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Jack Boyle, President, PPTA
Linda:
Jack Boyle is the President of the PPTA. Jack and I have had a great history of working together, so I'm really looking forward to what you have to say this afternoon around where PPTA is at, and what your next plans are.
Jack:
I'm the President, but I'm a teacher first, and I think more importantly than that, I am what I would like to characterise as, a naive optimist. And I distinguish a naive optimist from a more pragmatic one, because pragmatic optimists know when to keep their mouth closed, and I haven't learnt that yet.

I'd like to talk about just a few things that spring to mind. They're more opinions than they are a set of steps towards the wonderful post neo-liberal utopia that some may think is possible just down the road, once we get to Alert Level 1. And that is the concept of depoliticising education. Tracey Martin, I was lucky enough to have some time on the road with in the lead-up to the last election. Same too with Minister Chris Hipkins and with other politicians in the education space. They have often used that phrase, "We need to depoliticise education. We need to do what the Finns did". It's really interesting when we think about the provision of public education, because for hundreds of years one of the key foci of education itself was to retain a cultural hegemony. In fact I don't think it has changed all that much, that one of the key purposes of education is to retain a cultural hegemony.

Now, the difference between your more traditional versus your more progressive sort of approaches is really interesting, but both touch on this idea of the stratification of society. Once upon a time, restricting access to knowledge was the way that you retained the structure of your society, and give privilege to the privileged few.

So to New Zealand in particular, where we tell ourselves that we've managed to skip past and largely avoid the curriculum or cultural wars that exist in other jurisdictions in other countries. Well, that's nonsense. I don't know if it's connected to the whole tall poppy idea, that nothing happens in New Zealand that hasn't actually happened somewhere else, sort of a self-belief. But the free market, the mixing up of the free market within education in New Zealand I think has been a really key example of how retaining that cultural hegemony and stratifying society has really impacted what we do in public schools in New Zealand.

I'm not saying that all problems can lead back to the Picot Report, but certainly over the last 30/35 years, the market drivers on how we do education have been very, very pronounced. The idea that we might emancipate communities to drive what education should look like for them, as opposed to some central monolith deciding what teaching, learning, education generally should be, and what its purposes are ... I've had many long chats with Margaret Alston, who was Chair of the select committee at the time, and with others, about what the intention was. And if the intention was about equality, egalitarianism, pushing control back to the community, so that the community became the unit of exchange and the unit of meaning, even if that was the intention, it was never actually realised.

And that's the sort of theme that I want to touch on here. We may have what's called an Overton Window, as regards how we as a country are getting through the current pandemic. The idea of an Overton Window is that there is a moment where political change is possible, because everybody in the constituency has had enough, they're ready, conditions are perfect. They are often fleeting, and almost always misused.

The Todd Report is an example of the misuse of the wonderful free market. Unfortunately, free market – it was a government in thrall to neo-liberal, New Right economic and education theory, even though they didn't say that. The whole idea of emancipated education and giving it back to the people, which sounds so wonderful, actually led to other consequences.  It is always the business of government, no matter which government it is, to restrict core funding. They don't really want to do a hell of a lot of public service delivery. They don't really want to do any, if you are of a more conservative slant. So see the Todd Report, which was about "let's user-pay our tertiary provision". And since that time (I'm sure Sandra will touch on this), the idea of ongoing, or post-compulsory school education as a public good, died. It died then, it was a long death rattle, and TEU has been fearless, and many other groups, but particularly TEU, in trying to breathe life into the corpse that was a generally held belief that ongoing and further education was actually a public good, rather than an individual one.

We've seen the same thinking, the same neo-liberal free market stratified society to retain your cultural hegemony, through the imposition of charters. Most recently, without any irony, led by educational bigwigs like John Key and John Morris, we've got Crimson Education, where for a very small fee, you can get a whole different level of schooling that will see you green-lit into the most hallowed tertiary institutions, and into cushy jobs. Am I showing too much of my bias? I care not.

So let's come back to this idea of the Overton Window. There will be some risks in the new world, the making of it, or the dusting off to re-make, as if it was something new, of public education in New Zealand. The risk of efficiencies. Now, in particular, the efficiencies are around how much money we spend and how we get what we want for that level of money. Well, the efficiencies are in staffing. I got some emails last week, after appearing on the AM Show, with Duncan Garner and Amanda Gillies, where I said, "Look, you know what? What we've seen in the past is when there's economic downturn, people tend to stay around in teaching. Why? Well, because unions have fought and won tenure, generally. "And", I said, "it wouldn't be the way I would have tried to solve the teaching crisis". It was obviously glib, perhaps just another example of why I should think first before speaking. 

