptions of their school, and will incur negative reactions from parents (Dulfer et al., 2012). As a result, schools have become sensitive and responsive to test data, which impacts on curriculum and pedagogical decision-making (Lupton & Hayes, 2021; Reid, 2020). Many principals and educators try to game the system—a system that does not seem to trust or support them (Thompson & Cook, 2014). In relation to NAPLAN, for example, teachers report preparing students for the test (‘teaching to the test’) rather than teaching the Australian Curriculum. Teachers narrow students’ curriculum experiences by creating curriculum programs focused on the anticipated content of tests (Lupton & Hayes, 2021; Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013). This typically deprives students of situated, relevant and engaging curriculum experiences, which are crucial to learning. Increased time has been dedicated to literacy and numeracy (Klenowski & Carter, 2016), while subjects not assessed by NAPLAN (e.g. language, arts and technical education) are restricted.

The strategies that educators use to improve their test results are at the expense of learning that is student-centred and responsive to learners’ needs. One reason for this is that the outputs for improvement are not learning experiences, but simply student test results (Lewis & Hardy, 2015). So, the focus of teaching is narrowed to improving results in the knowledge and skills being tested, which is evident in the senior levels of schooling where matriculation exams (ATAR) drive curriculum and teaching. With externally imposed standardised tests driving the curriculum of many schools, there can be reduced time for and interest in engaging students to master new concepts, skills and knowledge through meaningful, relevant and authentic learning experiences (Hamilton & Berends, 2006). For example, NAPLAN has detrimentally influenced the teaching of literacy in some primary schools. Some educators report that they teach pre-primary, Year 1 and Year 2 learners in ways they believe will lead to future success in NAPLAN, such as using standardised literacy curricula, and teacher-directed and on-demand summative tasks (Hardy, 2021). This is at the expense of authentic and purposeful writing that is crucial to literacy and language development. Hardy (2013) warns, “Such high-stakes testing practices do not enact the necessarily situated, engaged, systematic, ongoing, authentic, connected, broad-ranging (individual, small-group and whole-class) literacy teaching practices” (p. 76).

Test data may be collected, but whether it accurately represents the quality of learning is another matter. Indeed, testing has meant giving extra assistance and resources to students identified as most gifted and able, and those deemed most likely to improve over a short period of time in the lead-up to the tests, at the expense of students who actually need support but who are less likely to improve in time for the test (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2012). Hence, the audit culture and assessment for educational accountability is impacting on individual students and groups of students in inequitable and unfair ways, especially in schools in communities with a low socio-economic index (Lupton & Hayes, 2021; Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013).

NAPLAN cannot support the improvement of our education system. Like other assessment for accountability regimes that do not demonstrate sustained or substantial impact on student achievement and learning (Cumming et al. 2019), studies of NAPLAN data indicate no or very limited improvement in test results (Sellar et al., 2017). The data also says nothing of the effects of NAPLAN on the quality of teaching and learning. Further, based on two decades of evidence (Cumming et al. 2019), high-stakes testing regimes like NAPLAN are shown to be detrimental to teaching, the teaching profession and the professional development of teachers. As Gewirtz and colleagues (2020) argue, “working to any externally imposed set of measures with high-stakes consequences squeezes out the time, energy and head-space teachers need if they are to be able to meaningfully engage in critical reflection and debate and make independent judgments that are grounded in and properly responsive to their in-depth first-hand knowledge of their students and the contexts in which they are working”.

Testing reforms do not simply change what people as educators do, “it changes who they are” (Ball, 2004, p. 215)—their self-image, sense of self, and aspirations. Ball explains:


[Teachers] are no longer encouraged to have a personal rationale for practice, account of themselves in terms of a relationship to the meaningfulness of what they do, but are required to produce measurable and ‘improving’ outputs and performances, what is important is what works (2004, p. 222, original emphasis).



This represents a call for a new kind of educator with a new kind of knowledge and language, where “excellence and improvement are the driving force of practice” (Ball, 2004, p. 223). While excellence and improvement are not bad, a narrow understanding of them can restrict the repertoire of ideas and practices which teachers bring to their work, like eschewing questions about the purpose of education in a democracy (Biesta, 2017). That said, there are examples where the culture of performativity is resisted by principals and teachers who are empowered to make education work for their local communities and students (Gobby et al., 2018; Lewis & Hardy, 2015; Niesche, 2013). This resistance reflects the ongoing tension between the teachers’ autonomy as granted by their professional status, and the interventions of politicians, policy-makers and bureaucrats who seek to control them from a distance using narrow measures of performance.


Ask yourself


•What does formal education contribute to democracy?

•How might a narrow focus on excellence and improvement impact on education’s democratic purposes?





	
Limitations and bias of standardised assessments

As described above, standardised assessments are those which are administered in a standard (consistent) way, where all test-takers answer the same questions in the same way, and the tests are marked in a predetermined, consistent manner. End-of-school matriculation exams are one example. As has occurred for the past century, today’s end-of-school exams still sort, rank and select specific groups for access to higher education, post-schooling college entry, the professions and positions of authority. In these high-stakes assessments, students compete against each other (with their marks being ranked) in what society considers a level playing field (everyone being equal). However, end-of-school examinations rarely take account of students’ contexts or the social, cultural, economic and employment (of parents) inequalities that students bring to their education and exams (Gipps, 2008). These might include poverty; access to resources at home and school; the quality of schooling; absenteeism; language and cultural differences; whether students are supporting their families due to parental illness or disability; and at what level students commenced their primary school studies. In effect, by treating examinations as value-free and fair competition, high-performing students can attribute their success to talent and hard work, while ‘unsuccessful’ students may accept their ‘failure’ as due to lack of knowledge, intelligence, merit or skill. The disproportionate success of students from the middle, upper and professional classes in end-of-school exams is viewed by those groups and others as a result of their natural dispositions, talent and efforts.


High-stakes assessments

Assessments, often in the form of tests or exams, where there is a large degree of responsibility or accountability for the results. The results can have significant consequences and be used as a basis for major decision-making.



For McCallum (1990), this appeal to ‘natural ability’ and ‘merit’ through tests (e.g. IQ tests) is a way in which modern education systems justify, and avoid conflict over, the unequal educational outcomes produced by social inequalities and the system itself. Hence, competitive exams naturalise the ranking and selection effects of the education system because they are seen as supposedly neutral processes of sorting students based on merit (Broadfoot, 1996). Exams also legitimate the effects of poor exam performance on groups of students, such as denying access to higher education and prestigious professions for students with modest socio-economic backgrounds. The inequality of exam outcomes according to social group (e.g. differences in scores between metropolitan and regional and rural students) has been documented since the 1940s, but for the most part has not led to large-scale education reforms (Teese, 2000). The social selection and ranking role and effects of exams continue as they have for centuries.


Ask yourself


•To what extent do you think end-of-school examinations are an accurate indicator of what students know or have learnt in school?

•Do they predict or indicate success in students’ life or their studies in further education, such as university?





Standardised assessments appear culturally neutral. This perception is reinforced by the fact that the test score is presented as a numerical value, and numbers appear value-free. Standardised tests assume a standard student—but students are diverse expressions of personal and social forces. Standardised assessments do not always respond to cultural and linguistic diversity, and therefore can be biased and unfair measurements. For example, standardised tests are often devised according to age-related standards of development based on a universal image of the child and child development; they ignore the different development opportunities that occur across diverse cultural environments (Fleer, 2015).


Bias

A prejudice or inclination towards a person or group.



The language and content in standardised assessments may be inappropriate or unfamiliar to groups of learners, and can therefore favour one group over others; for example, learners from higher socio-economic backgrounds (Looney, 2009; Gewirtz et al. 2020) or learners whose first language is Standard Australian English (Wigglesworth et al., 2011). Bias often occurs in the design of the assessment questions. With the international PISA tests, some test items are more difficult for learners in some countries than others, due to cultural differences. While the testers offer countries different test items to account for these differences, they are not always successful in doing so (Reid, 2020). For example, Japan’s mean score in the 2003 PISA test would have been 10 points higher if one item had been removed from a set of eight linked reading passages, and thus less reading time would have been required (Gillis et al., 2016). Ten points equates to two to three months’ difference in achievement growth, and would have affected Japan’s ranking. These were not the only items in the 2003 PISA that demonstrated a bias against Japan. The analysis of NAPLAN test items by Wigglesworth and colleagues (2011) found that some questions were inappropriate for Aboriginal children living in remote communities. For example, one question involving film posters was inappropriate because in remote communities “there are no cinemas, and thus they do not have daily access to this kind of promotional material. Where they have access to films, that access is via television, DVDs or videos” (Wigglesworth et al., 2011, p. 326). NAPLAN test writers make assumptions about the cultural knowledge of test-takers and hence may use language and concepts unfamiliar to learners, such as students living in remote communities.

The importance of addressing bias is heightened when we consider the effect of test-taking on learners. Assessment performance communicates messages about learner abilities, can affect motivation and self-worth and can have long-term academic, social and emotional impacts (Broadfoot, 1996; Gipps, 2008; Hickey & Zuiker, 2005). Learners may respond to assessments—particularly tests—with anxiety, distress and unease, with feelings of being underprepared and having underperformed (McDonald, 2001). Tests can impact on students’ educational engagement when they are perceived as a measure of being a good learner. In a fascinating and concerning paper on the perceptions and experiences of young children regarding NAPLAN, Howell (2017) reports that many children experience NAPLAN as a high-stakes test, with stress, anxiety and bad dreams. A Year 3 child was reported to have said that not doing well in NAPLAN means “you could never get a job” (Howell, 2017, p. 580). Test results may influence teachers’ perceptions of students and their abilities, and impact the learning opportunities they subsequently provide. For example, learners may be categorised as bright, gifted, lazy, low-ability and so forth, and educators may then teach in response to these assumed identities (Broadfoot, 1996). Unfortunately, tests appear to be an unshakeable feature of educator pedagogies. Educators may be reluctant to change because they mistakenly believe tests are accurate measures of achievement (Cumming et al. 2019) and that fairness requires treating learners the same, with the same curriculum and assessments (Tierney, 2014).


Ask yourself


•Do you think standardised assessment results provide evidence of success and/or failure of classroom teaching?






Theory in action

In Australia, most school-age students sit the NAPLAN. NAPLAN covers the four areas of numeracy, writing, language conventions and readings in the school Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. The current writing assessment is a persuasive writing task, which is the same question for all students in all years. The purpose of this task is to persuade the reader of a point of view on an issue. The writing may express an opinion, discuss, analyse and evaluate an issue. It may also entertain and inform. Teachers often prepare students for NAPLAN by providing example persuasive writing tasks. The following scenario describes a Year 5 class response to the writing practice prompt, “Kit Kats are better than Mars Bars”.

As the teacher, Ms Fernandez, introduces the prompt, she notices Ana fidgeting and looking nervous. Ana is not able to focus on the task. As the other students begin writing, she looks at the work of the student next to her. Ms Fernandez kneels beside Ana to ask her if everything is okay. Ana tells Ms Fernandez that she doesn’t know what she needs to do. Ms Fernandez tells Ana that she needs to write about whether she thinks Kit Kats are better than Mars Bars, and why. Ana nods her head without speaking; Ms Fernandez interprets this as a sign that Ana understands. She returns to her desk. Ana did not tell Ms Fernandez that she has never eaten a Kit Kat or a Mars Bar and so she has no idea what to write.

