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			‘A thoughtful and provocative reflection on the proper aims of education and how they might be achieved.’

			Howard Gardner – Hobbs Research Professor of Cognition & Education, Harvard Graduate School of Education; author of A Synthesizing Mind
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			‘Horvath and Bott awaken the reader to the importance of questioning the status quo and punch out a compelling solution. This is not more of the same. Rather, it is an original, smart, gritty, honest, and disruptive invitation for educators to think differently – to be better.’

			Sir Anthony Seldon – Vice-Chancellor, University of Buckingham; author of Beyond Happiness
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			‘10 Things Schools Get Wrong is both provoking and consequential. It forces us to rethink some of the most fundamental issues in education. A must-read.’

			Yong Zhao – Foundation Distinguished Professor of Education, University of Kansas; author of What Works Can Hurt
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			‘This book is full of interesting and novel observations about education. I highly recommend this volume for anyone interested in analysing and improving educational practices.’

			Henry L. Roediger III – James S. McDonnell Distinguished University Professor, Washington University in St. Louis; co-author of Make It Stick
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			‘This book is for those who know the transformative power of education, but are struggling to convey the changes that need to happen in our schools. Horvath and Bott present a clear vision for change that is both realistic and hopeful.’

			Katrina Samson – Head of School, Appleby College
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			‘Sobering and eye-opening. This book makes you wonder what other aspects of schooling we take on faith or continue out of habit. An absolute must-read!’

			Catherine Brandon – Director, The Genazzano Institute of Learning & Brain Sciences
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			‘This book balances clarity with nuance. Horvath and Bott treat the reader like s/he is intelligent and offer great food for thought.’

			Robert Biswas-Diener – Chairperson for the Working Group on Wellbeing, Global Council on Sustainable Development Goals
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			‘A brilliantly written book about how we might build better, brighter, more purposeful schooling for all young people; and why this matters so, so much.’

			Helen Street – Co-Founder & Chair, The Positive Schools Initiative; author of Contextual Wellbeing
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			‘This eloquently written book invites you to step outside the jar and take another look at the art of teaching. The authors take you for an educational ride and make you agree with them: the real experts in teaching are teachers themselves.’

			Pasi Sahlberg – Professor of Education, Gonski Institute for Education; author of Finnish Lessons 3.0 and Let the Children Play
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			‘A refreshingly different yet very important book. It is clear the authors have an immense amount of respect for everyone in the teaching profession – powerful and hopeful.’

			Kate Jones – Teacher of History, Abu Dhabi; author of Retrieval Practice: Research and Resources for Every Classroom and Love to Teach
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			‘Honestly – I learned a ton from this book. It offers a fresh take on education informed by a deep understanding of learning and history. Not only is it eye-opening, but it’s fun to read as well.’

			Jacques-Olivier Perche – Head of Professional Learning, English Schools Foundation; co-editor of The Big Question in Education
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			Introduction

			Education is not broken.

			Although this might feel like an odd opening sentence for a book entitled 10 Things Schools Get Wrong, it’s important to recognize that global education is filled with millions of deeply committed teachers successfully guiding the cognitive and emotional growth of hundreds of millions of students every day. Simply because some aspects of a system can be improved, it does not follow that the system as a whole is broken.

			Too often, however, educational critics are quick to use imperfection as a rallying cry for complete overhaul. Classrooms getting crowded? Schools have failed us – time for a revolution! Curricula getting outdated? Schools are out of touch – time for a revolution! Pedagogy getting stale? Schools are archaic – time for a revolution!

			Let’s ignore for a moment that the education system that critics happily malign is by and large the very same system that prepared these critics to write compelling books and deliver engaging TED Talks – the important thing to recognize is that these revolutionary arguments make the mistake of demanding we use a sledgehammer to crack a nut.

			In truth, the good produced by schools far outweighs the bad. Globally, more kids have access to education than ever before; more students are graduating than ever before; gender and racial performance gaps are shrinking; bullying is on the decline; student wellbeing has never before been so widely considered; and (for what it’s worth) standardized test scores have been consistently increasing for two decades.