Nevertheless, I received a number of emails. One, from a member, who said, "Do you think we should be glib about shortage of teachers being overcome because of an economic downturn? What about when we go for a claim in the future about our workload?". And I think it's very interesting, because what we've just observed is that out of a workforce of 70,000 teachers, maybe, maybe, 10% of whom have had times-based PLD (Professional Learning and Development) support to develop distance, or remote learning programmes for their students. The other 90% who have had to do distance learning have had to do with none of those things. And I do agree with Liam, I've had more than 50 emails from different corporate outfits with their whiz bang platform for me to use to monitor, manage, assess, engage with, and send memes, dank or otherwise, even virtual cuddles, if I want to do that, after the last few weeks.   

So what is the problem here? It is that we have demonstrated, as we do, as the workforce does, over and over again, that we will move mountains to ensure the engagement and the ongoing learning of the children that we teach. And now that we've done that, those claims into the future of, "Hey, we need some lead in, we need good change management, we need some professional learning, and we don't want to have to find it and fund it in our own time, because actually we've got this concept of a work/life balance. It's a bit Utopic, but we want to get there one day". So we've demonstrated actually, in a roundabout way, that if a government was wanting to, they could say, "We don't need that, you don't need funding for support and time and reputable PLD, you can do it yourself. We just want the outputs". And I think it's the biggest issue that we've had in our country since the inception of Tomorrow's Schools. It came from the United States, and the No Child Left Behind programme, this idea that you measure the outputs, the performance of learning, and you tighten those, and then you use a big stick to whack teachers, de-professionalising them, removing agency and creativity from what they do, so that you can say, "Here's the KPI, or the output, and oh, sorry, you haven't quite met it. So we're going to reduce what we pay you, or we're going to ask you to go and find a different job".

That model of education, narrow and tied to economic utilitarianism, rather than knowledge, creativity, the wonder of all of the different interactions you might have as a person. That is far easier to map and to measure online. That's a risk.

A second risk is, of course, the ideological conflict that exists, I think, amongst people who don't have access to education the same as everybody else. And you see, again, this is politically influenced. The policies that you agree with, as an adult, by and large are the ones that your parents agreed with. And if there is no single notion of truth, of objective truth, nor a process for discovering it, then you believe what you see, or what you hear, and what confirms your biases. And unfortunately we are in that world.

The idea that every different school community can say what education should be for that community, in line with their values and aspirations, has been usurped by a corporate takeover. A greedy takeover, where if you don't believe the way that we believe, you're missing out, you should miss out. Your business model will fail.   

These big philosophical questions around how we depoliticise education I don't think will happen quickly. I think it is too easy for any government to try and retain some form of the status quo. If you range too far from the centre, then you don't get very long in power. If we think about this concept of equality, which is a lovely, progressive concept, it is one that would require, for its realisation, people to give up some of the privilege that they have, whether that is cultural privilege, economic privilege. You cannot have equality, economic, social or otherwise, without a rebalancing. What we have seen in the housing market – two years ago our claim for Auckland teachers in particular, where the value of a house was more than eleven times the value of the highest salary you might get as a teacher – was to rebalance the privilege. To move towards equality you'd have to ask Aucklanders to reduce what they sell their houses for by half. I don't know how you do that, and we certainly didn't win even the meagre improvements that we asked for to salary and conditions for secondary teachers in Auckland, who were travelling hours to attend their workplaces, because they couldn't afford to live there.

Happily enough, because so many secondary school teachers are above 60, there were some from egalitarian times who did own their homes in Auckland, and so they were able to continue to provide enough workforce there. If we talk about this rebalancing, the depoliticising of education for too long, we start to feel like we're going upside down. I certainly do. 

Another real risk is, of course, the Kool Aid drinkers, the future techno everything, even amongst our own profession. Now, I don't want to be rude and suggest that they have sinister purpose. What we have seen is that online provision, as a tool of education, can have some real benefits. It can. But when 80,000 households with school-age children in New Zealand do not have access to the Internet, or even a device, and our government,  which is more progressive, I believe, than they are given credit for, said, "Let's try and get that joined up. Let's overturn some of the digital inequality that exists. Now's our Overton Window to try and do that". Wonderful. 