Here is an interpretation of the scenario. The teacher has asked her students to complete a task that requires the students to have specific knowledge and experience. Students’ experiences are not always those assumed by teachers, who often use their personal experience as a reference point for their teaching. Ana may come from a home where sweet treats are excluded from the family’s diet, so being required to write about the topic may induce feelings of anxiety, embarrassment and stupidity. These feelings might explain why she did not tell the teacher why she was struggling with the task. Teachers should be aware of how their knowledge and assumptions may affect their expectations of ‘normal’ school knowledge, and how this might include and exclude students.


1If you were Ana’s teacher, what would you do differently?

2A past NAPLAN persuasive writing task was: “Nominate someone who should be a hero and explain why”. Thinking about the above scenario, why might this be regarded as a poor question to ask in a national standardised test?

3Is it possible to write a NAPLAN question that is inclusive of all students across the country?

4What are the pros and cons of NAPLAN testing and how it is used? To what extent do you agree with the criticisms of NAPLAN?





	
	
Educators making a difference through assessment

Assessment and the interpretations we make of it have a powerful impact on education systems, pedagogies and curriculum. We argue that educators should focus assessment and the information it produces on improving learning. Assessment should be an integral part of teaching and learning. It should be educative, fair, designed to meet specific needs, and lead to the informed analysis, use and reporting of the evidence collected.


Theory in action

Belonging, being & becoming: The early years learning framework for Australia (EYLF) (DEEWR, 2009) promotes assessment for learning. It states that “Assessment for children’s learning refers to the process of gathering and analysing information as evidence about what children know, can do and understand” (p. 17, original emphasis). Educators assess as part of a cycle of planning, documenting and evaluating learning and pedagogy. In line with a socio-cultural-historical view of learning, educators are encouraged to “search for appropriate ways to collect rich and meaningful information that depicts children’s learning in context, describes their progress and identifies their strengths, skills and understandings” (p. 17). Moreover, educators should collect information about the learning strategies of children in order to make the process of learning visible. Educators enact their assessment of children with reference to the EYLF’s five learning outcomes:


•children have a strong sense of identity;

•children are connected with and contribute to their world;

•children have a strong sense of well-being;

•children are confident and involved learners; and

•children are effective communicators (DEEWR, 2009, p. 19).



Educators should employ an array of methods that enable children, in all of their diversity, to demonstrate their learning in different ways. Importantly, assessment is ongoing rather than focused on an endpoint. It documents the giant leaps and small steps travelled by children.

The Australian Curriculum is a national curriculum that ranges from kindergarten to Year 12. The curriculum details achievement standards and assessment requirements for each school year, in age-related descriptors. Assessment guidance includes ongoing formal assessment with feedback to be conducted, twice-yearly summative assessments to be used for reporting student progress, annual NAPLAN testing for Years 3, 5, 7 and 9, and sample testing of curriculum learning areas as part of the National Assessment Program (NAP) (ACARA, 2015).


1Compare and contrast the different approaches to assessment in the EYLF and Australian Curriculum.

2What kind of data would be collected from these different assessment approaches?

3How could the data collected through assessments be analysed and then reported as evidence?

4How could the ideas about assessment in the EYLF be translated into primary and secondary education contexts?





Assessment design

While educators are typically continually assessing learners, and learners are continually assessing themselves and others, there can be confusion, uncertainty and disagreement surrounding the question of what assessment is and what it should be. Educators’ ideas about assessment purposes, uses and approaches can be shaped by historical and cultural beliefs and practices about assessment (Elwood & Murphy, 2015). Often, educators’ ingrained beliefs about child development, learning and intelligence also shape the design and use of assessments (Gipps, 2008).

This section outlines several assessment design principles which focus on building on each learner’s strengths. It reinforces the important contribution of educators’ local knowledge and professional experience in effective assessment design to improve learning. However, it is acknowledged that assessments are designed, undertaken and evaluated within the constraints of requirements set by schools, governments and education authorities (Gipps, 2008).

Assessment focuses on the learner

The learner-centred approach to assessment means being attentive to diversity within learning settings and making accommodations for learners. Here, fairness and equity do not mean treating everyone the same (Tierney, 2014). Rather, educators need to understand the experiences, knowledge and cultural influences that students bring to their learning and how this may influence their assessments. In an ideal world, primary and secondary school teachers would tailor assessments and learning experiences to individual students or groups of students; however, this is not always possible due to resources, time and other restrictions. But there are other useful strategies that respond to diversity. Educators can provide multiple and varied opportunities for students to demonstrate their learning, both individually and in groups. Educators can develop and offer a range of assessments that are aligned with the curriculum and students’ learning experiences. Assessments should be designed so that the language and content is familiar and accessible to all learners. Ideally, learners can contribute their social, cultural and historical knowledge and experiences to their assessment experience (Klenowski, 2009; Willis et al., 2013). Educators can support students in assessments (especially tests) by interpreting the language used, making test scenarios or questions relevant to students, and explaining what is required of students in an unfamiliar scenario.

	
Assessment is a cultural and dynamic process

The cultural-historical or socio-cultural approach to assessment focuses on understanding the cultural, social and historical contexts in which children and young people develop and learn (McLachlan et al., 2013). This perspective views learning as a dynamic and interactive process, and knowledge as materialising through its use, rather than being something residing in the minds of individuals. As learning is situated, contextual and experiential, educators must situate assessment in the context of the learning of students. They must consider each learner’s social interactions, learning contexts and learning processes because these influence how the learner understands and performs in assessments. Educators and learners might not, for instance, share the same ideas about the ‘what, why and how’ of assessment. Recognising that assessment is a cultural practice typically imposed on children and young people for the purpose of judging them according to cultural norms and expectations, assessments should provide opportunities for learners to use knowledge and skills in contexts directly related to their learning and lives. Doing so can mitigate the potentially harmful effects of assessment. For example, assessment shapes the identity of children and young people, their perceptions of themselves as learners, their interest in learning, their effort and perseverance with tasks, and their motivation (Ames, 1992; Gipps, 2008).


Ask yourself


•Can you recall a moment when the perception of your achievement was arrived at by comparing yourself to other learners?

•How did this comparison impact on your sense of ability?





	
Assessment is about learning

Assessment should be an educative process focused on learning. For this to happen, educators must remain knowledgeable and current in their understanding of how their students learn. From a socio-cultural perspective, Pastore and Andrade (2019) propose three interconnected dimensions to educators being knowledgeable and skilled in assessment design and practices. These are the conceptual, praxeological and socio-emotional dimensions, which sit within the context of the education environment and its policies and practices.

The first dimension proposed is the conceptual dimension, which involves the educator being knowledgeable in assessment design, methods and models (Pastore & Andrade, 2019, p. 135). The ‘seven pillars of assessment’ model proposes questions that educators can ask themselves as a framework for designing an effective assessment or assessment schedule. According to Falchikov (2005, p. 1), the seven pillars of assessment are:


1Why assess?

2How to assess?

3What to assess?

4When to assess?

5Who assesses?

6How well do we assess?

7What next?



In considering the question of how we should assess, there are many forms of assessment that can be utilised in designing assessments. These include authentic assessment, which is assessment that is relevant to the knowledge, experiences and aspirations of the learner, and not those of the educator. This may include problem-solving, practical work and presentations. Dynamic assessment focuses on what the learner can achieve when collaborating with others (Fleer, 2015). Performance assessment is where a student demonstrates their learning; for example, through creating a portfolio with detailed information about their learning. Learning potential assessment identifies the student’s potential for learning. This may include prompts to assist the learner to progress in a task. Educators should understand the links between these assessment types and combine them to create a varied program of assessments that meets the needs of the education system as much as those of the learner. This means creating assessments that relate to the social and cultural contexts of each learner. Assessment should not only provide learners with the opportunity to demonstrate what they understand, know or can do on their own, but also what they can achieve with varying degrees of assistance from others.

Question 5, ‘who assesses’, is crucial. Learners and educators can make this decision in a democratic, negotiated manner. The ‘who’ that assesses may be the student themselves; their peers; a collaboration of self, peers and/or the educator; the educator; or digital technology. Self-assessment refers to learners providing feedback to themselves in an individual or collaborative group context (Lopez-Pastor et al., 2012). Peer assessment involves learners assessing each other; it can also be undertaken within the group, by another group or by an individual or individuals who assess the group (Falchikov, 2003). Collaborative assessment can involve the learner and educator, the learner and peers, or the learner, educator and peers, all working together and negotiating who will assess and how. The greater involvement and active participation of students in assessment improves learning (Falchikov, 2005).

The second proposed dimension is the praxeological dimension, which focuses on the practice of assessment (Pastore & Andrade, 2019). This involves educators integrating assessment into their learning and teaching practices and being responsive to the information or data that is gathered about the learning. The communication of the assessment data collected and analysed should be understandable, clear, collaborative and actionable. Learners are supported in understanding different assessment expectations and practices, including what success looks like. Educators understand that each learner’s path to success may vary greatly.

Meeting the needs of all learners and learner groups is a fundamental issue of social justice which can challenge the elitism of curriculum and assessment both in the past, and currently. Broad curriculum and assessment practices can contribute to the inequity that learners from culturally diverse and low socio-economic backgrounds experience. However, assessments have the capacity to motivate and encourage learners to be active and democratic participants in their education. Engaging assessments that are aligned to learners’ interests, lives and identities are powerful. Assessments should therefore draw on learners’ strengths rather than highlight their weaknesses. In primary and secondary schools, a shared learning culture can be created where assessments are developed collaboratively and framed as learning tasks. This may include shared expectations and understandings of what is required for the assessment, how it is aligned to the curriculum, when it is due and how it will be assessed (rubrics or marking keys developed as a whole class), with opportunities to negotiate with the teacher and provide feedback on the assessment process.

The third proposed dimension is the socio-emotional dimension, which positions assessment as a social and ethical practice (Pastore & Andrade, 2019). Within this dimension, the educator understands the potential impacts of assessment and the data gathered on the learner, themselves and their environments. Learners are supported to undertake assessments and to understand how assessments are meaningful to their learning. Assessment requirements and schedules should enable the learners’ ability to best demonstrate their learning, and support their well-being and other schooling requirements and commitments. For example, assessments are undertaken by learners at times that best suit them, and due dates are staggered across a school year rather than clustered. The information that is collected from assessments is then analysed and reported in ways that support learners and their learning.

	
Assessments produce meaningful evidence to support student learning

For assessment to support student learning, the information about the learner that it produces, and the communication of the evaluation of that information, must be meaningful to its purpose. While situated in a system where not all large-scale testing data may be perceived as meaningful and relevant to the purpose of learning (Singh & Taylor, 2007), educators still have decision-making power in localised assessment processes, including the interpretation and utilisation of assessment data. They have a responsibility to ensure that assessment and data choices are ethical and socially just, and must understand the impacts of their professional practices (Kelchtermans & Vanassche, 2017). In relation to learners, they should consider which data to take notice of and which may not be meaningful (Spillane, 2012). When analysing data, educators must take account of the context in and intention for which the data was collected. They must then communicate their methods and findings in accessible ways to learners and their parent/carer(s). For this to occur, educators must critically reflect on their assessment approaches and practices.


Theory in action

Read the following scenario and think about the students’ experiences of learning and assessment.

