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Georgina Stewart:


Now I'd l like to say Good Morning and kia ora to my friend, Peter O'Connor. 
Peter:

For those of you who don't know, at the very beginning of this session this morning, we were hacked. The hack was from a neo-Nazi group, and the images that flashed up onto the screen felt like a sucker punch. I felt physically sick then, and there's a part of me that still feels sick, because I know that the rise of neo-Nazi, fascist, new nationalism is one of the genuine dangers that faces us, post COVID-19, and we can understand that from even just a casual glance at history, when these kinds of things erupt in the world.


So what I found myself doing while Andrew was talking was to completely rewrite what it was that I wanted to say this morning. Those of you who know me will know that I'm not the most linear of human beings anyway, but the linearity that I'd attempted to establish has been completely overthrown. Perhaps the attack this morning, that we had in this small group, was a really useful reminder of the wider context that schooling faces now, and has always faced.

Neil Gaimon, many of you I hope will know, an extraordinary author, wrote recently that there's no word in the English language for the moment between breathing in and breathing out. That microsecond pause between breaths. And that perhaps these weeks in isolation have been, in the history of humanity, like that micro-pause, that microsecond before we exhale. There are 1.2 billion primary school children around the world, either learning online or not in school. And when we breathe back out and they return to school, what might we have gained by lengthening the pause between breaths? And that's a question that sat in my mind a great deal over the last 5 or 6 weeks, as we've sat in isolation. 

Another way, perhaps, of looking at these moments is to consider that where we are actually is in the eye of the storm. Not half-way down Everest, but in the eye of the storm. And that much has gone before, but in this moment of silence, in this moment as we wait to return to school, and everything that will now flow because of the virus, we are in the eye of the hurricane.

If we're in this hurricane, one thing we know is that we're all in the same storm, but we're not all in the same waka. There are different waka that are ploughing their way through this storm. Some will end up beached, some will sink, and some waka will get richer and faster and sleeker, and navigate their way through these times differently. And in fact we've built systems, embedded systems, to allow that to happen. We've done that in this country for generations, and we accelerated it post 1984.

So let's talk about what I think the dangers are of the storm. We have appalling poverty, and we have appalling inequality in this country, that will only get worse. Those who have far too much will increase having far too much. And those who have not enough will suffer even more. One of the things which we know from disasters is that the rich always get richer, and the poor always get poorer, and that government policy needs to obviously address that, and so does education.

We know that there are vultures waiting to make the best that they can from this disaster. Naomi Klein's articles right at the very beginning of the COVID-19 experience talked about the dangers of disaster capitalism waiting. So that often the response to disaster is to simply reinforce the fractures, to reinforce the gaps, to do all that it can to reinforce global greed, global capitalism. It's framed in the ugly debates around the binary between public health and economic recovery. Coded, guided messages around the need for disaster capitalism to come back in. And you see it in the rhetoric which is around how we need to bounce back.

In the microsecond that we have, many of the people I talk to don't want us to  bounce back to what we had. For those who've been the victims of global greed and global hyper-capitalism, a return to what we had is not something that many people in this world are looking for. They're looking to leap forward. Let's not confuse resilience, which is around bouncing and bouncing back, with what we genuinely need, which is a leap forward.

The attack this morning on our site reminded me clearly of the dangers of the growth of neo-fascism groups, the New Right. You see it in multiple places, even before this disaster. Growing inequality, destabilising the democracy breeds with it the rise of the neo-right, who will strip the rights of people of colour, will punish the poor even more, will establish ways of being which are anti-democratic. And the place of a critical, quality public education in the defence of democracy is probably more urgent now than it has ever been.

I'm still upset by that attack obviously this morning, and perhaps it's sharpened my anger at the dangers that we face in this storm, and what the role of schooling is at moments like this.

There's 1.2 billion primary school children around the world, and many of them are learning online. I was reading this week that it privileges yet again disembodied learning, transmission models, learnings of our fingers, digital knowledge, as if the body no longer exists. That is justified in the language by its effectiveness, its efficiency, two words I hate when it comes to talking about schooling. "It's effective, it's efficient", somehow stripping the humanity of what it is that we do.

