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Mark Scott is the Secretary of the NSW Department of Education and has a distinguished record in public service, education and the media. Initially a teacher and education policy adviser, Mark enjoyed a long career in journalism. He was editor-in-chief of Fairfax newspapers and then managing director of the ABC from 2006 to 2016.
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I don’t think there’s much point in bemoaning the state of the world unless there’s some way you can think of to improve it. Otherwise, don’t bother writing a book; go and find a tropical island and lie in the sun.


Peter Singer





Peter Singer’s words nagged me all summer. What if I had no solutions? What if I had run out of hope? Maybe I should have gone to the beach.


It wasn’t the first time I had struggled for solutions. I ran the ABC for a decade and saw myself as being in the business of the future. We wanted to make a public broadcaster for the digital age; and for that, you needed to embrace technology and change and the opportunities of the new.


My first project on starting as managing director in 2006 was to develop a five-year plan. This will be no surprise to the ABC’s critics. Such things are the hallmark of socialist collectives. But I had a five-year contract and needed to know where the organisation should head.


This step turned out to be an abject failure. I never did get the five-year plan sorted. I had come from Fairfax, a newspaper company that was getting battered by the first waves of digital disruption. I had read all I could about how digital technology would reshape media organisations and how audience expectations were changing. Almost immediately, reality swamped me. It was virtually impossible to know where the media world was going to be in five years’ time. There was no clarity. It was all changing so quickly.


In 2006, you could just hope to work out the direction. It was going to be a world where content was delivered online. Faster internet speeds would allow people to watch, listen and read on their computers. New providers would emerge to deliver content, so media organisations would not need to own printing presses or broadcast transmission towers to reach an audience. There would be more choice for consumers and, as could be seen with the first wave of online news services, more choices meant smaller audiences for traditional providers.


So, rather than a five-year plan, I got a sense of direction for change. There was a line from the Italian novel The Leopard I liked and that I cited often as I talked with staff around the country: ‘If we want things to stay as they are, things will have to change.’ We needed to embrace the new opportunities on offer from technology to transform the ABC, so it would be as relevant, compelling and indispensable to future generations of Australians as it had been in the past.


I am glad we kept it pretty loose. If we’d locked in a plan, we would have missed some things in those first five years. Like the iPhone. And the iPad. The unleashing of Facebook and Twitter. And the rise of content streaming giants like Netflix and Spotify. BuzzFeed and its listicles. And the importance of YouTube, then only a year old and set to be purchased by Google. The internet of things. And how all these businesses would work. What they would give us. And what they would ask of us.


When they first landed, we didn’t understand them. They were just shiny and new and exciting. I remember in 2007 when I first saw an iPhone, which someone had purchased in the US. When we took it out of its beautiful box, it was something to behold. Sleek, expensive and beautifully designed. It reminded me of a BMW sports car: desirable, but something I was unlikely ever to get myself. When I started at the ABC, I negotiated as part of my contract that I would have a BlackBerry. That was as far as I could see technology going.


Henry Ford understood this when he revolutionised the motor car industry. ‘If I asked people what they wanted, they would have said faster horses.’ They asked me and I just wanted a new BlackBerry, with that nifty keyboard for my thumbs.


All that followed the iPhone unveiling was unimaginable. Genuine innovation fuelled by Moore’s Law and staggering consumer demand. It didn’t just change media and technology. It transformed the world. Not just because of the extent of change, but the way that these technologies and innovations were feeding each other, making the pace of change accelerate at ever-faster rates. Apple, Google, Facebook, Amazon and Chinese counterparts Tencent and Alibaba are now on the list of the ten largest companies in the world. Others, like Twitter, dominate our political discourse. Netflix and Spotify are revolutionising what we watch and listen to, and how we do it.


I didn’t anticipate any of our current reality: what it means for us to be living in this tech-transformed world. I was just very excited by all that these innovations promised to me as a consumer and also by what could be on offer to media organisations like the ABC. I had no real sense of what it all might mean to us as a community and a society. Or that our personal benefit might come at a collective cost. That was naive, but I was hardly alone. No one really understood what was being unleashed.


But now the stakes seem higher still and I am in a real business of the future, I have the curious title of Secretary, NSW Department of Education. In effect, I run one of the world’s largest school systems: 2200 schools; 800,000 students; 60,000 classrooms; 130,000 on the payroll.


You need hope to do this job. You need to believe. You need to believe in the power of education to transform lives. You see it as the way to overcome disadvantage, building a fairer society. You believe you are preparing young people for a world in which they can flourish, not just survive or endure. You believe it can be a better world, with better citizens, who you have prepared in your schools.


In a sense, this was the biggest difference between running a public broadcaster and running a big education system: where you see the results. At the ABC, you could sense some of your impact on the radio today or on the TV tomorrow. But in education, so much of what is important will not be seen in this year’s My School, or in next year’s NAPLAN results. A society educates its children. Far from now, we will understand if we got it right.