Sophie is an experienced teacher. She believes that assessment is about the student demonstrating what they know and can do by themselves, as opposed to what others can do, or what the student can do with others. This means that the only types of assessments that she values are summative tests. These tests are always conducted at the end of learning about a topic. The tests are individual and done in silence under timed conditions. All students get the same test and are given the same amount of time. Sophie communicates her testing schedule in advance to parents and students, with the expectation that students will study for the test. The schedule is displayed in the classroom. If a student is absent from the test, they must bring in a medical certificate in order to sit the test at another time; if they don’t have a certificate, they receive a score of 0. After each test, Sophie reports to parents and students their individual percentage test score, along with the class average and a comment about what areas of their learning they need to address. Sophie does use and mark other types of learning activities with students, such as projects, experiments and collaborative activities, but these do not contribute to the students’ reported grades. Sophie is transparent with parents, students and the school about her approach to assessment.


1What is your response to Sophie’s approach to assessment and the data being reported?

2How might students in Sophie’s class respond to this type of assessment design and schedule?

3Who exercises the power in this class?

4What advice would you give Sophie about her assessments and data reporting approaches?

5Do high results in Sophie’s class mean that quality teaching and learning have occurred? Explain your answer.





	
	
Data-literate educators

There is a growing focus on using data and evidence to make decisions about the teaching of individual learners and groups (Gummer & Mandinach, 2015). This data-driven agenda is linked to the belief that data-literate approaches to teaching and assessment lead to improved teaching practices and learning outcomes (Hamilton et al., 2009). The use of high-quality evidence and data is recommended in education policy, such as the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Education Council, 2019). Thus, data literacy is increasingly considered a core competency of educators (Xu & Brown, 2016). This is reflected in the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers, which refer to educator data literacy requirements in Standards 3.6, 5.1 and 5.4 (AITSL, 2011). So, what does data literacy mean for educators, and what skills and knowledge are required if we are to be data literate?

According to Gummer and Mandinach (2015), data literacy is “the ability to transform information into actionable instructional knowledge and practices by collecting, analysing, and interpreting all types of data (assessment, school climate, behavioural, snapshot, longitudinal, moment-to-moment, and so on) to help determine instructional steps” (p. 2). Data literacy therefore encompasses thoughtful engagement with the processes of seeking, accessing and generating data; gathering and interpreting data; representing and visualising data; drawing conclusions based on data; communicating about data and its interpretation; skilfully acting on data interpretations; and evaluating these actions and their effects (Carey et al., 2018; Coburn & Turner, 2012; Philip et al., 2016; Riddle et al., 2017). It involves making decisions about the merits of quantitative data and qualitative data, thinking about the validity of interpretations of the data, and recognising the limitations of data—what and who does the data and its interpretation exclude?


Quantitative data

Data which has a count or numerical value and is representative of an amount, quantity or range.




Qualitative data

Data which describes attributes, qualities or characteristics. It may take the form of written notes based on observations and conversations, photos and videos.



	
Using data meaningfully to inform and evaluate teaching practices is a current challenge for educators. For example, data should be collected from a range of sources, and the interpretation of data should take account of the community context, the learning environment, the learner, the curriculum, and educators’ knowledge and practices (Gummer & Mandinach, 2015). Moreover, educators must ethically and safely interpret, act on and store the data they and others generate; otherwise, there is potential for data to be misused and to breach privacy, with potential impacts on learners and their rights (Berman & Albright, 2017). Schools and learning centres should have policies and procedures to guide the collection and use of data.


Conclusion

According to Basil Bernstein (1973), assessment is one of the three message systems of the school, the other two being curriculum and pedagogy. Assessment is often the focus of educational reforms and policies. In Australia, for example, NAPLAN is being used to monitor and regulate the education system, schools and educators. Such large-scale assessments are associated with the datafication of education. As a matter of professional responsibility, educators must understand how this wider context of testing and datafication is changing educational priorities and practices. Thus, educators need to be data literate.

Assessment can be a powerful tool to diagnose learning needs, evaluate learning progress, inform teaching practices and maintain consistency in standards and reporting. While it is difficult to imagine schools without the kinds of assessments that today dominate the lives of teachers and students, educators must not simply accept these as standard. Educators must recognise that what and how they assess sends powerful messages to learners about what is valued in education and society, and has effects on the lives of learners. Therefore, educators should engage in critical discussions with their colleagues about the complexities of teaching and learning, the affordances and limitations of data and assessment and the purpose of education. In collaboration, we as educators should develop new and multiple ways of assessing that enhance the learning experiences and lives of learners.


Questions and activities


1Reflect on your experiences with assessment.


aWhich types of assessment do you perform well in?

bTo what extent were assessments the focus of your learning?

cWhen did you feel assessment accurately measured your knowledge?

dWhen did you feel it didn’t?

eDescribe your past social-emotional responses to assessment (e.g. stress, excitement, anxiety, ambivalence).



2Consider your views of assessment:


aJustify which types of assessment you would use in your teaching.

bHow would you ensure diversity is considered in assessments?

cDo you think a teacher could spend too much time focusing on assessment, rather than student learning? Explain your answer.



3What does the Australian Curriculum recommend for assessment design and scheduling?

4Reflect on your data literacy knowledge and skills. How might these impact your assessment practices?

5How might the large-scale assessment trend influence your teaching? How can you ensure your learners’ needs are prioritised in this context of standardisation and accountability?

6To what extent should teachers be held accountable for a school’s NAPLAN results? Justify your opinion.

7Access the My School website: www.myschool.edu.au/.


aSource the NAPLAN results for schools in different socio-economic communities (look for different ICSEA (Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage) scores, e.g. 900, 1000, 1100).

bCompare and contrast the results, reflecting on the ideas presented in this chapter.

cWhat might the schools’ overall data say about these schools, educators and learners?

dWhat are the limitations of these data?







	

Key further readings and resources

Print resources

Lingard, B., Thompson, G. & Sellar, S. (Eds.) (2016). National testing in schools: An Australian assessment. Routledge.

Reid, A. (2020). Changing Australian education: how policy is taking us backwards and what can be done about it. Routledge.

Online resources

Australian Curriculum: www.australiancurriculum.edu.au and Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA]: www.acara.edu.au

The Australian Curriculum content, directions and information relating to assessment, reporting and national testing procedures can be sourced through these two websites.

My School: www.myschool.edu.au

The My School website includes information about every Australian school, including financial, demographic and NAPLAN performance data.

National Assessment Program: www.nap.edu.au

As well as providing information on the Australian National Assessment Program, this website covers future directions of national assessment.

National Assessment Program—Literacy and Numeracy [NAPLAN]. www.nap.edu.au/naplan

Program for International Student Assessment [PISA], Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD]: www.oecd.org/pisa
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“For the most of this century, policy-makers sought knowledge that would aid them in the remote control of teaching—generalisable dicta that would shape the design specifications for teaching via texts, curriculum packages and teaching procedures. This trickle-down theory of knowledge envisioned that teachers could get all that they needed from these tools and the teacher manuals: five rules for a foolproof classroom management system or seven steps to a perfect lesson. When these directives and materials proved inadequate to the real complexities of teaching, teachers were left with whatever knowledge they had managed to accumulate on their own, largely from personal experience” (Darling-Hammond, 1997, p. 323).

What do you think about educators being provided with a prescribed curriculum with prepared programs, lessons, resources and assessments? Who do you think has agency in the approaches outlined by Darling-Hammond? What are your responses to the following statements?


•Effective teachers are born not made.

•Effective teachers are intuitive; you cannot learn how to be a teacher.

•Teachers cannot meet all individual student needs.

•There are only a few teachers who can master all of the teaching requirements.

•Teachers learn how to teach through practice and trial and error, not through initial teacher education.

•The curriculum cannot be covered by learner-centred approaches.







Introduction

The demands on education and educators are growing. Educators are expected to be innovative, highly capable, knowledgeable and able to teach a diverse range of learners. They are expected to deliver the curriculum in an engaging, relevant, accountable and contemporary manner. They are expected to work collaboratively with learners, colleagues, school leaders, parents and the community. They are required to possess high levels of communication and organisational skills, while also being resilient. In fact, the notions of the ‘effective teacher’ or ‘quality teaching’ have recently come to prominence as a way of thinking about what qualities are desirable in educators. These have been heralded as a ‘fix’ of what is wrong with education, including student underachievement. However, what is an ‘effective teacher’ and what is ‘quality teaching’?

Discourses of effective teaching, or what we understand it to be, are influenced by theories, knowledge, history, culture, beliefs and policies, and our own views are often shaped by past experience. Its definition is not fixed. It changes in relation to new knowledge, political priorities and educational reforms. Today in Australia, effective teaching is judged by governments against seven Australian Professional Standards for Teachers at the four career standards of graduate, proficient, highly accomplished and lead. These standards define effective teaching in terms of understanding how students learn and develop; content knowledge; content teaching strategies; planning; classroom management; assessment; professional learning; and engaging with educational stakeholders (AITSL, 2014). Put simply, the standards describe “what teachers should know, understand and be able to do” (Tuinamuana, 2011, p. 79). These standards are a mechanism for assessing educator effectiveness no matter the phase of schooling, location, student needs, learning areas and so forth. They are a one-size-fits-all understanding of teaching, and are strongly advocated by the Australian Government as representing quality teaching.

This chapter focuses on the core aspect of teaching, which is planning. It is not designed as a step-by-step guide on how an effective teacher plans for the curriculum in early childhood, primary and secondary learning environments. Rather, it encourages you to critically reflect on your approach to planning to enact the curriculum. It raises issues and ideas for consideration, including the role of the educator in enacting children’s rights through planning and pedagogy, agency in planning, and learner-centred approaches.

We encourage you to reflect on previous chapters in this book, and to apply the knowledge you have gained to think about and critique the ideas raised here. Table 18.1 has been created to help you do so. The table presents key ideas raised in previous chapters, including curriculum concepts and contexts, teaching strategies and theories. It serves to stimulate thinking about what you have learnt and how you can apply this thinking to your teaching.


TABLE 18.1 Key ideas raised in this book




	Chapter
	Learning and teaching considerations





	1
	Curriculum; hidden curriculum; official curriculum; enacted curriculum; funds of knowledge; formal education; society …



	2
	Theory; critical theory; post-structuralism; discourse; subjectivity; critical pedagogies; knowledge; truth …



	3
	Schooling; childhood; mass schooling; class; state; government; liberal democratic; biopolitics; surveillance; dividing practices …



	4
	Identity; normalise; marginalise; cultural capital; socialisation; positionality; intersectionality; deficit perspective; refugees …



	5
	Ecological identity; pedagogical documentation; connoisseurship; negotiated curriculum; image of the child; image of the educator; research-based advocacy; image of learning settings …



	6
	Neoliberalism; human capital; welfare states; quasi-marketisation; privatisation; political rationality; global knowledge economy …



	7
	Socio-economic status; meritocracy; division of labour; social class; status group; egalitarianism; squattocracy; roles; social mobility …



	8
	Binary thinking; false dichotomies; stereotypes; performativity; gender; problematisation; myths; deficits; standpoint curriculum …



	9
	First Nations; Indigenous epistemologies; Indigenous knowledge; structural racism; individual racism; colonisation; heterogeneity; homogenous; self-determination; critical race literacy …



	10
	Cultural diversity; xenophobia; equity; pluralism; universalism; culturalism; culturally responsive teaching; cultural justice …



	11
	Imaginaries; norms; psychology; neuroscience; pathologies; special education; renormalisation; diagnoses; interventions …



	12
	Popular culture; mass culture; consumerism; popularity; affinity groups; digital media; participatory culture; critical literacies …



	13
	Critically reflective practice; critical self-reflection; knowledge workers; teachers as intellectuals; democratic curriculum; praxis …



	14
	Virtual schoolbag; problem-based learning; scaffolding; student-centred learning approaches; constructivist learning; collaborative learning; critical thinking; student voice; connectedness …



	15
	Learning environment; zones of entanglement; autonomous thought; relations; osmosis; multisensoriality; epigenesis; community …



	16
	Digital technologies; digital environments; digital literacy; digital rights; digital inequalities; dataveillance; participation; provision …



	17
	Assessment; edu-business; audit culture; mediatisation; data; datatification; data literacy; performativity; bias; assessment design …



	18
	Learner-centred approaches; rights-based education; agency; decision-making; planning; official curriculum …











Key terms

»active learning

»agency

»decision-making

»effective teaching

»humanistic learning principles

»learner-centred approaches

»lesson planning

»metacognition

»planning

»official curriculum

»rights-based education





Planning

Planning is a cultural practice and a complex cognitive task that considers the sequencing and mapping of student learning across a period of time (Mutton et al., 2011). Mutton and colleagues (2011) identify that planning involves visualisation—a realisation that plans need to be flexible and responsive to the children and students. In other words, rather than focus on planning as a template for what will happen, educators should recognise that plans are anticipating what might happen. While planning, the educator may critically reflect on learner needs and their own past experience, which can then impact on these plans. Many different planning mechanisms are utilised by schools and educators. School-level plans include strategic direction plans; classroom-level plans include annual plans, term programs, weekly outlines, daily plans and lesson plans. In the early learning sector, planning has a cyclical, adaptive and responsive emphasis. It includes annual quality improvement plans, whole-centre planning, and planning and programming which relate to specific groups of young children and their learning and development. While it is important that educators work within the required professional structures, we also need to be able to question these, and work creatively and innovatively. Just as children and young people learn differently, planning needs to reflect the complexity that educators confront in their learning environments.

