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Georgina:
Our third speaker is David Kenkel.
David:
I am currently a lecturer at Unitec, and I'm one of the old guard, I've been there a very long time, nearly 20 years. Firstly, I'd like to say how much I enjoyed listening to Peter. You echo my sentiments enormously in lots of ways with a great deal of passion and wisdom. So, thank you for that. A quote came to mind to me as you were speaking, and I think it captures not just what's happened under the coronavirus, but also the experience of what is happening to the world right now, where we are locked into an economic and social juggernaut that is basically in the process of destroying the planet. And there seems very little that we can do to stop that, because the interests of the very rich are threatened by any pullback from endless growth capitalism.

The quote I found so evocative said:  "Caught as we are between the rich and rising seas (Laurie 2015, p.2)". And I think that is a moment that we are all in. 

I want to thank a lot of people, particularly David Cooke for asking me to speak at this. But also, I want to thank my colleagues, because at Unitec we survived, with great effort and a large amount of pain, a very, very difficult time called the "Transformation". We survived an awful experience and the only good thing about awful experiences is that they can be learned from! 
The Unitec  'transformation' needs some definition. A critical stance would see it as an institutional convulsion of un-consulted, unilateral change to align education with a strong neo-liberal market model.  The 'transformation' was characterised by new language such as faculties becoming pathways; centralising  quality assurance processes;  students described as customers or consumers; and an increase in industry input and control. Correspondingly, devaluing experienced teaching staff.  A kinder view might see the 'transformation' as an attempt to 'modernise' education to fit the demands of industry, with an increase of E-learning and industry input to better fit students and graduates to a competitive world. However the 'transformation' is considered,  it is important to understand it was undertaken as a pilot of where NZ education could go,  much celebrated and encouraged by the previous government until its manifest failures became too big  to ignore. 


In typical academic fashion I'm actually also going to use a Powerpoint, because I'm addicted to them. And if I had a whiteboard I'd be jumping around in front of that too. It's a dense Powerpoint, and I don't expect you to read it all. I'll be riffing off it, and I'm sure that David will put it up for you to look at later. But again, an immense thank you to all of my colleagues where we survived a difficult time with grace, I think, and a lot of pain. A lesson in solidarity. 

Here's my Power-point. ‘Burning down the house: what we learnt. Ideas on guarding our future’. We spent 4 years telling the management of Unitec how disastrously they were doing. We presented them with statistic after statistic, charts, passion, everything, while we were watching this relentless march to the place being practically destroyed. And we are now at Category 3, as NZQA demoted us from Category one to two and then soon after that to Category three. Our drop in status was a direct result of the devastation of quality assurances systems under the transformation and these of course take time rebuild. Our house has not completely burnt down but we're awfully damn singed!

I want to put this quote up, and you might think, "Who is the nutter that wrote this?". I like / loathe this line: "In practice, this means explaining why the fundamental principle of collectivism underlying these socialist proposals is immoral". It's taken from a think piece written by a chap called Allison (2019), which is arguing that anything other than the market model is deeply immoral, and that we need to be arguing from that basis. You might think this guy's a nutter, but he's the former CE at the Cato Institute, which is the biggest and probably one of the most influential think tanks in the world. Not right wing think tanks, but think tanks generally.

So, this is the kind of person who presidents, prime ministers and other important people go to when they want advice about how to do things. So, collectivism is seen as enormously destructive, which is one of the reasons why I think we need to value it more than ever, because it's under threat. And they have not gone away. I completely agree with Peter that the vultures are gathering and plotting in little rooms. There are tens of billions of dollars spent every year on promoting neo-liberal thinking.

I won't over speak this one, but the unregulated application of the market model devastates the very fields it claims to serve, and a number of authors have argued that (Polanyi,1965) to name one of the earliest and seminal writers on this. But there is also the notion that education is what some theorists call a second-best market (Kuttner, 1997). You need to measure by social good, rather than financial gain, and we've been in an environment that does not measure the social good of education, it measures the financial gain. And that is an awful thing that we all need to be fighting.

I would like to point out that the neo-liberal project, which we're in our third or fourth decade of now, was not just about changing the economy. It is, as Peter says, about fundamentally changing the way that people see the world, how we make sense of who we are as individuals, and how we are encouraged to actually understand the world as a competitive field.