We've built a school system that has deliberately meant that some of our schools will do better than others in the storm. We had a chance last year, with the reforms around Tomorrow's Schools, which was always around building competitive business units, better, faster, sleeker waka, at the cost of others. What was really fascinating for me was to watch the way in which, and to understand how successful that cultural revolution was which sat underneath Tomorrow's Schools. In the end we didn't do the reform that was desperately needed. Choice was favoured over equity and equality. The chance that we could have made was lost. National Standards, which was repealed, but still hang as a ghost over primary schools, is still there. The needed curriculum change, the 27 endless committees that this government have put in place to review education, still see exactly the same issues. We haven't really moved anywhere. We're stranded in different waka, unable necessarily to move ahead.

So what should our response be? There is an alternative. It's critical education that centres on making producers, not consumers. Pedagogy that centres on young people questioning answers, rather than answering questions. That centres not on social reproduction, but on social change. That is around creating citizens who have a sense that their job is not to be prepared for a future, but understand that they might have a possibility in reimagining it.

And if I was to look at an example of principals and teachers in this country who understood that, I'd look at Christchurch, post the earthquake. There is appalling advice from the National Ministry of Education, and what they did to Christchurch schools will be a permanent stain on the history of education in this country. No apology will ever cover for what the Ministry of Education did to Christchurch schools after that disaster.

What Christchurch principals and teachers understood when schools went back, and it ties into your work, Andrew [Gibbons], was that they needed to sit with children, with their babies. To love them and care for them. To sustain human relationships, which goes beyond fingers and digital learning. But be with them in classrooms, share their suffering, share their pain, honour it with the way in which they re-established what I called in an article in 2013, "a pedagogy of love and care". What's the response for schools when they go back? Look at what Christchurch teachers and principals did. They said there were more important things than test scores, more important things than literacy and numeracy. I will never forget Anne Tolley telling teachers when schools reopened in 2011, to focus on literacy and numeracy and "wash your hands". That was the advice that the National Ministry gave teachers. And the great, brave thing that Christchurch teachers did was to ignore her. And what they did instead was love and care for their kids. 

That's what needs to happen when we go back. At the centre and at the heart of a shift and a change, a leap forward, not a bounce back, will be to re-establish that that's the primary goal of what we do in schools. The extraordinary thing, of course, was that in 2011, NCEA results were up 15%. Not that I really give a shit about that. But, focusing on wellbeing, focusing on care, focusing on relationships, gave them the jump, instead of all this nonsense about focusing on literacy and numeracy.

What we really need, if we're in different waka, in this huge storm, is kai ariki.  Kai ariki are the carved pou at the back of a waka. For me, they look to the heavens to help waka navigate the waters. And if there was ever a time in this country where we need a ministry, where we needed educators with vision, with sight beyond the narrow, it's now.

Sometimes when the New Right kick you, as they did this morning, or attempted to do, it stirs deep passion. And it's the deep passion we need right now, as educators in this country.
Georgina:
Kia ora, Peter. We've got a lot of questions coming in. We're obviously all thinking with concern about the situation that we're in. And we have a comment from John Mainfield, who says, "This is indeed an unplanned experiment. One may hope that this opportunity to learn from new ways of living is not wasted". And Sharon continues, "The neo-capitalists are likely to move faster than everyone else".
Peter:
It's extraordinary. While the American economy tanks, Wall Street's doing good.
Georgina:
I find that hard to understand. I'm sure we all do. John Mainfield then asks, "Peter, how do we make the issues that you raise a serious part of the public dialogue. The dramatic increase in the number of unemployed must surely change the immediate political dialogue". I'm sure you've got a reply to that.
Peter:
Moments like today are important in that. It's around the way in which we all need to shift the discourse, the dialogue, around what it is that we do in schools. The neo-liberal revolution was extraordinarily successful in changing the culture of this country, in terms of what people value, the kinds of language that we use. I find myself being trapped into using it on a constant basis. But it is around the way in which we shift and change it.

For all that, there's some really stunning, exciting groups. I've become involved with a group of teachers and educators across the country who are saying enough's enough. Now's the chance, now's the moment.