Many ideas about planning position the educator as the key factor in child and student learning. Taking into account learners’ perspectives and involvement challenges traditional classroom, cultural and institutional structures. This is because educators, not learners, generally provide the views on planning, teaching and learning (Cook-Sather, 2016). Much of the discussions and research on planning centre on the educator, and learners’ voice are not always explicitly presented. However, school students can identify what in teaching is important to them and their learning, and Nieto (1994) even argues that listening to student perspectives on their learning can lead to an improvement in student achievement. It is thought-provoking that the learner, who is the principal target of preschool and school education, rarely has a voice in shaping educational reforms, curriculum, planning, teaching and their own learning. Planning should respond to individuals and groups of learners; specifically, to what they already know, their interests, how they learn and how curriculum can be enacted. In order to do this, educators need to work with learners to establish common learning goals, and consider the rights of children and young people.


Ask yourself

Many of the dominant models of planning do not involve learners. Learners’ lives, interests and needs can represent the null curriculum, thus the most important person in education becomes invisible.


•How could you democratically include learners in planning?





Lesson planning

Lesson plans are short-term plans that are prepared more frequently by pre-service educators and beginning educators in schools (John, 2006). In early learning settings, these plans may be referred to as learning experience plans and may not always relate to formal ‘lessons’, as there is often a strong emphasis on play-based and enquiry learning. Often, lesson plans are a requirement of professional experience placements for pre-service teachers in preschools and schools, especially in the early phases of an initial teacher education course and professional experience placements. Short-term plans provide a scaffold for learning and undertaking longer-term planning. It is often considered that being able to successfully plan in the short term can be a precursor for doing long-term planning well.

Lesson planning can play an important role in implementing or enacting the intended curriculum. As a pre-service educator, you will spend a considerable amount of time learning how to devise lesson plans. This often appears as a structured activity, where each section of a lesson plan template is completed. Such plans can include a script for teaching; you may even be encouraged to write in these plans exactly what you are going to say. Lesson plans can be used to assess your ability to integrate theory into practice, thus preparing pre-service educators to teach. They can also provide a prediction of pre-service educators’ readiness to teach (Pang, 2016).


Ask yourself

Consider the lesson plan templates that you use as a pre-service educator.


•Why do you use this structure?

•Who does this structure suit?





Learning how to devise lesson plans generally sits within units that cover broader aspects of planning (e.g. programming) or in a curriculum area (e.g. Mathematics). Although the age, learning area and environment may differ, the lesson plan structure or model may not. Many initial teacher education (ITE) courses specify a lesson plan model that is to be used by all pre-service educators in all courses (initially or throughout), which is based on a dominant model. The dominant lesson plan model generally begins with objectives, which are based on the official curriculum, and ends with a lesson evaluation or reflection. This model of lesson planning has been used to enact the curriculum since the 1950s. It is based on Ralph W. Tyler’s 1949 text Basic principles of curriculum and instruction (Tyler, 1949).

The dominant model of lesson planning is linear and simple in structure, based on a systematic way of thinking and learning. It comprises several sequential steps:


1Selecting a concept or area of content that will be covered in the lesson. This would have been selected as part of the program of work which is linked to the curriculum requirements.

2Establishing the aims and objectives or learning goals for the lesson. These are generally linked explicitly to the curriculum. The lesson is then planned around the attainment of the aims, objectives or goals. These are statements of what the students will be able to do at the completion of the lesson.

3Preparing student learning experiences and instruction, and teaching strategies and resources to accomplish the lesson objectives. This section is often divided into chunks—most common are the introduction, teacher instruction, student activity or work time, and the conclusion.

4Determining the assessment to evaluate student learning and teacher practices in the lesson against the original objectives (John, 2006).



This type of lesson plan model is based on the assumption that the teacher knows the content then teaches it to the child or student—a transmission model of teaching and learning. Modifications of the dominant model have been proposed that encourage more interaction between the child or student and teacher; for example, the popular lesson design structure of Madeline Hunter’s ‘Mastery of Learning’ model. This comprises an anticipatory set which aims to introduce and prompt interest in the topic or concept; the lesson objectives; input; modelling; checking for understanding; guided student practice; independent practice; and lesson closure (Hunter, 2014).


Ask yourself

Consider the dominant model of lesson planning.


•Do you think it works for all learners in all subject areas at all times?





It is curious that while other aspects of teaching have been repeatedly subjected to educational innovations, lesson planning has not. The dominant model continues to be used and enacted with little questioning of its appropriateness to today’s learners’ needs. Perhaps that is because it is assumed that pre-service educators need this structure in order to develop the planning methods used by experienced educators. It could also be because the teacher standards promote this form of model. Indeed, it may well be that the documentation of the plan itself can be used as evidence of the curriculum having been taught. This model also provides a common language between teachers, universities, schools, systems and stakeholders, along with an agreed set of expectations around planning and the subsequent conduct of lessons. Thus, it is easier to monitor and regulate educators. Consider, for instance, how education and the curriculum can be monitored, evaluated and controlled if all pre-service educators and educators utilise the same lesson plan model. One effect of adopting a generic model of planning and teaching is, however, that teaching becomes a simple and predictable process—a succession of steps in a procedure (John, 2006). Perhaps it doesn’t even require a teacher who thinks all that much.

The dominant model of lesson planning is a rational, step-by-step approach to teaching. However, teaching can involve spontaneous circumstances that arise during the school day. The model does not take into account the changing learning environment, where situations change or interrupt our plans—an unforeseen event or activity, the climate, the mood of the learners, an illness. This means that the lesson plan objectives relate only to an envisaged or imagined class, environment and future (e.g. over the next 60 minutes). Objectives and plans take into account just a small number of possible changes, as they often lack flexibility. There is often a gap between the ideal and reality. It should also be remembered that educational policies and programs, like AITSL’s (2014) standards, are often made by policy-makers who are not educators and who idealise the learning environment. In short, directing educators to teach to the dominant model of lesson planning needs to be questioned.

Lesson planning is a complex task involving many factors (Calderhead, 1996). Pre-service educators identify learning how to plan as a core part of their ITE courses. Learning how to write lesson plans can pose difficulties for some pre-service educators, who experience confusion and anxiety, while others experience it as a creative task (John, 2006). Pre-service educators can find that lesson plans do not align with how they imagine lessons to be, and placing their ideas into the set structures can result in ineffective lessons (Johnson, 2000). Importantly, the learner voice may be missing from the learning plans.

There are alternatives to the dominant model that do not seek to order the minute details of learners’ lives, or to render the learning environment activities compliant to the objectives and content set out in the official curriculum. The organic or naturalistic model of lesson planning involves the educator responding to learners’ needs as they emerge, rather than pre-determining them (Egan, 1997). In this model, the educator may start with activities, then base objectives on the ideas that flow from them. Another model is the interactional lesson plan, which explores a central concept. This concept does not change; what does change is how it is learnt, studied and applied. Interactive teaching is used, leading to different interpretations of and improvisation around the concept. These alternatives deviate from the dominant, teacher-centred, structured, linear lesson-planning model, where nothing is left to chance and everything is meant to be measured and evaluated (and if it can’t, we pretend it can).


Theory in action

Plan an early childhood, primary or secondary lesson or learning experience using the dominant model of lesson planning, then plan the same lesson or learning experience using an alternative model.


1Compare and contrast the two models.

2What is your preference, and why?

3Where does the power for education reside in your preference?

4How have you considered the ideas from previous chapters in this text in your planning?





This chapter now introduces four considerations for educators when planning. These are how to work within the official curriculum, who has agency in planning, rights-based approaches to education, and how the curriculum can be enacted through learner-centred approaches.

	
	
Planning and the official curriculum

In this era of educational reforms, dominant transmission models of teaching are rarely questioned; instead, they are growing in use. The standards emphasise the importance of this type of planning. For example, Standard 3 of the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers is “Plan for and implement effective teaching and learning” (AITSL, 2014). This involves seven clear requirements, or focus areas, in planning: establish challenging learning goals; plan, structure and sequence learning programs; use teaching strategies; select and use resources; use effective classroom communication; evaluate and improve teaching programs; and engage parents/carers in the educative process. The illustrations of practice for the ‘plan, structure and sequence learning programs’ focus area provide examples of what is expected for planning at each teacher career stage. While these documents explicitly refer to working collaboratively with colleagues and engaging with parents, carers and the community, the need for active involvement of children and students in planning their learning is not clear in the introduction to the standards and descriptors. Although educators should be empowered to make planning decisions, this positions the child or student as receptor in their learning rather than as an active participant and partner.

Currently, the Australian Curriculum details what children and students should be taught from Foundation to Year 10 (ACARA, 2015). The curriculum has three dimensions: eight learning areas, seven general capabilities and three cross-curriculum priorities. The national curriculum has 15 senior secondary years subjects. Although these are introduced as a national curriculum, implementation is the responsibility of states’ and territories’ school and curriculum authorities. According to their jurisdictional policies and requirements, the curriculum can be adapted by education systems and schools. Like the teacher standards, the curriculum presents statements about what the teacher is expected to do (teach) and what the student should have then learnt.

The Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) provides a guide for supporting young children’s learning, development, and belonging from birth to age five, inclusive of their transition to schooling. The EYLF is aligned to and provides a framework for educators to enact the principles of the Convention of the Rights of the Child and engage in rights-based education. The central themes of the EYLF are belonging, being and becoming, and there is a critical emphasis on honouring a strong image of children and childhood. This is further apparent through the five learning outcomes:


1children have a strong sense of identity;

2children are connected with and contribute to their world;

3children have a strong sense of well-being;

4children are confident and involved learners; and

5children are effective communicators (DEEWR, 2009, p. 8).



