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Primary Education

Can experiences of the past illuminate the 
Curriculum of the future?



“Life-long learning is the norm that is 
augmenting and in some cases displacing 
school-age education.”

“The school room of the future may be 
neither school nor room.”

Prepare our children for the learning 
work place and learning society they will 
encounter.

Reinvent the best ways we know about 
how and why children learn. 



Fundamental shifts in thinking

FROM



 
A machine based clockwork 
conception of the universe 
to a living, organic system.



 
The brain as a computer 
which is programmed and 
learning as a process of 
information accumulation.

TO



 
The brain as a living self- 
adjusting neural network.  
Learning as a natural, 
active and messy process of 
pattern formulation and 
constructed meaning. 



Knowing what we now know about human systems, human 
learning and the brain itself, we simply can no longer 
do what we now do.

What are the unique learning potentials of a school?

So, walk with me for a moment into a typical school.

What do you see? 
Classrooms, self contained, isolated and frequently 
unconnected.

What do you hear? 
Single voices, mostly teachers, sometimes child to child, 
or child to teacher, but talk is mostly one-way. There is 
conversation, but little dialogue.



What do you feel? 
Constrained opportunity for creativity and the 
need to seek permission to be one’s self and 
to explore one’s own path.

Untapped potential, diminished curiosity and 
stifled imagination.

Discouragement of personal inquiry and 
exploration that goes beyond the prescribed 
content or time.

Dismissal of the necessary place of wonder, 
awe and joy in learning.



A mental model that is rigid, 
isolated and unconnected. 

Learning structures that stifle 
the needs children have for 
meaning and sense-making, 
for reflection and complex 
cognition, for exploration, 
collaboration and discovery.



19th Century schools that base 
accountability on form and 
structure rather than learning 
cannot create 21st Century 
learners.  

Restricted and tightly 
controlled structures 
discourage the very 
behaviours we seek. 



Is schooling to be endured as a 
necessary “right of passage”?

Could it be that what happens in 
many schools is totally unrelated 
to what happens in real life?

Why did we make schools so 
antiseptically rational?

By accepting a predictive and 
closed system world view, we 
accepted a predictive and 
algorithmic view of learning.



1. Learning is passive and incremental, not dynamic and 
developmental.

2. Learning is acquired information, not constructed 
meaning and pattern formulation.

3. Potential and capability are finite and bounded, not 
capable of being enhanced.

4. Intelligence is a fixed capacity and is not learnable.

5. Learning is defined by the calendar and not by 
demonstrations and celebrations of understanding.

6. Content coverage and replication of fact are more 
important than genuine understanding.

7. Rote memory is better than spatial memory.

8. Prior knowledge is unimportant to future learning.



9. Content segmentation is more highly 
valued than concept integration and 
an holistic view.

10. Reliable evaluation can only be 
achieved through external and 
objective testing.

11. Competition and external rewards 
are more powerful motivators than 
self fulfilment.

12. The primary conditions of awareness, 
thoughtfulness and sensitivity which 
include mystery, uncertainty, 
disagreement and ambiguity are 
thought to be soft options and 
lacking in rigour. 



“Each healthy human brain, irrespective 
of a person’s age, sex, nationality or 
cultural background, comes equipped 
with a set of exceptional features and an 
inexhaustible capacity to create”.

“Not everything that counts can be 
counted and not everything that can be 
counted, counts”.  Albert Einstein



We must replace the mechanistic 
paradigms and structures of 
schooling as we know them with a 
vision of a learning community 
that stimulates our inexhaustible 
capacity to learn.

Our best understandings about the 
brain inform us how we might go 
about doing this.

The brain understands and 
remembers best when facts and 
skills are embedded in natural 
spatial memory.



The brain is a parallel processor 
that processes parts and wholes 
simultaneously. It creates 
connections to construct 
meaning.

Learning engages the entire 
physiology (include emotion).