Neo-liberal advocates believe that the competitive market is the perfect device for maximising human well-being. So, solidarity and collectivism, anything other than individual effort becomes the enemy of the market. And we have seen that really strongly in education and lots of other places.

I'll talk through the problems we had at Unitec. The first problem was an inherent structural one. The management did not allow what they call the principle of subsidiarity*. Subsidiarity is where decisions get made as close as possible to the place that they are needed to be made. So, if I, in the classroom, decide that an approach is best to be used, then that's kind of up to me, because I'm close to it. Having that decision made for me by a distant committee that's decided that online learning is the best way to go is the opposite of subsidiarity. And efficiency drives are incredibly dangerous. So, what we had was a huge shift away from subsidiarity into decisions being made at a distance.


(*subsidiarity definition: 1. the principle that decisions should always be taken at the lowest possible level, Cambridge)


The other problem we had, and I fear we could see this again, was whole-of-institution ill-planned implementation, with no piloting. So, someone in management would have a bright idea, and before we knew it, the entire institution was forced into using a whole new set of teaching techniques, using a whole new set of technologies. And there was the sunk cost fallacy. ‘We've spent so much money on this, and so many people's egos are into it, that we can't possibly back away from it’. And that became a real issue for us at Unitec.

The third problem was just failing to take advice. So wise, sensible educators would try and speak to the new managers, who by the way generally came from places like banking, business, all of those things. The idea being in managerialism, of course, that you don't need to know the industry. All you need to know is how to manage. So, if I've managed a bank, then I'm perfectly qualified to manage education. And that's just bollocks, it's rubbish.

The solutions that we came up with as we were coming out of the transformation crisis was to use as close to the coal face as possible to make decisions. Under the transformation they did things like take away programme committees because they believed them to be ‘inefficient’. Programme committees are sort of the dirty engine room of tertiary education. They're the places where tough decisions get made, where people understand how the system works, and you make it work. They took that away and replaced it with ... Actually, they didn't really replace programme committees with anything! They centralised admin – so the wise administrators that had taken years to understand the complexities of courses and programs were replaced by a churning mix of temporaries. They also made it impossible for applicants to speak to anyone who taught or knew about subjects they were interested in.  As a replacement for real people to speak to, they introduced a whole lot of new electronic technology. If I was a wannabe student, I couldn't actually speak to an academic or anybody who taught, I could only speak to someone from a company like Concentrix, that were running off scripts. As part of the same electronic revamp they made it almost impossible for callers from the outside to speak to staff members. If you didn’t have an extension number already you were out of luck. 

I think the other one we figured out in response to the transformation was that we must have mechanisms to brake ill-thought-through ideas. This needs to be in response to the shiny new toy problem. The shiny new toy problem goes like this; a senior manager would go to a conference, get told about some wonderful new electronic way of teaching, and within weeks the entire institution was forced to adopt that. And that was terrible. Authority captured by small groups is a function of neo-liberalism, and it is also a function of managerialism, and it's really dangerous. And I think respecting the integrity of disciplines, management needs to know what the heck they're talking about and managerialism does not account for this. In my experience you do not know what the heck you're talking about unless you've actually worked in that industry.

I want to speak to the question of e-learning. One of the things that they forced us to do was to develop a whole lot of joined courses teaching multiple disciplines that were all done online, (or mostly done online).  This was applied in particular to new first year first semester students. And it was a total disaster. It crashed and burned. Students dropped out by the hundreds. To nobody's surprise but management it was particularly Maori and Pasifika who left because the technology was clunky, they had no sense of connection, they had no ability to grow a sense of community. But again, nobody listened to that until it crashed.

They also took away Māori and Pasifika support services, and turned them into generic support services, which again was a disaster. As Peter mentioned, language is incredibly important. So, we had words like 'customer', rather than 'students', and 'pathways', rather than 'faculties'. Strange new words came in, and we had a whole new group of people called 'benefits realisation managers', which was just as idiotic as the title sounded. They did not really have a job. I looked it up, and benefits realisation is a theory of change where at a certain stage of the change, you pause and think back, and think, "What benefits have I realised?". It is not a job title.