Rather than providing a prescriptive format for educators to follow, the EYLF acts as a guide that educators can respond to in contextually appropriate ways. It provides a vision of best practices in early years settings and encourages educators to work in partnership with children and families to create meaningful and high-quality learning experiences. Experiences are intended to be supportive, active and hands-on, allowing children to “bring their being to their learning” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 36). The EYLF also includes extensive advocacy for play and play-based learning, which opens the opportunity for learning to be imaginative, creative, embodied and resonant. The Convention recognises that play is a right held by all children, and that it has many established benefits for children’s learning, development and well-being.

As educators work with the EYLF, they will notice examples of evidence aligned to children’s learning and their own practice. For example, under Outcome 2 (Children are connected with and contribute to their world), the imagining of children as engaged citizens is elaborated as follows:


•children develop a sense of belonging to groups and communities and an understanding of the reciprocal rights and responsibilities necessary for active community participation;

•children respond to diversity with respect;

•children become aware of fairness; and

•children become socially responsible and show respect for the environment (DEEWR, 2009, p. 29).



If we look more closely at the first point, there are examples of evidence for children who may “begin to recognise that they have a right to belong to many communities” and “cooperate with others and negotiate roles and relationships in play episodes and group experiences” (DEEWR, 2009, p. 29). Educators are encouraged to promote this learning through upholding a sense of community, building connections between children and their communities, and planning opportunities where children can actively participate in and contribute to discussion and decision-making.

Importantly, the EYLF envisions planning and pedagogy as cyclical, where the educator engages in ongoing reflection and continually builds on their practice in response to their experiences with children, families and communities. By working with the EYLF as an overarching guide, educators are empowered to plan with agency, and in ways that honour children’s rights, needs, identities and perspectives.


Theory in action

The New Zealand Ministry of Education, or Te Ta¯ huhu o Te M a¯tauranga, views effective teaching in the context of students’ cultures and communities. New Zealand has a national curriculum for English-language schools and an Indigenous curriculum for M a¯ori-language schools (NZME/TTTM, 2016). Te T a¯ huhu o Te Ma¯tauranga created and supports the M a¯ori-language curriculum, the Te M a¯rautanga o Aotearoa. Both New Zealand curricula aim for teachers to apply their professional knowledge and to personalise learning to meet the needs of students and the community.

Review the following official curricula websites and documents: Australian Curriculum, EYLF and New Zealand curricula.


1What are the similarities and differences between the curricula?

2How might these similarities and differences impact educators’ planning?

3Are children’s and young people’s rights present in these curricula? If so, how?

4How are the needs of different learners represented in these curricula?

5Where does the power reside in these curricula?





	
Agency in planning

Decisions about the curriculum and key aspects of learning such as planning, learning approaches and assessment are often made by the educator. Framing the educator as a decision-maker focuses attention on the educator, their thinking and behaviours. But decisions always occur in a context, and therefore are the product of the forces and relations in which educators find themselves. Influences on the decisions that educators make include centre, school and system policies, student needs, emotions, time constraints, resources, expectations, curriculum, experience and teacher beliefs (Schoenfeld, 2011). Educators’ beliefs also have an important influence on their practices; these are generally formed on past experience, and can be slow to change (Ajzen, 2005). Further, educators are more likely to repeat responses to decisions if they perceived them to be effective. In some cases, the repetition of responses means that these strategies became ingrained in educators’ practice and subsequently are difficult to change.

There is much research on teachers’ decision-making which arose in the early 1970s, with the aim of understanding and improving school teaching (Borko et al., 2008). Shavelson and Bishop were prominent researchers who examined teacher decision-making. Shavelson (1973) described decision-making as a cognitive process explained by decision theory. Decision theory positions the teacher in a situation with a number of alternative responses from which they make a choice. When making this choice, the teacher takes into account their perceptions of student understanding and how the response may improve the student understanding; in so doing, they utilise teaching skills such as questioning and providing an explanation. Perceptions of children and student characteristics (e.g. ability, participation and gender) contribute to the teacher’s planning decisions. Shavelson coined the phrase ‘teacher as a decision-maker’. Bishop’s (1976) research identified that teachers’ decisions were based on prior experiences. These decisions were frequent and common types, established according to the pre-lesson or within-lesson decisions, and short-term or long-term decisions. The pre-lesson and long-term decisions related to aspects of planning such as identifying objectives and selecting content. The within-lesson decisions included practices such as classroom management, and the short-term decisions were those made on the spot.

Educators’ beliefs about learner abilities, for instance, can influence planning decisions and the extent to which interactive teaching is used. However, the idea that teachers’ beliefs are an indicator of accurate and actual teacher practice has been criticised. This is because studies have found that what teachers say they believe and what they actually do can differ significantly (Schraw & Olafson, 2002). Furthermore, teachers’ beliefs about learners’ ability can be questionable. Teachers generally make accurate judgments about learners’ overall ability, but are less accurate when judging learners’ ability on specific tasks (Borko et al., 2008). This raises questions about the other influences that lead educators to make subconscious (or conscious) specious and unfounded judgments and decisions about learners’ capabilities and learning.


Ask yourself

Shavelson (1973, p. 144) wrote, “Any teaching act is the result of a decision, either conscious or unconscious”.


•What is your response to this statement?

•Do you think it still holds true for today’s teaching?





In considering educator decision-making and planning, what is often missing in primary and secondary years is the contribution of the learner. As we discussed above, instead of contributing to decisions made in the classroom and schools, learners are told what to learn, how to learn and how they will be assessed. These children and students have little input into what is happening and being asked of them. They may experience a sense of powerlessness, and this may negatively affect their learning and behaviour (Kohn, 1993).

In early childhood education, there is extensive advocacy, particularly in the early learning sector, for educators to include children and to empower them to actively and meaningfully contribute to planning and programming. Through this approach, planning and programming become much more fluid, and experiences are reshaped in response to children’s views and ideas. This approach is focused on honouring children’s voices and views, building and sustaining their sense of belonging in the environment and developing their emerging sense of agency.


Ask yourself


•How might these ideas from early childhood education be enacted in primary and secondary education?





Interestingly, when students are labelled as having behavioural problems, we might wonder whether a lack of agency or powerlessness in their own learning is ever considered as a root cause. Children and students of all ages are capable of participating, individually and collectively, in making decisions about their learning. Perhaps children and young people need to be active agents in—rather than silent witnesses to—the learning process (Smyth & McInerney, 2012). McIntyre and colleagues (2005) advocate for learners to participate in decision-making, “It cannot be tenably claimed that schooling is primarily intended to benefit students if students’ own views about what is beneficial to them are not actively sought or attended to” (p. 150). When children and young people are encouraged to make decisions about their learning, positive effects have been recorded on student achievement, behaviour, values, general well-being and intrinsic motivation (Kohn, 1993).

	
Rights-based education

A rights-based approach to education is informed by principles of human rights, equity, dignity and justice. Essential to a rights-based approach is understanding, advocating for and embracing the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN General Assembly, 1989) which delineates rights applicable to children aged birth to age 18. These rights encompass all aspects of a child’s life (Doek, 2014), including the right to participate in decision-making which involves or impacts them, the right of protection against harm and the right to provision of basic needs (McBride, 2020). Central to this is supporting children’s and young people’s understanding and realisation of their citizenship, which is also integral to documents and frameworks such as the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration (Education Council, 2019) and the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009).

In the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration, children and young people are envisaged as “active and informed” (Education Council, 2019, p. 1) community members who “understand their responsibilities as global citizens and know how to effect positive change” (p. 6). It is worth noting that while children and young people hold citizenship, they fall into a unique category in that their interaction and participation is through advocates such as their parents/carers or educators (McBride, 2020). It is therefore essential that adults, including educators seeking to embrace a rights-based approach, are informed about the rights held by children and young people in their care and across communities. This can then support the enactment of the Convention across all aspects of pedagogy, including educating children and young people about their rights and empowering them to realise these rights. This is further inclusive of how the educator sets up the learning environment and plans for learning experiences. Rights-based pedagogy draws focus to eliciting the voices of children and young people, honouring their views, fostering their agency as learners and ensuring they are conscious about both their rights and responsibilities.


Ask yourself


•What was your experience as a learner?

•Were you aware of your rights and responsibilities?

•Do you feel your education reflected a rights-based approach? Why or why not?





Beyond enacting the Convention and ensuring children and young people are educated about their rights and responsibilities, a rights-based approach to education hinges on “the implementation of human rights and the internalisation of human rights values in schools, and in teaching-learning” (Becker et al., 2015, p. 2). To progress rights-based approaches to education, there is a need to move towards human rights literacy with a focus on transformative action, solidarity with marginalised people and communities, and caring ways of being (Becker et al., 2015).

There are tensions and complexities in rights-based education that merit consideration. Diverse perspectives and interpretations regarding human rights and citizenship (Akkari & Maleq, 2020) may challenge educators in their pursuit and enactment of a rights-based approach. There are also tensions between articles of the Convention which can be difficult to navigate and mediate (McBride, 2020), and new challenges arise regarding the interpretation of the Convention in terms of children’s and young people’s access to and participation in the digital environment (Livingstone et al., 2021). A commitment to rights-based education hinges on continued learning, critical thinking and reflection.


Theory in action

Critically reflect on the ideas raised in our discussion about rights-based education, including the following questions.


1What key principles define a rights-based approach to planning and pedagogy?

2What might restrict or compromise a rights-based approach to planning and pedagogy?

3What ideas do you have for supporting the rights and responsibilities of children and young people in your learning and teaching?





	
Enacting curriculum through learner-centred approaches

This final section of the chapter explores enacting curriculum through learning and teaching approaches from a child or student perspective. Central to learner-centred approaches is a core belief that all children and young people can learn and be engaged in learning. There is an assumption that all children and young people have diverse prior knowledge and experiences that they bring to their learning. These beliefs and assumptions align to a strong image of children and young people which is central to early childhood philosophy and pedagogy, and very relevant and valuable across primary and secondary education contexts. Every child and young person learns differently. If learners understand how they learn, why they learn and have responsibility for their learning, then learning is more effective (Donovan & Bransford, 2005). In reading this section, reflect on the knowledge and the critical thinking skills you have gained from reading this book.

Learner-centred approaches

The origins of learner-centred approaches are humanistic and constructivist theories of learning (Cornelius-White, 2007). Humanistic principles in education encourage positive educator–learner relationships and critical thinking—educators are genuine, and show empathy and warmth. Identifying and meeting learners’ needs are prominent in all learning and teaching approaches, with education focusing on the whole child or young person. Children and young people are capable of making choices in their learning, and of initiating and regulating their own activities (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994). These activities are ideally authentic and meaningful to the learners’ lives. Educators and learners work collaboratively, and the educator is flexible and responsive.

Constructivist principles of learning support children and young people being active participants in controlling their own learning. Constructivist learning was pioneered by Lev Vygotsky (1997), who claims that learning is shaped by language and that learners ‘construct’ their own knowledge by testing ideas based on prior knowledge and applying ideas to new situations, thereby integrating new knowledge with old. Learning is most effective when children or young people work together with more knowledgeable others, be they educators or peers.

Cornelius-White (2007) conducted a large-scale meta-analysis of research on learner-centred approaches to education. This involved reviewing 119 studies from 1948 to 2004, from kindergarten through to higher education contexts. The findings from the meta-analysis reveal that positive learner–educator relationships with learner-centred approaches are associated with positive learner outcomes. These outcomes include improved higher-order thinking skills of critical and creative thinking, self-esteem, motivation and behaviour. The results suggest that if learners are working in an environment where they have more control over their learning and a positive relationship with the educator, there may be positive effects on classroom management and motivational issues. This point is often raised by classroom management theorists, who cite a strong interaction between classroom management, learning and teaching approaches, and relationships (Woolfolk-Hoy & Weinstein, 2006).