			Schools are succeeding.

			With that said, as the world evolves, so too must certain aspects of education in order to ensure that the greatest number of students undertake the best possible learning. In our estimation, there are 10 pivotal aspects of school that are ready to be evolved and that (if effectively addressed) have the power to produce revolutionary advances in education without the need for a total system overhaul.

			Some of these aspects carry the weight of centuries (the 50-minute class period), while others are relatively recent considerations (evidence-based practice). Some have long been questioned by practitioners (grades), while others are hardly recognizable as being open to question (purpose). Some will no doubt ruffle a few feathers (computers), while others will be welcomed by many with open arms (rewards).

			In this book, we will dive deeply into these 10 aspects of school and demonstrate not only why each contributes to suboptimal (and potentially harmful) outcomes, but also how each can be adjusted to improve student learning and wellbeing. Importantly, at the end of the book you will find a link to a thorough reference section that can be used to support any argument you wish to explore further.

			We’ll end this introduction with a quote from astrophysicist Bernhard Haisch:

			Advances are made by answering questions; discoveries are made by questioning answers.

			With this book, our goal is to pool together robust research and respected philosophy in an attempt to generate potential answers. We hope your goal will be to critically question these answers within your unique context.

			Note: Although we have written this book together, from this point forward we will switch our pronoun use to ‘I’. We have done this to help ease the reading experience. JCH & DB, November 2020.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
Expertise – The Problem with Experience
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			“In theory there is no difference between theory and practice, while in practice there is.”

			– Benjamin Brewster
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			Here are a few interesting observations:

			
					At the 2019 Australian Institute of Public Accountants Tax Conference, 7 of the 8 featured presenters were practising accountants or tax lawyers. Meanwhile, at the 2019 ASCD Conference on Teaching Excellence, only 1 of the 13 featured presenters was a practising teacher (though 7 were academics).

					At the 2019 Australian Medical Law conference, 8 of the 9 featured presenters were practising medicos or lawyers. Meanwhile, at the 2019 Australian Association for the Teaching of English conference, 0 of the 11 featured presenters were teachers (though 6 were academics).

					At the 2019 Australian Women in Law Enforcement conference, 7 of the 11 featured speakers were practising agents. Meanwhile, at the Australian government sponsored 2019 Beginning Teacher’s Conference, 0 of the 7 featured presenters were practising teachers (though 4 were academics).

			

			Do you see a pattern?

			Whereas most professional conferences appear to favour inside practitioners who perform the relevant job, teacher professional conferences appear to favour outside academics who talk about the job with limited direct experience of the job itself.

			Don’t misunderstand: I have nothing against academics – I am one and have been so for nearly 15 years. This means I am uniquely poised to point out the following: relying on theorists to drive the practice of teaching is a huge mistake.

			The problems begin with perception.

			THE FORGOTTEN PROFESSION

			Teaching is the only profession that seemingly everyone and their uncle thinks they understand and can perform well:

			Those who can do; those who cannot, teach.

			This well-worn quote, which characterizes teaching as an innate skill everyone possesses but only the most incapable ever need rely upon, is absurd from both angles.

			First, far from being a fallback, nearly 70% of teachers pursue the profession as a first-choice career. Furthermore, nearly 90% of teachers enter the profession as a means to meaningfully impact the lives of children. This suggests that teaching is a true calling for practitioners and not a safety net they revert to only after failing in other careers.

			Second, people who ‘can do’ don’t always make for great teachers. Expert blindness is the term used to describe what happens when individuals who attain fluency within a particular field typically struggle to remember what it was like to be a novice, making it difficult for them to effectively guide others. As cognitive psychologist Sian Beilock puts it, ‘As you [improve a skill], your ability to communicate your understanding or to help others learn that skill often gets worse and worse.’

			I was a student for 12 years – I have a pretty good idea what teachers do.

			This strange belief presumes that merely interacting with professionals is sufficient for one to develop deep insight into the relevant profession.