Learning about Valuing and supporting teaching staff. These are some of my thoughts, post first phase coronavirus, and this has come out of the experience, both of what happens when you have a neo-liberal takeover of an education system, plus the fact that we've all been forced into, as you say Peter, the pause between breaths. I think some of the risk I see is that we must guard face-to-face teaching. It is a treasure in this country, and one that we could all too easily lose.

I am also aware of the danger of the vulture capitalists. I'm sure that there are lots and lots of people who are busy marketising pandemics. I mean, neo-liberalism takes the position that if something is not a market, it should be made one as soon as possible. And I think what is going to happen is that there is going to be a plethora of new, shiny toys. And I would rather, if we must continue to use online techniques, that we just stick with stuff that actually works.

There's also going to be a really interesting situation that yes, we will go back to classroom teaching, and until there is a reliable vaccine, there will be a lot of students who are not going to be able to come to class. So, we have to have technology that allows full participation of both those who are there physically, and those who are there virtually. And we do not have that at the moment.

Another point I want to make is about crisis workloads. So everybody put their shoulders to it when Covid-19 first happened. We all worked twice as hard as normal. We worked in cramped, difficult conditions. There is a really big risk that the crisis workloads will become the new expectation of how we should always work. And I think we need to pull back from that. And that is a union issue that we are pushing!

And I think, subsidiarity. Bed it in. Bed it in firmly now! Because if we get a change of government? and if that happens then yes, they may not be able to make the polytechs slide back into full competition with each other. But you can be damn sure that they will reintroduce managerialism. That will be the first stroke. And you can be damn sure also that they will fight the notion of critical education and make it banking delivery education. So, we're more at risk of that at this moment than ever, in my opinion. We need to resist managerialism like crazy.

The transformation is what happens when you get a small group of politically well-supported acolytes. And it should be a 'how not to' learning experience. And I wish that instead of tucking it into the past and forgetting about it, it should be the subject of ten PhDs. It should be the most studied phenomena in New Zealand in terms of management because it is a perfect example of how neo-liberalism operates as a revealed truth. Like a set of religious truths, not as a contestable set of logics. There's no way within neo-liberalism to actually say, "This isn't working". If it's not working [in neo-liberalism], it means you're not doing it hard enough.

Something I just wanted to mention, in 2015 a friend and colleague of mine, we did a piece of research and wrote an article, looking at what had happened to the community sector over the last 35 years. What we discovered was how strongly neo-liberal norms of functioning and practice had become embedded in community organisations. So collectivity and solidarity had become embarrassing. Competitive fighting for funding was the norm. And I think the same has become true for education. I do not trust that a short-term change of guard equates to the end of the neo-liberal hegemony, I really don't. I think there's every chance that we will have a right-wing government again, who will be pushing neo-liberal idea like crazy.

So what typically happens in education under neo-liberal conditions / logics of action. Ruthless exclusion of information that does not fit their story. Replacement of existing managers by new managers, often usually bankers and suchlike people. Strange notions, like 'benefits realisation', weird new titles. A persistence with ideologically inspired projects, even when it becomes apparent they're failing. Inefficient efficiency gains. I think this is one of the most vicious ones, and I feel for the people at this conference who have been in admin over the last ten years. Because what looks good in a spreadsheet, in terms of efficiency gains, can look like complete disaster on the ground. And we certainly saw that. And I think a real problem under those conditions is the clumping of power and authority into smaller groups. You get the Cuban missile crisis thing, so sensible criticism of the initiatives that flow out of neo-liberal notions becomes impossible, and a frightened adherence to the ideology becomes the norm. A number of people commented that under the transformation bad news was not allowed to flow uphill, and of course that meant that criticism of ideological inspired projects supported by small powerful groups of people became dangerous for individuals and the learning cycle of implementation, review, evaluate, adjust became almost impossible to undertake. 

And things like G.W. Bush declaring victory in the first year of what's now a 20-year war.  Under the transformation there were a lot of claims of victories before the impact of changes had hit the ground. Those kinds of truth claims become very difficult to back away from. 