Learner-centred approaches aim for deep learning to occur—teaching is not about the regurgitation of facts and replication of processes. Children and young people are encouraged to think about their learning and to develop an awareness and understanding of how they learn; this is known as metacognition (Donovan & Bransford, 2005). Metacognition raises learners’ awareness of strategies they can use to solve problems and investigate topics, and increases their abilities to transfer what they have learnt to another context (Schoenfeld, 1991). Metacognitive practices assist children and young people in actively monitoring and evaluating their own learning. There are strategies that educators can use to develop and enhance learners’ metacognitive strategies: provide opportunities and encourage critical reflection and self-evaluation; model and talk about their thinking; at the beginning of learning, encourage learners to ask questions such as “What do I already know?”, “What do you think about …?” and “What do I need to know?”; plan learning activities together with the learners; and engage learners in authentic problem-solving. It is important that these strategies not be taught as a set of one-off skills; metacognition must be part of everyday learning in all subject areas.

A learner-centred environment engages children and students in active learning, with the educator guiding this process. Active learning involves authentic and meaningful tasks that are connected to the child or young person and to their community’s contexts (Prince, 2004). For educators to be able to engage learners in these tasks, they need to get to know their interests, talents and lives outside of school (Glasser, 1990). Learners’ strengths and learning needs should be identified, along with their readiness to learn. Children and young people need to have a voice and choice in task design and requirements, and become active participants in their own learning. Ideally, the topic or concept that is the focus of the learning will be integrated across other areas of the intended curriculum. Examples of task structuring include brainstorming, enquiry, play-based experiences, problem-solving, simulations, research, collaborative learning, case studies, creation and role-play. These are only a few of the extensive list of strategies that teachers can draw upon to enact the curriculum in a learner-centred environment.


Ask yourself

As a pre-service educator, you have been presented with an extensive range of learning and teaching approaches, strategies and resources.


•How will you decide which approaches, strategies and resources to utilise?

•What and who will you consider and involve in making these decisions?





Central to enacting curriculum is assessment. Assessment practices that are learner-centred are those created in collaboration with children or young people and with consideration of their rights, identities and needs. This learner-centred approach to assessment engages learners in meaningful assessments that have clear criteria and have ideally been developed collaboratively by the educator and learner. Learners can critically reflect on their own learning and self-evaluate, or evaluate each other. They can identify their own learning needs and share them with the educator; the educator can then respond. This feedback can have a powerful effect on student achievement. It is important to give all learners the opportunities to share this feedback in ways that are accessible and meaningful to them; for example, younger children who cannot yet write or who have emerging writing skills may engage in reflective dialogue with educators, or express their feedback using creative methods.

Importantly, educators need to take into their early learning settings, preschools or schools a robust set of concepts and ideas that can be put into action through their planning and decisions. These include approaching the task of programming and planning with a sense of yourself not as ‘just a teacher’, but as a curriculum worker who is also an intellectual worker. We as educators need to think critically about what is happening in our learning environments, centres, schools and communities, and in relation to state/territory and national policies and programs that reach into the lives of educators and learners by influencing their daily routines and activities. We need to think about the social, cultural and political forces that make up the lives of learners and educators, and shape the curriculum experiences for learners. Concepts such as power, norms, discourse, diversity, hidden curriculum, social class, gender, sexuality, truth, culture, deficit theory, virtual schoolbag and neoliberalism may prove to be important as you make your curriculum choices—not only about how children and students will learn and how you plan for that, but also what they will learn and why they should learn it.


Theory in action

The Blue School in New York has a learner-centred and directed approach to learning. Examine the information provided in its website: www.blueschool.org.


1What are the Blue School’s key approaches to learning?

2How do these approaches compare with your schooling experiences?

3Would you consider teaching in a school with these approaches to learning? Explain your response.





	
	
Conclusion

Learner-centred approaches provide opportunities for children and young people to engage in meaningful learning, to provide input into their learning and to provide feedback on how they are learning. These approaches have been reported to improve outcomes for learners from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (White-Clark, 2005). For educators to enact the curriculum through learner-centred approaches, we need to pursue learning rather than work through the content in the curriculum. We need a sound but critical understanding of the theories of learning and development. We need to understand and honour learners’ rights and be prepared to create more democratic learning environments which are emblematic of equity, dignity and justice for all. We must be knowledgeable in the content of the official curriculum and how this translates to children’s and young people’s lives, the lives they envision for themselves, and their future learning. This renders us as educators more responsive and adaptable. We are then able to learn from teaching, teach from our learning, and therefore respond to the complexities and challenges of teaching today. Perhaps this will result in a new view and approach to education, as encapsulated by Dewey, “I believe that education, therefore, is a process of living and not a preparation for future living” (1982, p. 541).


Questions and activities


1Delpit (2006, p. 166) states, “When teachers are committed to teaching all students, and when they understand that through their teaching change can occur, then the chance of transformation is great”.


aWhat do you think Delpit means?

bWhat ideas from this quote could you include in your learning and teaching practices, and how?



2Critically reflect on ideas about effective teaching and those raised in previous chapters.


aHow is effective teaching being measured in the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers?

bWhat aspects of effective teaching are missing in the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers?

cHow can ideas from this text explain this current educational direction of defining and assessing effective teaching?

dHow is effective teaching defined in early childhood education?

eIs an effective teacher an effective education planner?

fWhat do you think is the difference in meaning between teacher and educator, and how this role is positioned? Student and learner?



3The Institute for Economics and Peace compiles the Global Peace Index. The peace factors in the index are calculated through measuring a country’s social, political and economic factors and comparing them with those of other countries. In 2015, Australia was ranked ninth, New Zealand fourth and Singapore 24th. A goal for improving peace factors from the 2015 report was, “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote life-long learning opportunities for all” (2015, p. 96). This is a goal because quality education and spending on education generally means less spending on the military.


aWhat are your thoughts about this?

bIs education the answer to global issues?



4Read the teaching strategy proposed in Ignore the fads: Teachers should teach and students should listen (Ashman, 2015). Consider how you might respond if the school where you teach advocates only this one teaching strategy. Explain your thinking.

5Read the literature review Student-centred schools make the difference (Harris et al., 2013), published by the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership. Compare and contrast the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers with the points raised in this review.

6Compare and contrast the Australian national curriculum with one other country’s curriculum.





	

Key further readings and resources

New Zealand Ministry of Education/Te Tāhuhu o Te Mātauranga (2016). New Zealand education system overview. www.education.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/NZ-Education-System-Overview-publication-web-format.pdf

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD): www.oecd.org

This global organisation promotes policies that aim to improve global citizens’ economic and social well-being. Review this site and critically reflect on the organisation’s agenda, actions and directions.

UNICEF: What is the Convention on the Rights of the Child? https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention/what-is-the-convention. 

This website includes information and resources about the Convention. Explore the site and review its resources, with a focus on critically reflecting on implications for educators and their planning.

Wright, S. The power of student-driven learning [Video] on TEDxWestVancouverED: www.youtube.com/watch?v=3fMC-z7K0r4

This video presents a teacher’s journey from a teacher-centred to learner-centred approach.
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Glossary

This Glossary defines and sometimes expands on key terms used in the chapters of this book. The terms may be used differently in different contexts, by different chapter authors.

Accountability

Holding a person or organisation to account (responsible) for their actions, or for specific events and outcomes.

Anti-colonial approaches

Options that work against, in opposition to and in resistance to the dominance and normalisation created by colonialism.

Assessment

Can be considered under the umbrella of evaluating learning. Assessment may be ongoing or summative and approached through many strategies, including narrative recording, dated work samples, and both formal and informal testing of concepts, skills and understanding.

Assimilate

To become similar to the dominant culture, often at the expense of practising one’s own culture.

Asylum seeker

A person who seeks protection from dangers, persecution and/or human rights violations in their own country but who has not been recognised as a refugee.

Audit culture

The pervasive use in organisations, such as schools, of measures, indicators, data, targets and assessment of outputs to judge the effectiveness and efficiency of people and processes. In education, audit culture reduces the work of teachers to demonstrating their worth through numbers (e.g. student test results) and can lead to schools losing sight of purposes of education that are not measured.

Bias

A prejudice or inclination towards a person or group.

Biopolitics

The exercise of a specific form of power, where population of humans (and their individual and collective biological properties and processes, such as birth and death) become the object of knowing (i.e. the emergence of statistics, medicine) and regulation by states and their governments.

Bioscience

A body of natural science that is concerned with the study of life and living organisms, including their genetic make-up, chemistry, physiology, cells, heredity, evolution, etc. In this book we use ‘bioscience’ to describe a body of knowledge that speaks the ‘truth’, upon which individual and collective existence can be regulated in the name of health and life. It comes with modes of subjectification, according to which individuals work on themselves.

Capitalist order

An economic system based on the exploitation of workers by those who control capital (capitalists), and the institutions and ideologies that maintain this system.

Class/social class

The systematic and dynamic grouping of people with similar financial, social and cultural resources, status and power. Class positions result from the unequal distribution of wealth and power; they shape lifestyles, identities and chances.

Classical liberalism

In an economic sense, refers to ideas and practices that favour free markets and very minimal intervention of governments in market processes.

Collaborative learning

Activities that require students to work together to solve problems and achieve common learning goals.

Connectedness

Making explicit the links between students’ background knowledge and the curriculum, and demonstrating the relevance of the curriculum to the world beyond the classroom.

Connoisseurship

The art of appreciation, often associated with aesthetic disciplines. It indicates the capacity to experience delight, to make something new familiar and loved by virtue of joyful encounters.

Constructivist learning

A theory pioneered by Lev Vygotsky that claims learning is shaped by language and that students construct their own knowledge by testing ideas based on prior knowledge and applying ideas to new situations—integrating new knowledge with old. Learning is most effective when students work together with more knowledgeable others, be they teachers or peers.

Consumerism

Behaviours and attitudes that promote the ever-increasing acquisition of goods and services.

Critical literacy

The ability to read texts through a critical lens to reflect on—and challenge—unequal power relationships, marginalised perspectives, cultural privilege and social injustice.

Critical multiculturalism

The belief that all forms and representations of culture should be open to critique. It is undergirded by an understanding of culture as complex, relational, contextual and shifting.

Critical pedagogy

An approach to teaching that contests the assumption that education and the outcomes it produces are value- and politically neutral. Recognising the values and power conveyed through teaching, critical pedagogy means using teaching to transform education, address inequalities and invigorate democracy in the face of self-interested individualism, corporate greed and political authoritarianism.

Critical theory

Emerging from the Frankfurt School, critical theory offers a body of concepts and theories for the analysis of society and culture. It largely views the problems and inequalities of society as stemming from the economic sphere, with the economic organisation of the world (i.e. capitalism) benefiting the most powerful. Critical theory also criticises the increasing focus on and use of technical and scientific knowledge (e.g. large-scale testing) to manage people and processes with an emphasis on efficiency, while ignoring value and ethics. This is at the expense of creating genuinely democratic societies that foster individual autonomy and self-development. Critical theory has been influential in cultural and communication studies, where the analysis of popular cultural texts (e.g. mass media) highlights how power (often through ideology) is exercised through cultural artifacts and practices, and how that power confirms the worldviews and privilege of the most powerful. Critical theory has been used in educational research, including to analyse the ideologies of educational practices and their effects, and how social class is reproduced though education.

