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ARE WE FAILING OUR CHILDREN? 
by Victoria Carlton (Director of the International Centre for Excellence)
We are failing the children of this country and cheating them of their chance to reach their full academic potential! What is more - we are ruining their economic future by our apathy and appalling penchant for embracing mediocrity rather than excellence! 
There is no doubt that our children are falling behind world standards in education. 
Our teachers are poorly paid and poorly thought of by the community at large. They are often not trained to cope with the problems the children exhibit, and are asked to somehow cram in the basic skills amidst a plethora of non-academic subjects. The Government is now designing a plan to "re-skill" teachers and will no doubt require yet more costly inservicing of teachers and place pressures on them to yet again change their teaching methods. 
The Government has conveniently missed the main points. Our classes are too large, resources are lacking ( some schools even have insufficient reading books) and teachers are blamed for all the shortcomings in the system. The imposed LITERACY and NUMERACY testing is yet another sop to make us think something is finally being done. All teachers are capable of testing the literacy and numeracy levels of their classes and most could tell us exactly which children are having difficulties. Unfortunately they lack resources to do much about it and of course any available resources have been used for the national testing! 
Misguided parents are often impressed with the number of extra languages offered in schools, sports played and number of specialist teachers on the staff. Parents need to ask their schools whether there is sufficient time given to basic skills teaching and are their schools showing they value excellence and academic achievement? Many teachers have privately expressed their concerns to me that they simply NEVER get sufficient time in a week to teach the basic skills. Primary school children are doing so many extra-curricular activities that core literacy and numeracy teaching is really suffering.
Australia has a long history of paying scant attention to education and undervaluing academic achievement. We still like to cut our tall poppies down to size and this is reflected in the lack of excellence in our school system. 
We need to focus on MENTAL achievement as well as sporting ones. If we cannot challenge and stimulate our young thinkers we are really in trouble as a nation. As never before, Australia needs innovative flexible thinkers who can attract business to this country and generated ideas to stimulate our economy. For so long, sporting and entertainment figures have been our role models for youth and intellectual endeavour has been ignored. Olympic fever has dominated this year and of course we want children to feel the excitement and thrill of the games and the nobility of endeavour against all odds. No doubt many children will look up to sporting stars and resolve to be just like them. We also need intellectual heroes such as Barry Jones to become role models for the youth of this country. 
Our science programmes need to become stronger in order to promote scientific reasoning and logical thinking. There are some schools that are so under-resourced that they are not able to run adequate science programmes, and many children consider science to be an interesting option they occasionally enjoy. Scientific reasoning and ability to think in new and innovative ways are the keys to the transformation of our troubled economy. 
Our scientists are urgently telling us to "think or grow poorer" (West Australian newspaper 11/9/2000.) We have a very low level of research funding in Australia and we will gradual slide into obscurity and mediocrity if we do not immediately do something to improve the situation. Levels of research have fallen by ten percent over the last two years. Research and development spending in W.A. is at an even lower level and is well below the national average. 
Very soon the only thing Australia will be known for is as is a cheap holiday destination for overseas people who are still able to generate healthy economies and care enough about their children to value creative thought and innovation. 
Some countries in South East Asia have instituted divergent and innovative thinking skills programmes and perhaps we need to weave a similar component into our curriculum. When Edward de Bono recently visited Australia, he worked with some of our students and teachers. Children become enormously excited about learning when exposed to innovative thinking procedures such as the ones de Bono advocates. All schools and families should consider making them part of their daily routines. What a thinking revolution we could begin by using just one of these procedures each day! 
Are we asking enough of our youth? If we don't ask them to strive to their limits and "throw their hearts over the bar" they will never know the joy and thrill of knowing they have done their best. Our children rarely have that experience because we ask so little of them. 
Are we restricting the potential of students through narrow, easy option programmes that neither challenge or excite them? One of the main complaints I hear from young children about school is "I'm bored!" For a long time I discounted this as being an excuse to complain but lately I've been wondering if we are asking enough of our youth. It is only human nature to hold back unless full endeavour is required. 
We have moved from the Dickensian caricature of education where we considered children to be empty vessels to be filled up with knowledge, to a more child-centred model that emphasises high self-esteem, collaborative styles of learning and lack of competition. 
The child-centred model has greatly improved the quality of teaching and learning taking place in our schools but has not always reflected our basic needs for competition and self-improvement. Children will not move beyond their comfort zone to the next stage of learning unless they are challenged. This is simply basic psychology and we need to pay attention to this and provide sufficient challenges to our students. 
If we truly want to motivate the hearts and minds of young Australians, we must provide exciting programmes that will challenge and stimulate them to develop their intellects. Up to date science and technology courses are essential- not an occasional option! Above all, we must ensure that we challenge children to think, reflect and always give of their best! 
The time has come to instil a spirit of excellence into our schools. Solutions to our economic and social problems will only eventuate. through the development of intellectual rigour and creative thinking in our nation's children. They are Australia's future! 
We desperately need the youth of Australia to be excited about learning and ignited with a new passion for excellence if this country is to proudly enter the 21st Century! 
Victoria Carlton is the Director of THE INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR EXCELLENCE and offers many programmes and courses designed to help children realise their full academic potential.
We believe that all kids are smart!

19 King William Street, BAYSWATER WA 6053        Phone: (08)9271 4200 Fax: (08)9271 4211
 Email: info@ice-au.com      Web: www.ice-au.com      (ABN 77 116 660 345) 


[image: image1.png]