I just want to make a couple of simple observations about the current education system we have. We have a legacy problem.  Most of the people currently in senior positions in education – and I'm thinking the Ministry, I'm thinking of funding bodies, and I'm also thinking of the CEOs of large institutions – were carefully selected  because of their adherence to neo-liberal norms. Those people are still there. Now, they might have gone a little quieter about things, but you can guarantee they're quietly resisting a shift back to a collectivist approach and quietly maintaining hopes and plans for a shift back towards a climate that supports neoliberal approaches. 

Thinking about WINZ, (social welfare), which these days has become this vicious clobbering machine to torture people on benefits, there might have been some political will to change that, but sorry it's been a failure. I just want to make that point, the neo-liberal machine has not been dismantled, rather it's in idle. It's tucked away in a shed, with someone checking its oil regularly, and it will be race-ready to come when this crisis is over. Probably most of you have heard the phrase, 'crisis socialism', which we've seen a lot of, and it's opening up a ray of sunshine, and "Wow, things might be different". But I assure you that the neo-liberal machine is race-ready to go, and I think it will jump into action the moment this crisis is over.

This is some of the stuff that happened and could easily happen again: Bringing in industry experts instead of teachers; education to be business focused; a huge push for online learning with the idea that would be an efficiency gain for the institution, (and it wasn't of course). Also (as mentioned) management getting rid of faculties and departments and replacing them with empty neo-logisms such as "networks" and "practice pathways".    Under those kinds of conditions, educators would become the people who industry controlled, who would produce plug-in-and-play ready-to-go graduates. The notion of critical thinking and its role in society completely sidelined.

In mentioning critical thinking I'm not thinking about academics as critical thinkers, I'm thinking more of the fact that a good education should produce people who are able to take their own critical stance on the world, who are able to have wise, thoughtful commentary about what's going on around them. And plug-in-and-play education doesn't do that.

Under the transformation we went to a centralised service delivery model with this crowd called Concentrix, (who I believe are the same people that crashed the tax system in the UK). They were terrible. We lost a Vision and Design School, which was one of the jewels in the Unitec crown. (As mentioned,) The common semester courses were disastrous. What else? Large drop in EFTS, huge! Staff survey results that were just awful. And yes, we lost a lot of money and had to be rescued with a bailout. And the council got dismissed and replaced by a commissioner. Miserable stuff.

We got knocked from NZQA 1 to Category 2 and then shortly after to 3.  I'd just like to go back up to what I was saying about thoughts for post corona. I agree that we face a very real risk of the bean counters and efficiency drivers saying, ‘Wow, we've got this great new method of education. Let us do it all online’. And we know the people that are most disadvantaged by that. They are the people who are already disadvantaged. We do live in a deeply unequal society, and a move to online learning would strengthen and deepen that inequality. It would also exclude the voices of those we most need to hear from. So, we must guard that face-to-face teaching.

And again, marketisation of the pandemics. Crisis capitalism is like that, it loves a good crisis, because it produces new markets. And I think we need to guard against that really hard.

As said, I'm concerned about crisis workloads. Under lock-down most of my colleagues were working twice as hard as they were in difficult situations. And that could very easily become the new normal.

My perspective on it is that online learning is not a particularly good device for encouraging students to think critically about society, their place in the world, and how things operate. So, while I think we need to bed in subsidiarity, even more we need to bed in critical education, and that is a face-to-face business. It is people talking to each other and we must not lose that!