Critical thinking (1)

Tied to critical theory, critical thinking involves examining how a society and its organisation are shaped by economic, political and cultural power. It can involve asking questions like: Whose interests are being served? Whose representations of reality are said to be true? Whose perspectives are marginalised or omitted? How does the oppression of social groups occur?

Critical thinking (2)

Higher-order thinking skills of comprehension, analysis and evaluation.

Criticalist

A researcher, teacher or theorist who uses their work for social or cultural criticism, especially regarding how power produces and reproduces privilege and disadvantage.

Critically reflective practice (CRP)

A willingness to question the taken-for-granted policies and practices with which teachers and education systems have become comfortable.

Cultural capital

A term coined by French sociologist and philosopher Pierre Bourdieu, referring to the non-financial social assets that people possess and draw upon in order to participate in society, and that promote social mobility. Examples include education and possession of dominant cultural knowledges, including styles of speech and dress.

Cultural diversity

The many differences that constitute how individuals or groups might be represented or represent themselves in relation to a variety of intersecting identity markers, such as gender, race, ethnicity, class, religion, ability, language or nationality, or other markers of identity that may, for example, relate to particular interests, preferences or lifestyle choices.

Cultural reductionism

When a culture is essentialised and stereotyped to align with a particular category or group of people. This reduces the complexity of a culture or group of people to a single concept, idea or stereotype.

Culturalism

The problematic premise that there is a set of knowledges which is appropriate to recognise or connect with in relation to marginalised groups.

Culture

The contextually specific and dynamic practices of making meaning and organising human and non-human worlds, giving rise to worldviews, ways of relating, beliefs, values, customs and symbols.

Cybersafety

Safe and secure online digital participation.

Dataveillance

Monitoring of personal digital data generated from engagement with digital technologies.

De-colonial approaches

Practical options for confronting and disconnecting the power operations of colonialism that oppress.

Deficit

A perceived inadequacy, lack or limitation that prevents an individual from being able to engage successfully in schooling. A deficit perspective assumes that the problem rests with the individual; it ignores the institutional structures and practices that create the impression of a deficit.

Democratisation

Access in equal measure of all social groups, not just an elite group.

Dichotomy

A pair of opposite or mutually exclusive concepts.

Digital environment

An environment accessed via digital device(s) comprising one or more digital tools and the internet.

Digital futures

A policy term frequently used in reference to future jobs; equipping children with digital skills and knowledge so they are able to participate in future digital economies.

Digital inequality

The unequal possession of the physical, economic, social and cultural resources that are necessary to effectively access digital technologies.

Digital literacy

The skills, knowledge or practices required to engage with digital technologies. The term ‘digital skills’ can sometimes be used interchangeably with ‘digital literacy’. Digital skills refer to the technical skills required to use digital technologies.

Digital present

The digital aspects of children’s everyday lives in the here and now.

Digital rights

The rights of individuals in the digital environment.

Digital technologies

Digital tools, systems, devices and resources that generate, store or process information.

Discipline

Both a body of knowledge, and the systematic exercise of power to render individuals docile and compliant.

Discourse

Socially constructed bodies of knowledge with specific truths, concepts, assumptions, explanations and practices (e.g. discourses of economics, psychiatry). Discourses are knowledge formations that do not reflect but in fact constitute (make) the objects of which they speak (e.g. the object of self-esteem), and thereby shape how we make meaning and act in the world.

Dividing practices

Individuals are divided and labelled differently from each other and/or within themselves.

DSM-IV

The fourth edition of the American Psychiatric Association Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (DSM), which was first published in 1952. The DSM offers a common language and standard criteria for the classification of mental disorders.

Ecological identity

An individual’s connections with and attitudes towards the natural environment, and a premise for custodianship of the land and its inhabitants.

Edu-business

Companies that profit from commercial education products and/or services.

Educational stakeholders

Anyone, including organisations and groups of people, with an interest in the activities and outcomes of places of learning.

Egalitarianism

The principle that all people are equal, and entitled to equal rights and opportunities.

Emancipatory approaches to teaching

Freeing something or someone from restraint and control by another in teaching.

Emergent curriculum

A curriculum experience that is not planned, but emerges through the ongoing and immediate interactions between the learner and educator. The educator is responsive (through questions, provocations, etc.) to a child’s or children’s activities, questions, experiences and concerns.

Emotional labour

Work that requires good interpersonal skills, empathy, respect and understanding.

Enacted curriculum

The result of the intended curriculum being translated into reality. It is the curriculum that is actually enacted in a learning setting, which varies from context to context.

Epigenetic research

A research area that combines genetics and developmental biology to understand the influence of genetic processes on development. Epigenetics is the study of potentially heritable changes in gene expression (turning genes ‘on’ or ‘off’) that does not involve changes to the underlying DNA sequence, but affects how cells read the genes. In this way, cells reading the gene end up as skin cells, liver cells, brain cells etc; if there is an epigenetic change (e.g. due to damaging environmental chemicals) cells can end up as cancer cells. Scientists argue that social behaviour, such as caring or the lack of thereof, could also cause epigenetic change and can have enduring intra- and intergenerational effects.

Equity

Removing the economic, cultural and political barriers that impede an individual’s or group’s capacity to participate in the social world equally with others.

Essentialise

To homogenise, reduce and total an individual, group or thing around a particular descriptor or quality.

False dichotomy

A false assumption that there are only two ways to understand a situation or make a distinction.

Fashion

The clothes, hairstyles, accessories and makeup that are in style at a given time.

First Nations

A term used by Indigenous people to indicate their sovereignty over land that has been colonised.

Formal education

The institutions of a nation created to educate its citizens in specific ways, such as early learning centres, primary schools, secondary schools and tertiary education.

Funds of identity (FoI)

Expands on the definition of funds of knowledge by including the range of life experiences that shape a person’s identity (e.g. knowledge and skills) both within and beyond the household and community, such as peer groups and popular culture.

Funds of knowledge (FoK)

The knowledge and skills a child or young person acquires from their household and community life. These include general knowledge, cultural knowledge, ways of thinking, and skills such as caring, shopping and cooking.

Global knowledge economy

Global changes in economies and work, particularly in developed nations, towards wealth being created through highly skilled occupations and industries, and innovations in areas such as technology and science.

Governance discourses

The different approaches to and ways in which social relations and institutions are managed. The reference to discourses, in particular, indicates their social construction, fluidity, contextuality and amenability to critique and transformation.

Government

Noun: A temporal element of the state that may change with elections and is composed of a few selected citizens. Verb: All attempts to govern, regulate or shape the behaviour, interests and aspirations of citizens to particular ends. For example, the laws of Australia govern how we behave in public (when driving our cars) and private (when interacting with our children). In short, governments govern to achieve government (the regulation of citizens). Government can also happen indirectly through people, organisations or things that are not ‘the government’. A person can govern another person’s acts by enforcing particular norms. Documents can govern behaviour by mandating people’s actions.

Heterogeneity/heterogeneous

Diverse in character and/or content.

Hidden curriculum

The hidden, implicit or unintended messages and learning conveyed to learners by such things as the official curriculum and the practices of educators and schools.

High-stakes assessments

Assessments (e.g. tests or exams) where there is a large degree of responsibility or accountability for the results. The results can have important consequences and be used as a basis for major decision-making.

Homogenous/homogeneity

Similar or alike in character and/or content.

Human capital

Skills, knowledge and experience possessed by an individual or population of people, understood as a measure of their economic value. Education produces human capital.

Identity

The personality of an individual, expressed as a set of behavioural or personal characteristics (sometimes interchangeable with the term ‘subjectivity’). Identity can also refer to how an individual perceives or understands themselves.

Ideology

A system or set of ideas and beliefs that justify specific political and social arrangements.

Imaginaries

Ways of imagining or thinking about things.

Immigrant

A person who makes the decision to leave their country to permanently reside in another country.

Indigenous epistemologies

Indigenous ways of knowing.

Institutions

Organisations or structures that regulate the behaviour of individuals according to specific purposes; for example, ‘education’ and ‘the family’.

Intended curriculum

The planned learning objectives, content, knowledge and skills typically contained in documents. It is the official curriculum.

Language

Often thought of as a mirror of the world, a way to represent the world; however, language cannot do or be this because it is created by humans from our perspective of the world. Language is less a mirror and more a tool for processing, acting in and changing the world. Language speaks the world into existence.

Liberal multiculturalism

The view that cultural diversity should cohere around the liberal values of freedom, equity, democracy and civic responsibility.

Lived curriculum

The experiences of learners in a learning setting, whether or not those are planned.

Marginalisation

Placing people on the periphery because they do not conform to the social norms in operation within a specific context.

Marginalised

To be socially positioned on the edges of society either physically or metaphorically in terms of power, influence and access to the goods and wealth of that society.

Marketisation

The introduction of market ideas and practices into the organisation and delivery of government services, ranging from cases where users pay for accessing government services, through to public services adopting more market-like and competitive practices borrowed from the corporate sector.

Mass culture

Cultural commodities that are mass produced for sale to audiences as consumers.

Mass schooling

The emergence of schooling as a means to educate the general population.

Meaningful learning

Learning experiences that are rich in terms of relevance to students’ current contexts and interests, as well as building capacity for possible futures.

Mediatisation

The relationship between the media and politics, and the impacts the media can exert on policies and government directions.

Meritocracy

The belief that opportunities and outcomes are based on individual merit alone; the idea that people get out of life what they put in. In other words, ‘If you work hard, then you will reap the rewards’. Meritocracy ignores inequalities and privilege.

Mindfulness training

Mindfulness is a state of active, open attention on the present; mindfulness training uses age-appropriate activities to aid children’s reflection on their moment-to-moment experiences. It hopes to support the development of self-regulation and to create conditions conducive to reflection during problem-solving and in playful, exploratory ways.

Neoliberalism

The use of markets and competition to organise and govern society and its institutions. Neoliberals often assert that there is no society, only the economy, and that each individual is responsible for their own destiny. Private schooling, the use of markets in education (e.g. competing for customers, paying for education) and schools operating like businesses are examples of neoliberalism.

Neuro-education movement

Combining neuroscience, psychology and education, the neuro-education movement aims to create teaching methods—neuro-pedagogies, learning environments and curricula—that link knowledge about the brain to different learning areas, learning difficulties, artistic endeavours and cognitive abilities, and emotions. The best-known research programs of the movement are at Harvard University, Johns Hopkins University and the University of Texas, Arlington.

Neurogenesis

The creation and further division of neurons from genetic stem cells. In laboratory experiments with mice, enriched environments have led to enhanced neurogenesis.

Neuroscience

A field of science that seeks to understand the structure, development, function, chemistry and pathology of the nervous system, particularly the brain. These understandings are expressed in actions, in professional practice.

Normalise/normalisation

When particular acts and ideas become so entrenched in society that other ways of acting and thinking become abnormal.

Normative

Relating to or based on what is thought to be the norm.

Normative assumptions

Assumptions, beliefs and practices based on an ideal or what is considered normal in society.

Norms

Widely accepted (and often unquestioned) sets of social rules or established behaviours. Norms are the effect of the specific exercise of power and are often produced through cultural practices and the practices of producing knowledge. Norms change across time and culture.

Null curriculum

What is deliberately or inadvertently omitted from the teaching and learning experiences of learners.

Othering

To position something or someone as marginal to the dominant or mainstream; to position them as peripheral, deficit and lacking.

Pathologise

Regarding or treating phenomena, especially differences from social and cultural norms, as inherently abnormal and deficient.

Pedagogical documentation

A research tool born in the educational project of Reggio Emilia and explored in early childhood educational contexts internationally. It can also be defined as ‘visible listening’ and a ‘democratic attitude’.