I haven't heard how many households they've actually been able to reach and engage. What I have heard, and I've heard a number of really positive things, but the negative things that I've heard are more about those people, not just the ones who have recently received computer devices and Internet connections for their home, but also for all of the other families where extended online learning is the only mode for 6/7 weeks. Even ones from family groups or schools that you might assume are well set up for that to be the new normal. Their levels of engagement have been underwhelming. Student outputs, the work they've been able to do during this time, have been  desperately underwhelming. The workload, not just of teachers to put content up, but for teachers to try and engage and motivate and check in, and make sure that the young people know what they're doing, and their parents know what they should be doing; asking how they feel. The workload has been astronomical.

And there will be some of these future digital disrupters, I think they often call themselves, what a lovely word. Apart from when we're talking about revolution. But these disrupters, who promote online learning as the new way, because it is individualised, tailor-made to your particular needs as a learner. There's a danger, isn't there? Because I do not think that equality, even if it were possible, is actually going to be achieved by increased individuation, by promoting online learning, rather than having the school and the relationships that exist at the school as the locus of control, as the unit of meaning for public education, I do not think that those two things work particularly well together. There must be a happy middle. Well, maybe an unhappy middle.

What does the research say about extended online only education? Well, we know, despite Ann Tolley and Hekia Parata, immortalised in a cartoon, laughing their faces off about calling totally online schooling 'cool'. What they knew, and didn't care about, and what we tried to defend, only partially successfully, was that blended learning was the only way that online provision as a mode didn't damage kids unduly.

What has the research shown? It has shown fully online learning for children, for teenagers, increases isolation, segregation, anomie. It does not engage, it does not produce as much work, it loses some of those social bonds that are so important in the development of humans. Not just as economic units, but of people, of people who live in context, who interact, who want to be creative, who should be able to fail, and to pass on the learning to the next generation.


What is the culture war, and how can we avoid some of its most nasty conflagrations? Where in the States you have public demonstrations and violence linked to schools teaching Darwin's theory of evolution; having sex and gender identity as discussions and learning for young people. Well, we've avoided that, haven't we? Look at what happened when we dropped a curriculum resource around climate change this year that was science led? Look at the nonsense of people sending petitions to Parliament disagreeing with any reference to gender diversity in the New Zealand curriculum. We have not escaped the culture wars. We have not escaped the battles that unfortunately have disenfranchised far too many people globally. And the idea that we might be progressive, egalitarian, and have equity as a central tenet of what we do in our public education system? Like I said at the start, naively optimistic.
Linda:
Kia ora, Jack. Time for some questions. There's one question from Sean, who refers to work/life balance, and talks about the etymology of the word 'leisure', coming from the Greek word 'scholeío', from which we get school. And his question is: what value, beyond free time, will a post-COVID education system give to the role of leisure, in light of that definition?
Jack:
No definitive answers. Only, as ever, more questions. The idea of play-based learning, which our Montessori and Steiner schools in New Zealand, and in fact most early childhood centres, have as a foundational part of what they do. And in lower primary in New Zealand also, the idea that the epistemics of knowledge making is that first you cast around and you learn by watching and experiencing. And it's only as you progress and you firm up your scheming, your brain structures, so that you can group experiences together, that we need to be codified, that we need to be more bound. And I don't know when that sort of perfect point is, because as a secondary school student, I wasn't allowed to do science. We didn't have drama either. We didn't offer it at my secondary school. But the things that I remember most about my learning were the interactions. The opportunities that I had, not for sitting at a desk, although I didn't mind sitting at a desk, as long as it's not for the length of time I've had to over the last six weeks, staring at a screen like this. The idea that you interact, you meet the world using all of your sense, rather than the Neo in the Matrix, where you sit there and you have something plugged into your head to download. I think that whole idea of knowledge acquisition and learning as a social and fluid process is something that we would do well to return to. But I do believe that more opportunity for free learning, for play and social interaction within our education system can only be a good thing.
Linda:
Thanks, Jack. Just coming back to that sound bite, for the counter-narrative to privatisation, have you got one? I know you're pretty good at using the words.
Jack:
I would say maybe a few little throwaways, like we want to be sure that disrupters don't just market the status quo in new clothing.