I think I've probably said about as much as I need to.
Georgina:
Kia ora, David. We have quite a lot of activity going on with the chat. Here's a good question for you, David, how can the principles of holistic early childhood learning flourish in the current environment, which is dominated by privatisation and profit? I'm not sure if that's a question directed specifically to you, but it seems to take in all three of our speakers this morning. So you might want to say a quick word, and then it's maybe something that we could come back to in a few minutes with the other speakers.
David:
I teach social work and community development, and one of the key principles of community development is establishing solidarity. And to do that what you need to do is to establish that which it is that is oppressing. That which it is that is fracturing and dividing community and communities of learners too. So I suppose my first initial thought is, solidarity and resistance in whatever way you can. And sometimes resistance is a long-term business. And privatisation? I agree. Anything that moves education into the profit scene, which inevitably a neo-liberal regime will do, is dangerous in the extreme.
Georgina:
Just one more question here. Do you think then that the new polytech model is working passably well?   [The new NZ Institute of Skills and Technology, which brings all polytechnics under one aegis.]  
David:
We don't know yet. I think the devil's in the details, and my great fear is the collapsing of authority into distant groups, who will then determine curriculum that's taught on the ground. So, I teach in West Auckland, which has a particular demographic. If I was told to teach in the same way that social work education might be taught in Christchurch, it would be a complete disaster. So the critical thing for me at this point is to protect the ability of teachers, lecturers and students to have their own unique approach. And that's probably, I think, the battle that's most important that we fight. And we don't know yet, it's really early days. I'm delighted that we're moving away from techs competing with each other, but we're all waiting with bated breath to see what it's going to look like.
Georgina:
What is actually happening? The announcement was made a year ago. Is it a work in progress? Is it under development? How is that going?
David:
I think at the beginning of April was the moment at which the single polytechs became non-existent, and they were all joined into one giant polytech. The separate ones have actually been named as businesses, which I find rather disturbing. The idea being they will move closer and closer together. There are committees working like crazy to develop the details at the moment. So there might be things like one site for enrolments that covers the entire country. And that may work, or it might be disastrous. We don't know yet. Nothing much is going to change in the next 12 months, but watch that space after that.
Georgina:
I would like now to ask our other two speakers to come back in and perhaps you may have a comment on that. And I'm also mindful that the question could have been interpreted somewhat differently, in the sense that if we're talking about the holistic principles of early childhood, are they in fact operating in the current climate, dedicated as it is to profit? Or is it just an illusion? Could I come to you for a comment there, please Andrew?
Andrew:
Yeah. There's a number of ways to approach that question, and one of them would be to look at the culture of investment that orients around the early childhood sector. So it's not just that governments have heard the story which came out of the States after the Perry school projects in HighScope from years ago, that there was an investment to be made in society for investing in early childhood. But also now that investors looking to invest will be given by their investment advisor a portfolio which will be called, Open up an early childhood centre. So there's a problem, and I think we need to look seriously at the way in which people who are wishing to make money with their money are moving beyond exploiting renters, or exploiting people that want to go to Omaha for their weekend up at a batch or an Air bnb, to now exploiting early childhood teachers and children through investing in one or more early childhood centres, which they can then also sell off for a profit to a corporation at some stage. And that can help them make even more money by selling the idea and a bit of the property, or whatever. So that's one challenge we've got to look at.

I think we've also got to look at how the current way in which we understand the role of the Ministry of Education needs to be explored, in relation to the problem of the way in which privation and profit limit, or make it very difficult, to enact the principles of holistic early childhood learning. We need to address the governance of the early childhood sector. I would suggest that people look at the work of Mike Bedford on this. He's pushing what I consider to be some really important lines of enquiry into the discourse about governance. So I think there's some things to do in relation to understanding the role of the Ministry of Education in attending to the way in which privatisation and profit impact on these possibilities.

I think teacher education has got to look at its own positioning in this as well. We take money off student teachers to prepare them for this privatised and profit making sector. So there's some real significant issues from within tertiary education in relation to what it is that we're offering. In the tertiary sector we market early childhood teaching with these beautiful postcards. Imagine if the postcards looked slightly different. Talking about the subsidiarity approach. The people that actually work in the early childhood sector might have some different kind of say on what these postcards might look like.

So I'm not just sitting in this greenhouse glass house, throwing rocks at government, or throwing rocks at investors. I recognise that in early childhood teacher education there's a lot of work for us to do too.
Georgina:
Peter?
Peter:
The older I get, the more I turn back to John Dewey. I don't know why that is. They say old theatre people keep going back to Shakespeare. I'm doing that as well. Dewey understood democracy was made with your hands, and that the kinds of progressive ideals that we had in this country, following the Second World War, which was around holistic education, the importance of play, the importance of the arts and craft movement, and all those kinds of things, sprung from an understanding that you protected democracy through quality public education. That the national treasure that's education is safeguarded by critical, creative citizenship. And that's where we are again. The rise of Nazism, the rise of Stalinism, and the way in which you protected against dehumanising ideologies was a holistic education that made for citizens who had a sense that they had a belonging in the world. And that schools weren't around social reproduction, but progressive education, which was around how they could be part of a movement for social justice and social change. Nothing, in many ways, ever changes. We're in a never ending battle of a fight for a more just, human world. All the way back to Freire, the purpose of education was to make humans more fully human.
Georgina:
Yes David?
David:
A few thoughts on that one. A little while ago I did an analysis of one of the big reports on the reforms that the last government was proposing for what was then Child Youth and Family. I just did a simple word count, and I found the words 'poverty' once or twice. I found the word 'investment' 240 times. And this is about the wellbeing of the most vulnerable children in New Zealand of course. So there was little to no recognition of the fact that structural factors have got a heck of a lot more to do with it than anything else.

