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It seems that the energetic critics of schools in Australia have sniffed the wind and are claiming that the new Federal Government has adopted an essentially conservative educational agenda. This is a cleaver device, a means of expressing qualified support for the incoming administration while at the same time, maintaining their extremist conservative positions. A realistic and progressive view of education is required to counter this situation and to advocate a genuine revolution in public education policy. 

Strangely enough, proposals for a progressive revolution n Australian education need not involve large amounts of money. It should go without saying that in one of the world’s most wealthy countries an adequate resource base should be provided and that funding levels for teachers, buildings and equipment are not in dispute. We can then turn our attention to what really counts, how the most appropriate and progressive environment for learning can be established for all children. 

In the first instance, we must have a much more sophisticated analysis of questions related to equity, disadvantage and poverty. Why is it that where a student lives can still be an accurate predictor of exam results?  Does society have the view that families who have a reasonable income are more intelligent than those who do not? In a democratic country like Australia we must surely accept that all children are capable of meeting agreed outcomes provided that the conditions for learning are appropriate. 

Children and indeed adults, generally go about their learning by incorporating three main approaches. There is usually some activity with materials and words, there is some connection between what is already known and what is being encountered and some attempt at explaining what is happening. Interspersed throughout are changes to what was originally intended, changes to the activities, changes to the possibilities and changes as to how to proceed. We see all of these processes at work whether observing children at the beach, or observing scientists in the laboratory.

What this means for good teaching therefore is that all classes for all subjects need to combine a mix of approaches so that students can have direct experience of an idea or practice, they are encouraged to discuss and reflect on that experience and to make changes to see what occurs. This approach emphasises a framework of inquiry where learning evolves from personal experience and where more abstract thinking is firmly located in concrete expression. Knowledge is being constantly built by the child, rather than being continuously transmitted by the teacher.

Inquiry learning connects more closely with the life experience of children and with how the brain works. Acting as a neural network, the brain incorporates and reconstitutes experience into new patterns of understanding in a dynamic, changing process. This compares with the filing cabinet view of learning, where static copies of reality are neatly filed for use when needed. Attempting to file predetermined, abstract thought without the experience of active, concrete, experiential knowledge is very confusing alienating children from learning and producing deficits in understanding.

Arising from an inquiry approach to teaching are inquiry approaches to the monitoring and assessment of learning. This is the second initiative required for a genuine revolution in education. The philosophy of inquiry suggests that schooling is not so much concerned with the acquisition of truth, but the investigation of practice. The latter does not preclude the former of course. It could be argued for example that an active process of experiment and reflection will lead to a more comprehensive and generalised understanding of the issue under study, than a mere requirement that preformed truth be accepted.

If different children go about their learning differently, if they combine active, concrete and abstract thought differently and if they construct different conclusions at different times, then it makes little sense to judge preset learning at preset times. In fact, the education system is wantonly disadvantaging children if it attempts to do so. We need to monitor the learning progress of children in relation to agreed criteria and celebrate the learning that does occur as departure for ongoing investigation. 

What happens if the process of inquiry learning results in children constructing the wrong ideas? Whether a conservative approach of passive transmission leads to children understanding the intended idea, is also a question to be asked. But for inquiry learning it is probably the wrong question. At any point in time, a child will have a particular understanding that progressive educators will not consider as being wrong or unacceptable. It is the child’s understanding at that time and in co-operation with teacher and classmates that forms the basis for new active learning.
From an educational point of view, it is difficult to justify a strictly time-based judgement of learning and to punish children through a multi-level graded system of assessment. Apart from the doubtful accuracy of this approach anyhow, most testing concentrates on the recall of knowledge and not the more integrated, creative and imaginative areas. Here students are not penalised for being precisely wrong, but are recognised for being vaguely right. Demanding that students are precisely right reflects a cultural view of schooling where knowledge is set by the few for the many. 

It is a false dichotomy to argue that student background is unimportant and that good teaching will overcome economic and social barriers. Good teaching must precisely draw upon the child’s daily and family experience to engage with significant ideas and to connect current knowledge with the emerging. Students from what are generally seen as disadvantaged backgrounds are just as capable as anyone else, but schools need to provide the experiences and connections that support engaged learning.
It may be thought that these are modest demands for an education revolution. Inquiry teaching, learning and assessment however are not the dominant features of our schools at present. Many teachers across different subjects and year levels do attempt to work in this way, but their commendable effort is still in the minority. The ideology and pressure of the examination system at Year 12 also exerts a powerful conservative influence for teachers and parents that is difficult to resist. But if these issues are not taken up in a serious way then the revolution in education will exist in name only.
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