The search for meaning is innate 
and occurs through patterning.



Learning involves focussed attention, peripheral perception and 
conscious and unconscious processes.

Every brain simultaneously perceives and creates parts and 
wholes.

We have at least two different types of memory: a spatial 
memory and a set of systems for rote learning.

Learning is enhanced by challenge and inhibited by threat.

Each brain is unique. 



We need to create learning and 
teaching communities that 
enable learners of all ages to:

Direct their own learning toward 
greater coherence, complexity, 
rigour and accountability.

Increase their intellectual, social 
and emotional engagement with 
responsibility to others.



We need to create learning 
and teaching communities that 
enable learners of all ages to:

Foster collaborative and 
dynamic approaches to learning 
to enable them to develop 
integrative ways of knowing and 
understanding.

Create a learning culture that 
provides an opportunity for risk, 
novelty, experimentation and 
challenge. Redirects and 
personalises learning, and gives 
power, time and voice to 
inquiry and most importantly 
creativity.



Personalisation and coherence – meaningful knowledge 
cannot be broken down into separate parts.

Internal and external connections – are not bounded by 
physical, geographical or temporal space; learning happens 
anywhere.

All learning must be rich in information and experience.

Children are actively engaged in meaningful research and 
inquiry that they help to design.

Inter-generational learning – the healthiest and most 
dynamic learning environments occur when three 
generations are learning together.



The apprenticeship model once again must be realised for its 
importance.

Collaboration – children collaborate and draw upon the 
experiences of each other and of the whole group.

Focus on inquiry, complex cognition, problem finding and 
problem resolution.

Commitment to increasing the learnable intelligence of every 
individual; one size doesn’t fit all.

Experiences can be planned and sequenced to the natural stages 
of development.

Playfulness and a sense of wonder are essential motivators. 



Children are remarkable 
constellations of untapped 
potential and possibility, not 
empty vessels waiting to be 
filled, or blank slates waiting 
to be written on.

For years, we have been 
trying to fix the parts, 
thinking that with enough 
design and measurement, 
we would get it right.

We’ve tried to fix the 
curriculum, fix the children, 
fix the schools, fix the tests. 



NOW

We must fundamentally transform our 
learning environments so that we can 
develop the fullness of human 
capacity.

We cannot create something until we 
become its essence; 

We cannot see something until we 
believe it; 

We cannot sustain something until our 
life becomes a source of its 
sustainability.

Until being and doing are integrated, it 
is unlikely that authentic 
transformation will ever occur. 



The Three Aspects of 
Successful Intelligence

Analytical intelligence 
(thinking required to 
solve problems and judge 
the quality of ideas).

Creative intelligence 
(thinking required to 
frame innovative 
problems and ideas).

Practical intelligence 
(thinking required to 
use ideas effectively 
throughout one’s life).



Therefore we must:

Foster intellectual meaning and 
understanding and provide time for 
authentic learning and reflection.

Consider

What is it about a museum that 
captures a child’s fantasy and 
imagination and engages the child in 
genuine discovery?

What is it about the apprenticeship 
relationship that enables one to safely 
acquire and practice new learning and 
new skills? 



These principles facilitate “situated” and authentically 
contextualised learning;
• They engage the learner in real life experiences;

• They foster experimentation and collaborative discovery;

• They enable children to link their intuitive ways of learning with 
scholastic and disciplinary forms of knowing;

• They invite us to reclaim the joy we once felt when play was part of 
learning.

Schools as museums, teachers as master craftsmen, children as 
apprentices, learning to become experts – these are the educational 
constructs in the high stakes learning environment that we must 
create for our children in the future. 



School can no longer remain the 
way we remember.

Our learning, our humanity and 
ultimately, our sustainability, 
depend upon it.

“Thus, the task is not so much 
to see what no-one yet has seen, 
but to think what nobody yet 
has thought about that which 
everybody sees.”





Our experiences can change the 
curriculum of the future
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