I think that what is deeply needed is a counter-narrative to the investment story. Because neo-liberalism is brilliant at sound bites and little words that kind of colonise and capture. So we need to be developing some counter-narratives to that. I liked what you were saying: As Paulo Freire said, the purpose of education is to make us more fully human.

When I did my Masters I looked at the effect of neo-liberalism on children's lives and experiences, and I counted on Beeby*, who's sometimes described as the father of education in New Zealand.  He wrote a kind of mission statement for the purpose of education, which to paraphrase, said something along the lines of, that education serves the purpose of enabling people to best be able to take their full part in society. A lovely statement, right? Then I flipped it to the late 1990s, and the purpose of education at that point was to, create efficient and effective individuals able to best compete in a global market. So the purpose of education has been captured, and I think that as a broader sector, we need some counter-narratives. The kind of liberal humanist, liberal education story of we're aiming to produce children and people who are able to think, not just be good plumbers. And why shouldn't people who do plumbing for a living not also have a strong political analysis and understanding of how society works? They should. Those are the voices we most need to hear. So, a counter-narrative.
[*Beeby:   The Government’s objective, broadly expressed, is that every person, whatever his level of academic ability, whether he be rich or poor, whether he live in town or country, has a right as a citizen, to a free education of the kind for which he is best fitted and to the fullest extent of his powers. ]
Georgina:
We have a question, quoting from Sir Ken Robinson, who says that the purpose of education is to facilitate learning. Would you agree with that? I'll ask you, David, to respond first.
David:
Yes. My experience is the correlation between me raving at students and them learning anything is not yet proven to my mind. I think at its best, education is not about teaching, it's about actually enabling people to find things out, to learn for themselves. 
Georgina:
It has a few fish hooks though, David. Do either of the other two speakers want to come back in on that one?
Peter:
The word 'facilitate' always bugs me a bit, because the root of it is 'facile', and so part of the danger around that, I always think, the teachers is to complexify, to make them more complex, rather than to make them facile. Ken's contribution around creative education is enormous. My sense is that education springs from the notion of caring. All the way back to our first talk around 'sitting with children'. The notion of the tutor, one who walked alongside, sat with, did all those kinds of things. And of course Biesta's concerns about the 'learnification of education' (Linda Graham). So there's lots of fish hooks in the statement. But making sense of the world in which we live may be another purpose for education, which is different to preparing for the future. It sure as hell isn't preparing kids for the market.
Georgina:
We've come back around to the absolute critical importance of a quality public education system for our country. And of course we're all feeling a bit smug about ourselves and looking at the rest of the world, and how much better off we are. And I do think we have to give credit to our education. It seems to me that we had such a fantastic public education in this country for many generations that its inertia is still continuing in people like us, the ones who are gathered here today. We're becoming like the elders now. It's probably quite a long time since many of us were school children, but the real excellence of our education is seen really in the quality of the leadership of our country, I think.

I was burned by the process that this government tried to set up with the curriculum progress and achievement group. But one of the things that really frustrated me in that process was having really mundane, banal statements made, as if there was some meaning to them. Things like, schools should think of the children. All those sorts of really crass statements that people were using as if they actually were saying something. What the speakers today have made me think about, listening to each of them, is the way in which New Zealand can look back into the history of our education system for so many really fantastic, excellent examples.

Martin would like to give thanks to all speakers, and I really appreciate your mihi to me, and also to David and QPEC. It's been a great session. I've really enjoyed chairing it. So I thank you all very much indeed. 
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