Pedagogista

A pedagogue; an experienced teacher with expertise in children’s learning and the ways in which adult roles support children’s curiosity, creativity and investigation.

Pedagogy

The practice, techniques and methods of teaching, and the specific knowledge and theories that inform them.

Performativity (1)

Behaviours or actions such as ‘being’ male or female are ‘performed’ by individuals as if scripted by the norms of society.

Performativity (2)

Organisations and individuals focus on measuring, comparing, accounting for and improving performance as measured in outputs like test results and other indicators. This can result in a culture of performativity, which might include the fabrication of high performance.

Pluralism

A set of social circumstances that allows a diversity of individuals and groups of varying cultures to coexist in harmonious ways.

Political rationalities

Ways of thinking about and justifying forms of governance (ideas about how to govern), especially in the realm of politics.

Political technologies

The techniques, mechanisms, instruments and processes through which governance is done; the practices of governance.

Politics

The practices related to groups’ different views, knowledge and interests on how to govern and to what ends we should govern. Politics involves contests about power, policies, laws and the distribution of resources.

Popular culture

Culture that is enjoyed by or familiar to people in contemporary society, reflecting dominant or emerging discourses.

Popularity

Being liked, admired or supported by others in a certain social context.

Post-structuralism

A body of concepts and theories that emerged in the late twentieth century in Western Europe and has been influential in philosophy, politics, art, cultural criticism, history and sociology. Influential thinkers labelled as post-structuralist include Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze. As suggested by its terminology, post-structuralism rejects the principles of the earlier structuralist intellectual movement that viewed, examined and analysed human society, culture and experience as largely a product of underlying structures such as language, economy, the mind or psyche. Structuralism rejected the view that human experience alone can be the ground for our knowledge of the world. Post-structuralism views human experience, knowledge and social structures as products of power, history and social practices, and therefore recognises that they cannot be the grounds for unassailable knowledge of the world. Basically, there is no meaning independent of human systems of meaning-making (e.g. knowledge). With knowledge of the world and ourselves unknowable through human experience and purported universal structures, meaning is contextual and therefore we cannot ground our meaning of ourselves and the world in universal truths, laws or principles. Post-structuralism has been used in education to study the history of schooling as a disciplinary and governmental technology, and how supposedly ‘truthful’ knowledge (truths in the human and social sciences must be understood culturally and historically) produces school practices, norms and certain kinds of humans (i.e. teacher and student subjectivities/identities).

Power

To exercise power is to affect someone or something, or to create an effect, a change, a behaviour, a concept. Michel Foucault’s understanding of power is that it is not something held by a person, organisation or social body (people do not ‘have’ power). It exists in relationships and is exercised through society at the micro-level; that is, in the networks of everyday relations. Power exists or is present in the relationships between people. It is dynamic, reversible or unstable, depending on context. Power is not purely repressive. It is also a productive force; it makes things happen and brings things such as new ideas, concepts and actions into existence. Power produces norms, expectations, forms of knowledge and beings (e.g. how to be a teacher). The exercise of power is always strategic in order to produce certain effects (e.g. to make a person act in a certain way). Hence, power does not paralyse people; rather, it incites people to act, to guide behaviour, to influence how an individual exercises their freedom. When a person uses a status (e.g. age, social position or knowledge) to influence your behaviour in some way—‘I’m not forcing you, I’m leaving you completely free’—that’s when they begin to exercise power. Power is relational; it produces certain kinds of relations with certain kinds of outcomes. Foucault wrote about ‘power/knowledge’—in modern societies, power is exercised over people through creating and using knowledge and truths. For example, the disciplines of psychology, medical sciences and social work create knowledge (concepts, truths, explanations) which is then used to regulate how people think and behave (i.e. knowledge guides what people think is truthful, normal, moral, healthy). People then become vehicles for power.

Powerful knowledge

Knowledge that is often based on curricula available primarily to the rich and powerful. It is culturally valuable in that it allows some groups to be socially mobile and/or entrenches their existing privileges.

Practices

What is said, done and thought. A regime of practices comprises the generally accepted ways in which we speak about and do things such as ‘teaching’ and ‘caring’.

Professional philosophies

The constantly evolving intersections of ideas about and expectations of curriculum, images of childhood, images of educators and images of learning settings.

Privatisation

The sale of aspects of government services such as health and education to private companies.

Problematisation

The process of seeing a particular idea or concept as a problem or as something to analyse or critique, rather than something to be taken for granted or accepted uncritically.

Problem-based learning

Lessons in which students are presented with a specific, real, practical or hypothetical problem (or set of problems) to solve.

Psychiatry

The science of diagnosing and treating mental disorders. Psychiatrists are medical doctors who can prescribe drugs, and often do so as a form of treatment.

Psychological constructions

Social constructions created within the psychological field (i.e. by psychologists).

Psychology

Usually defined as the science of the mind (psyche) and of mental states and processes. Psychologists use psychological therapies; they are usually not medically qualified to prescribe drugs.

Qualitative data

Data which describes attributes, qualities or characteristics. It may take the form of written notes based on observations and conversations, photos and videos.

Quantitative data

Data which has a count or numerical value and is representative of an amount, quantity or range.

Quasi-marketisation

The redesign of public services to encourage them to operate more like the private sector, through introducing market-based ideas and practices.

Refugee

A person who has fled their own country because of violence, persecution or war, and/or is at risk of persecution or human rights violations.

Responsibilisation

Shifting responsibility for results and outcomes away from politicians and education departments to educators and schools.

Roles

Sets of situationally specific sets of expectations, norms, practices and duties.

Rules of intelligibility

Social norms that become the generally accepted code of thinking and behaving.

Scaffolding

The provision of appropriate amounts of support to enable students to complete tasks and reach levels of attainment that they would not be able to achieve without assistance.

Schooling disengagement

A lack of student interest or participation in learning to the point of dropping out.

Screening mechanism

A way of separating individuals for the purpose of inclusion or exclusion, sometimes based on hidden criteria.

Segregation

The systematic separation of social groups, sometimes as an explicit goal and at other times a shadow effect of specific actions and policies (e,g. an effect of funding private schooling is the systematic segregation of the wealthy from the poor). In relation to Indigenous history, segregation is a policy agenda where Indigenous peoples were segregated from the white population on church-run missions and government-administered reserves.

Self-determination

The process by which people have control over their own lives.

Settler colonial

A type of colonial formation where the colonists settled and created a nation state without reference to or adequate negotiation with the indigenous inhabitants.

Social construct

A concept or practice produced and maintained through social processes. These concepts or practices cannot be understood as existing independently or outside the social processes and histories that produce them.

Social construction

A historically and culturally created way of understanding something.

Social division of labour

The division of tasks between different categories of people, particularly in relation to producing products.

Social mobility

The ability to move between different status groups.

Social structure

The arrangement of society; the pattern that exists between people and institutions.

Socialisation

The process through which people, whether consciously or unconsciously, learn the habits, attitudes and beliefs of the places and social structures they reside within.

Socialism

A system with strong government control over markets and forms of collective ownership over the means of economic production.

Society

The dynamic collection of associations established between individuals, which gives rise to cultures. Society is not a pre-formed entity or a container for individuals.

Socio-economic status (SES)

A ranking based on wealth, income, occupation and/or educational attainment.

Sovereignty

Having ownership and control over land and the capacity to practise culture connected to land.

Squattocracy

A class of wealthy landowners, whose property claims were based on their being the first European occupiers of land in Australia.

Standardised assessment

Assessments with completely specified content, and directions on how to complete and score the assessment. The assessment scores are compared to norm scores.

Standpoint curriculum

Curriculum developed from the standpoint of those who are most disadvantaged by the mainstream curriculum.

State

A political community based around a common political system or government; a self-governing political entity. Australia is a state, as are Indonesia and New Zealand. Each state has a defined territory, with borders, over which a government exercises power and influence. A state can also be composed of smaller states and territories under a federal government. It is in the name of ‘the state’ that politicians and governments make decisions. For example, ‘building a smarter Australia’ through education policy is an agenda of the state delivered by different bureaucratic arms of the government, such as the Department of Education and Training. The term ‘nation state’ is often used interchangeably with ‘state’; however, they are not always the same. A nation is a group of people who share a culture but do not always have sovereignty as a state. The state is a codification of relationships of power across the whole society, to use Michel Foucault’s understanding.

Student voice

The incorporation of student perspectives; the relative influence and power that students may have in an educational institution.

Subcultures

Cultural groups within the larger culture, whose beliefs or interests vary in some way from the larger culture. At times they may take up minority interests or promote subversive views.

Subjectivation

The fashioning of people into particular kinds of subjects (subjectivity) through bodily, cultural and social practices and relations. Subjectivation is related to how humans are understood and how they understand themselves; for example, how various discourses (psychology, economics) understand the nature and qualities of humans, and therefore how individuals should be acted upon and act upon themselves.

Subjectivity

Our personhood, our sense of who we are as human beings; the human self as an effect of changing historical, social, cultural, political and biological relations.

Technology of power

The calculated shaping of human capabilities and actions to specific ends by instruments of political and social power. Schools are a technology of power.

Technology practice

The broader social and cultural relations and structures that shape the use of technology, along with the meaning the practice has in a person’s life.

Theoretical perspectives

Specific ways of perceiving, interpreting, explaining and knowing in the world. Theoretical perspectives make up people’s understanding of the world or aspects of it; they overtly and tacitly inform what people perceive, think, say, write and do.

Theory

Assumptions about how the world works, based on specific knowledge, concepts, beliefs and ideas. Theories are both dynamic (changing) and situated (arising at particular times and places). They develop from our encounters with and practices in the world, including our thinking.

Universalism

Attempts to unify diversity and difference under a cohering doctrine or set of values.

Welfare states

Systems in which governments play a strong role in regulating the economy and protecting the well-being of citizens, particularly the most disadvantaged, in areas including health, housing and education. Free healthcare and education are policies of the welfare state.

Western/the West

The location and shared culture (e.g. philosophical, political, economic) of Europe and colonised countries with large European ancestral populations. The ‘West’ is often an idea rather than an accurate representation (e.g. the association of the West with civilisation, despite its uncivilised history).

Xenophobia

Fear of the strange or foreign, often associated with a dislike or prejudice against racial, ethnic, religious or cultural differences, and manifested towards marginalised groups.

Zones of entanglement

Environments in which relations are constantly being made and remade.
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AUSTRALIAN
Aborigines Conference

SESQUI-CENTENARY
Day of Mourning and Protest

to be held in
THE AUSTRALIAN HALL, SYDNEY
(No. 148 Elizabeth Street — 2 hundred yards south of Liverpool Street)
WEDNESDAY, 26th JANUARY, 1938

(AUSTRALIA DAY)

The Conference will assemble at 10 o'clock in the morning.

ABORIGINES AND PERSONS OF ABORIGINAL
BLOOD ONLY ARE INVITED TO ATTEND

our people to FULL CITIZEN STATUS and EQUALITY WITHIN THE COMMUNIT

The above resoution will be debated and voted upon, 4 the rale businews of the Confereace, which
will erminate at 5 s'clock in the afternoon.

TO ALL AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINES! PLEASE COME TO THIS
CONFERENCE IF YOU POSSIBLY CAN! ALSO SEND WORD BY
LETTER TO NOTIFY US IF YOU CAN ATTEND

Signed, for and on behalf of

THE ABORIGINES PROGRESSIVE ASSOCIATION,

Address: c/o. Bax 1924KK, General Post Office, Sydney
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