			We’ve all sat through hundreds of films, yet few would presume to comment on what it entails to be a professional actor. We’ve all gone to dozens of doctor’s appointments, yet few would feel qualified to comment on what is required to be a professional physician.

			For the most part, we only witness professionals ‘performing’ a narrow aspect of a far-reaching job. Very rarely do we witness the intense learning, preparation, and practice that goes into achieving mastery. As poet Maya Angelou eloquently puts it, ‘We delight in the beauty of the butterfly, but rarely admit the changes it has gone through to achieve that beauty.’

			For instance, when it comes to my favourite football team, I only ever watch a 3-hour performance on Sunday afternoon. What I don’t see are the countless hours spent training, practising, and strategically planning between each game. Importantly, it’s clear that this behind-the-scenes activity is far more relevant to what it means to be a professional than the final public performance.

			It is no different with teaching. The 50-minute lessons we all experienced as students were the culmination of countless hours spent learning, planning, preparing, marking, and aligning. Unfortunately, most people never see teachers perform this critical behind-the-scenes work. Needless to say, simply attending class does not offer insight into the profession of teaching any more than listening to records offers insight into the profession of music production.

			I am a parent/coach/boss. I teach every day. We are all teachers!

			Most people brush their teeth every day which means, at some level, we are all dentists. Nobody makes this argument, however, because it’s recognized that dentists perform the act of dental cleaning more effectively and with far more technical knowledge than the average person.

			Most people discuss and explore personal issues every day, which means, at some level, we are all psychologists. Nobody makes this argument, however, because clinical psychologists deconstruct life issues more effectively and with far more technical knowledge than the average person.

			Most people instruct others every day which means, at some level, we are all teachers. But it’s important not to take this argument too far and to recognize that professional teachers instruct students more effectively and with far more technical knowledge than the average person.

			Just as the profession of dentistry is more than brushing teeth and the profession of psychology is more than discussing problems, the profession of teaching is more than conveying ideas and information.

			Teaching isn’t even a real profession.

			This is the most pernicious jab against teaching, if for no other reason than because it’s frequently made by individuals who carry immense public authority: namely, academics.

			Although sociologists continue to debate the precise definition of the term ‘profession’, most widely accepted characterizations include four criteria. The first three are the need for certification through specialized education, the need for recognized professional organizations at the local, national, or international level, and the need to serve broader social (rather than purely personal) purposes.

			Under these three criteria, teaching is most certainly a profession. K–12 teachers must obtain certification via specialized four-year undergraduate or two-year postgraduate education, they have the option of joining any number of selective professional organizations (including the American Federation of Teachers, the Australia College of Educators, and the UK Chartered College of Teaching), and they serve an undeniable social purpose, often with little personal recompense.

			However, there is one final criterion that’s commonly used to define a profession: professional control. Put simply, this is the ability of practitioners within a profession to internally define, generate, and enforce best practice free from external pressure.

			Here’s where things get murky.

			The sheer number of parties attempting to influence teacher practice is staggering. From politicians to parents to tech developers, it seems everyone has an opinion about how we should define effective teaching. For the most part, teacher professional bodies have done an admirable job of blocking out these external voices to maintain a solid level of professional control amongst practitioners.

			Unfortunately, there is one important exception. To understand what it is, let’s return to the conference figures listed at the beginning of this chapter. It turns out, those professional bodies that capably fend off external incursions and protect teacher autonomy are the same ones that excessively hire academics to lead teaching conferences, thereby suggesting that the answer to teaching lies outside of teaching itself. This is akin to swatting away flies with your left hand while luring them in with your right: it is a blatant contradiction.

			And herein lies the problem of perception. When teachers are seen to rely on outsiders for solutions to insider problems, it not only keeps the door open for non-practitioners to presume they can dictate teaching practice, but it also harms the field’s standing as a true profession.

			To be fair, this could all be mere vanity. Who cares if teaching is considered a profession? The only thing that truly matters is that the job gets done well.