Children starting school this year may live for another eighty years or maybe many more. I whisper in the ear of a school principal as we are about to speak to his thousand primary students in assembly: ‘You are shaping 80,000 years of human life.’ They will be the future of us.


A young person who starts school this year will leave our system in the early 2030s. Most likely, they will then do further learning or study. And then decades of work, most of it in the second half of the century. Good educators should be slightly obsessed about the future. What will it be like for these young people as they make their way?


At the department, we have been giving lots of thought to how best prepare young people for a changing world. What jobs will go; which new ones might emerge. What AI and automation might mean. Making our best guess at how to prepare young people for a life of ongoing learning and constant change. A world that seems to have turned more menacing, uncertain and complex.


I have sat through a lot of executive-team strategy sessions. The best advice came from a fellow named Tony Golsby-Smith, who seemed to my teams to be a bit of a mystic. Tony would always push us back to the Socratic method, emphasising dialogue and a robust dialectic. Our strategic conversations never strayed far from what the Greeks would have expected, but with butcher’s paper, Post-it Notes and felt-tipped pens.


Teams always focused too much on where they wanted to be going, Tony would say. This wasn’t the most important question. Before you can know where you are going and have solutions for the future, you need to know where you are today and how you got there. On these things, as we started out, there was rarely consensus.


To understand how to prepare young people for tomorrow, we need to understand where we are and how we got here. And, most importantly for me, I need to understand what I didn’t see, what I didn’t appreciate. What I got wrong. What we failed to see and understand. Without seeing where we came from and understanding where we are, how can you find a solution for how to prepare young people for this changing world?


In our department, we spent the second half of 2018 reviewing the policy on mobile phones in schools. Nearly all high school students have them and very many students in primary schools do as well. Did anyone see that coming, just a decade ago? Eight year olds in school with their own smartphones, able to access hundreds of millions of websites from all around the world? Phones given to them by their parents.


The arrival of the smartphone is the largest real-time experiment conducted on humanity. There is nothing to compare with this invention’s expansion at such speed and with such impact on everyday life. Nearly 1.5 billion new smartphones will ship from manufacturers this year. Half the planet is connected to the internet, overwhelmingly through mobile technology using nearly 20 billion connected devices. The latest reports suggest adult users are engaging with digital media six hours a day, more than half of them doing so on mobile devices.


How do we prepare young people to live out the century in this digital world? And do we understand what has happened to us as we fell in love with our screens? What do we all need to learn?


Soon after I found my office in Sydney’s ABC Ultimo tower, I found Pierre. For years, he had crafted speeches for managing directors and chairmen. He had worked at the ABC for more than a decade; this included a stint trying to produce Ian McNamara (or ‘Macca’) on a Sunday morning on Australia All Over, but I’m not sure they ever had a meeting of minds. For me, though, Pierre was a walking corporate memory. He seemed to have memorised Ken Inglis’s two monumental volumes of ABC history. He found the reference, or the precedent, or the story, that helped place a moment in some historic context. He was dry, self-deprecating. One of the many colourful, quirky people who could find a home somewhere in the rabbit warren of the ABC.


Outside the office, though, Pierre was Peter Milton Walsh. His band, The Apartments, had come out of Brisbane and enjoyed great success in France, in the 1980s and 1990s. He had been an early member of The Go-Betweens, but was a little dark for Grant McLennan and Robert Forster. They observed, ‘Walsh is night, we are day.’


I knew none of this as we started working together. If Pierre had a reflective melancholy, he detected none in me. When we worked together, he made the observation ‘You’re hard-wired for hope.’ That’s how I seemed, approaching this new world of opportunity. Hopeful and excited.


His observation about me was wry. Others were sharper. When I had been at the ABC for a while, a valued colleague fired a shot of simple feedback: ‘You like new things.’ She saw my head was quickly turned by the shiny and new—new people, new ideas, new technology. Perhaps I needed to pay a little more attention to the worth of what had been with us for a while. Have a little more respect for all that sat with us, which I seemed to overlook.


She was right. I have been taken in by new things, big promises and the hope of a wonderful future. Now I can see that in many ways over the past decade, I took all that was on offer at face value, believing in the promises and the vision, asking few questions as I dived in.


For me as a consumer, it was with newspapers that you could first see the impact of digital technology. Living in the US for a period in the 1990s, I loved their great newspapers. The Washington Post, The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal were all delivered to our place in the Washington suburbs. (All delivered separately, flat in a protective envelope, to the doorstep; not rolled in impossible plastic wrap, then flung in the front shrubbery, the more common experience in Australia.) These papers carried great journalism: news, features and analysis; and, come Sunday, the Post and the Times could fill half your day with their sections and magazines and supplements.


On returning to Australia, I worked at The Sydney Morning Herald, in the early days of dial-up internet and before news websites became a thing. I wanted to see if I could still buy a copy of the Sunday New York Times.


The good news was, I could. There were two newsagents in Sydney who might sell me one. But there were downsides. It would arrive ten days after publication. And it would cost me $20. I loved that paper, but not that much.
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