Liam had Welby Ings on an NZEI broadcast last week. Thousands of teachers listening, and saying enough's enough. Thousands. And so, it's actually about picking up that there's a hunger for this. We produced a resource around going back into schools, focusing on the arts and wellbeing. And in a fortnight we have had over 100,000 views of that resource, which says, "Here's a way in". I've got webinars talking to teachers, which say, "There is a different way. Let's not bounce back". Teachers are really hungry for it. I've just seen my good friend, Lynda Stuart, at May Road. There are teachers who know, in our hearts, in our guts, we know this stuff. I'm an academic teacher, so only a pretend one. But the thing for me is, we know this, we know we're right. This is what got me in there with my long hair 20 - 30 years ago.
Georgina:
Peter, Liz Gordon wants to comment that the Ministry of Education wasn't even up to changing school policies effectively before the pandemic. And this government has not been innovative. They've probably bound their hands, I think, by trying to involve everybody in a conversation. If you do that, then it does limit what can change. But Liz wants to know, what can we do to push the government along? What are your thoughts, Peter?
Peter:
I don't know. Whatever I say just bounces into the Ministry like a rock thrown into a canyon. I remember one meeting that I think Lynda was at where I said that finding an expert in education in the Ministry of Education is like trying to find someone aboard the Marie Celeste.  Bali Haque couldn't write the Ministry of Education better than what it is, the labyrinthine way in which you have to try and get through to find something. One of the most important things I thought in Bali Haque's plan, the Taskforce plan, was the revisioning of the Ministry of Education. That you'd actually put curriculum experts in it. That you'd actually put people in who knew something about education. What a radical idea that was, and I don't think that survived either. I don't know.

What I find is that most people in education that I know build workarounds, ways in which you can do things without the Ministry either knowing about it, or whatever it might be. And for those of you who have to work with the Ministry on a regular basis, I'm in constant awe that you manage it.
Georgina:
Martin's got a good question, I think. How are we going to make good judgements about the best balance between face-to-face and online teaching in the years ahead?
Peter:
I'm really nervous, Martin, that we're not going to have a chance to make those good judgements. The moment Pearson works out how they can take over the online delivery of courses, then we're really in trouble. But what I keep seeing is this notion that online is effective and efficient in the transmission of knowledge or skills. And therefore, for me teaching's always a human embodied practice and process, and in tertiary level the push now that we can deliver everything online, and therefore we won't need to have teachers, we won't need to have lecturers, it will be a way in which we drive down a whole range of different kinds of approaches and pedagogies. I don't know what the answer is, but I've got a feeling we won't be involved in the decision-making anyway.
Georgina:
Melanie Webber has a challenge for you, saying that she's always been quite uncomfortable with the transactional approach.   [Reference to DisruptED: augmented reality and virtual reality for young children]
Peter:
Absolutely. What I find interesting about the group is that they want to have the debate and the discussion. And there's often parts of it, when I look at it, and I go, "No, I think you're wrong". But it seems to me to be quite an organic group of teachers and principals who really want to challenge and think, "What's happening?".
Georgina:
Charles Bisley is asking, Peter, do you see any merits in online learning? And we have Andrea, who is a university student, saying that live face-to-face lectures are much easier to focus, and you get a lot more from them. There's a level of interaction that cannot happen on a screen.
Peter:
Yes, of course there are merits in online learning. And the most obvious one is that learning can continue at the moment. In the university, people get awards for innovation in teaching. And I've looked at them, and the innovative  practice that I'm engaged in is art space, embodied learning. But if you look at the awards which are given out, you have to talk about how you've used new technologies to do teaching, as if that's the only innovation that could possibly happen in terms of pedagogy. It's extraordinary. It's not a binary. I presented it one, I guess, this morning. But what worries me is that there will be an increasing focus on online learning, and the argument will be that it was effective and efficient during the close down, why don't we somehow embed that in our practice, without that really being evaluated and understood. And that again is a danger of this micro-moment in the lockdown.

Yeah, Robbie you're right, it is a false binary. It is about pedagogy. And it's the privileged end of pedagogy. People who've leapt onto online learning, and they use things like 'effective and efficient', those two words should always give pause for thought. It's market language.