			Unfortunately, the belief that academics can supply the field of teaching with a clear identity leads to an issue far larger than perceived social standing. To understand what this issue is, we need to briefly differentiate between theory and practice.

			FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE

			Broadly speaking, theory is the realm of scientific explanation. Theory attempts to describe the world by constructing abstracted, idealized, and value-free models.

			Abstracted: Scientific theories do not deal in particularities; rather, specific details are often omitted in favour of larger generalizations. Think of road maps – these abstractions omit much detail of the physical terrain in order to simplify the decision-making process for drivers.

			Idealized: Scientific theories do not deal in reality; rather, subtle distortions are commonly adopted that reflect nature as it would be in a perfect state. Think of geometry – this idealized branch of maths derives its ratios from perfect circles, triangles, and parallel lines that do not truly exist within the natural world.

			Value-Free: Scientific theories do not deal in subjective standards; rather, morals and principles are commonly ignored in favour of impartial observation and measurement. A guiding principle of theory is to describe the world as it is, not as it ought to be.

			Broadly speaking, practice is the realm of physical action. Practice attempts to impact the world by undertaking contextualized, naturalistic, and value-laden activity.

			Contextualized: Practice does not deal in abstraction; rather, generalizations are regularly abandoned to account for the unique details specific to a given situation. Think of cooking a meal in a 5-star kitchen versus a college apartment – in both instances the desired outcome is the same, but the specific actions required to achieve this outcome depend upon the particularities of each setting.

			Naturalistic: Practice does not deal in idealization; rather, perfect forms must commonly be abandoned in favour of messy reality. Think of kicking a football – although biophysics can describe the ‘optimum’ kicking motion, in reality kickers must fluidly adjust to variations in weather, air resistance, and terrain in order to attain the desired outcome.

			Value-Laden: Practice does not deal in value-free description; rather, nearly every activity is imbued with conceptions of what is good/bad or right/wrong. Think of mowing the lawn – this seemingly innocuous practice is a value-laden activity that reflects beliefs about how a human should interact with nature, the relationship between order and beauty, and the duty of individuals existing within larger social groups.

			Importantly, it takes only a moment to recognize that although theory and practice overlap and certainly influence one another, the two are dissociable entities that can (and often do) exist in isolation.

			As a simple example, although I understand the mechanics required to juggle (parabolic arcs, gaze fixation, centre of gravity, etc.), I cannot actually juggle! I’ve tried several times in the past, but have never been able to coordinate my movements well enough to make it work. This means I possess deep theoretical knowledge with little practical knowledge.

			Conversely, my 7-year-old niece can effortlessly juggle three balls for minutes on end. Surprisingly, she has no deep understanding of physics, biomechanics, or weight distribution. This means she possesses deep practical knowledge with little theoretical knowledge.

			Here’s the most important bit: seeing as theories are merely abstracted models meant to describe the world, they cannot in and of themselves alter the world. By all means, an effective theory might influence or inspire practitioners to think differently about their actions, but it can neither dictate nor evolve the characteristics of those actions. As B.F. Skinner states, ‘No theory changes what it is a theory about.’

			For instance, it’s quite possible that theories linking emotion with cognition may influence how a lawyer chooses to try a particular case. However, even armed with this theoretical knowledge, this lawyer must still determine what arguments to make, when to make them, and how to elicit those emotions relevant to winning the case. In the end, although theory may have altered how practice was conceived, it ultimately did not (and could not) determine that practice.

			Let’s bring this back into the classroom.

			PROCESS OF LEARNING vs CRAFT OF TEACHING

			Within the field of education, academics deal in theory. By and large, they are dedicated to developing abstracted, idealized, value-free models of learning. How does memory work? What role does attention play in perception? How does motivation influence knowledge acquisition? This theoretical work has successfully established that, far from being strictly conceptual, much of learning adheres to predictable neurobiological processes.

			Teachers, on the other hand, deal in practice. By and large, they are dedicated to performing contextualized, naturalistic, value-laden activities of teaching. What exercises best drive student memory formation? What materials best guide student attention? What routines best support student motivation? This practical work has successfully established a wealth of proven methods for guiding students through the learning process.

			Importantly, although the process of learning and the craft of teaching are undoubtedly related, the two pursuits are largely dissociable.

			For example, a few months back my neighbour asked how she could help her young son learn how to read. I explained that, within the brain, reading begins as the visual recognition of letters, is followed by the conversion of these letters into auditory sounds, and concludes with the conversion of these sounds into meaning. This means, when teaching a child how to read, it’s probably best to start with both visual-letter and auditory-phoneme distinctions, followed by the bolstering of vocabulary to deepen meaning.

			After this explanation, my neighbour confusedly looked at me and asked, ‘But how do I teach my son letters, phonemes, and vocabulary?’ To this, I had no answer.

			Later, my neighbour called a mutual friend who is a kindergarten teacher. This friend was able to produce a clear reading plan that included materials like letter blocks, techniques like rhyming, and strategies like word–image matching. Importantly, although this kindergarten teacher has been working in schools for over 30 years, she has never concerned herself with theoretical debates concerning the proposed biological mechanisms of reading.

			Let’s return one final time to the conference figures that opened this chapter. This data demonstrates that most professional fields maintain a distinction between theory and practice. Although they no doubt draw upon academic thinking, most professional bodies recognize that those individuals best qualified to evolve practice are expert practitioners within the field.

			Conversely, within education, theory and practice have been conflated. Today, relevant professional bodies have largely subsumed the craft of teaching under the process of learning.

			Again, the argument here is not that theory is useless in education. There is no question that theoretical models like Elaboration, Retrieval Practice, and Spaced Repetition can help teachers conceive of their job in deeper, more constructive terms. The argument is that these theories have little to nothing to say about the actual practice of teaching. What tools should be employed to drive elaboration with nervous Year 1 students? What pacing should be adopted to ensure students who find maths boring will benefit from retrieval practice? What techniques sustain agency when practising spaced repetition with Year 9 boys during a late-afternoon lesson? These are practical issues that can only meaningfully be elucidated and addressed by practitioners of the craft itself.

			This means that if we truly wish to advance the teaching profession, we must realign our collective focus to the expert practitioners of this field. But just who might these experts be?

			THE NEW EXPERTS

			The field of expertise has best been defined (theoretically) by cognitive psychologist Anders Ericsson. Having worked closely with chess grandmasters, Olympic athletes, and high-performing individuals across dozens of fields, Ericsson has dedicated his career to elucidating what constitutes an ‘expert’ and how expertise is developed.

			After 40 years of work, Ericsson has concluded that expertise depends upon mental representations: pre-existing patterns of information held in long-term memory that can be accessed in order to mentally simulate and respond to real-world situations. As a simple example, imagine boiling a pot of pasta. What signs would there be that the pot is about to boil over and how would you respond to these signs? If you were able to successfully answer those questions, it would be because you have a mental representation for boiling pasta that allows you to recognize and adapt to different pasta-boiling scenarios.

			Although everybody uses mental representations, what distinguishes experts from novices is the quantity and quality of these representations. Experts not only have more representations relevant to a particular field, but they also have better organized representations that allow them to respond more effectively and efficiently to ever-evolving conditions. In other words, experts can more effortlessly recognize patterns and adapt to shifting contexts within their domain.

			Here’s the most important bit: Ericsson has concluded that the only way to develop deep, effective mental representations for a particular field is to undertake explicit, deliberate, and sustained practice within that field. Put simply, it’s impossible to develop skill expertise without repeatedly performing that skill.

			This means ‘expertise’ is not a general, all-purpose capability; rather, it is highly contextualized and must be confined to specific domains. This is why there are no expert ‘athletes’, there are only expert sprinters, hurdlers, or marathoners. This is why there are no expert ‘doctors’, there are only expert cardiologists, gastroenterologists, and anaesthesiologists.

			Returning to education, the only people who have devoted ample time, effort, and energy to the construction of deep mental representations for the craft of teaching are the actual practitioners of the craft. Accordingly, by the very definition of expertise, the only experts in teaching are teachers themselves.

			Read that again, because this simple sentence has the power to change many of the dynamics within modern education: the only experts in teaching are teachers themselves.

			This is the final reason why relying on academics to advance the field of teaching so often falls flat. Aside from the occasional lecture, most academics have little to no practical experience with classroom teaching. Even amongst those academics who began their careers as teachers, the classroom context changes so rapidly that many of their mental models have become outdated and irrelevant to modern circumstances. Furthermore, academics devote their time to developing expertise in the skills of journal searches, data extraction, and theoretical debate. Though valuable in a laboratory, these skills are quite different from those required to expertly guide students through the learning process.

			SO NOW THEN…

			Once we recognize that teaching is a true profession, and that teachers are the only experts in that profession, three important considerations emerge.

			The first concerns teacher training. By some estimates, three-quarters of early-career researchers believe their teaching degree did not sufficiently prepare them for basic aspects of the classroom. In fact, there is increasing evidence to suggest that many teacher training programmes have limited impact on teaching performance and that many school supervisors view recent graduates as unready to adequately perform the job of teaching.

			The reason for these findings should now be clear. Most teachers are trained in a university setting by academics who approach teaching theoretically rather than practically. This is as absurd as asking bricklayers to be trained by architectural historians, or chefs to be trained by agricultural chemists. Again, this doesn’t mean theory is meaningless; it only means that initial training within any practical field should prioritize doing over knowing.

			With this in mind, it’s worth considering how we might adapt pre-service teacher training to focus more on the ever-evolving set of behaviours required to effectively teach. Rather than simply waiting for in-service placement or teaching rounds, perhaps an apprenticeship model could be adopted whereby novice teachers learn the craft by serving as assistants to practising teachers. Or perhaps a practicum model would make sense, whereby teacher training revolves around active role playing or scenario building to help novices develop effective mental representations.

			The second consideration concerns expertise. Educational reforms in Western countries often adhere to an ‘out with the old, in with the new’ mentality. Schemes ranging from the Common School movement to the Teach for Australia programme aim to fast-track teacher training under the belief that fresh ideas and youthful enthusiasm can reinvigorate the field.

			If Anders Ericsson is correct and expertise can only accrue via prolonged and deliberate practice of a particular skill, then the most effective teachers will almost certainly be those who have been teaching for some time. In fact, evidence largely suggests that experienced teachers routinely outperform novice teachers, and that new teachers generally require five years of practice before they achieve basic competence. For this reason, reforms that focus on recruitment and the rapid rotation of teachers through the system serve only to ensure that practitioners do not have ample time to develop meaningful expertise.

			This is not to suggest that all veteran teachers are strong and all novice teachers are weak. This is merely to reiterate that expertise requires effort and persistence, which means the majority of teaching experts will be found among the ranks of those who have been consciously performing and honing their craft for multiple years. Perhaps rather than being pushed into administrative roles, long-serving teachers could become the apprentice leaders or practicum developers for future teacher training programmes.

			The final consideration concerns professional control (i.e. the ability of practitioners within a particular profession to internally define, generate, and enforce best practice). Unfortunately, as discussed previously, as a result of issues of public perception, many external parties are attempting to wrest agency away from teachers.

			In order to firmly establish professional control, it’s not enough that teachers draw upon each other’s experience and expertise to evolve their practice – rather, it’s imperative that teachers are seen to be doing this in a way that is recognized and respected by the wider public. This requires the creation of a unique body of knowledge: a system whereby knowledge developed in the past is maintained and used to guide knowledge creation in the future.

			Lawyers, doctors, scientists, and dozens of other professionals are well respected largely because they have libraries full of material documenting their past and guiding their future. Only after teachers develop a similar system of documentation will they be able to easily fend off and ultimately abate external incursions.

			So, what would a teacher body of knowledge entail? That’s what the next chapter will explore.
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