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My dissatisfaction with schooling began
when I was a young teacher in a very
administration-oriented school where
every-thing ran to a rigid timetable.
There was no place for a teacher’s
individual style of working, nor for the
individual needs of students. My three
years of training had ill-prepared me for
the realities of the classroom.

Disillusioned, I resigned shortly
after, vowing never to return to
teaching. At that time I had a young
son. His development fascinated me.
Although I had lost faith in schools, I
had not lost my interest in education. I
sought out and read books on
alternative education strategies (see list
at end of this article). I was both
challenged and excited by what I read,
and reassured that I was not alone in
my beliefs.

Then T experienced a breakthrough
in my own learning. My son, then three,
owned a toy helicopter, the rotor blades
of which rotated and went up and
down at the same time. The mechanism
so intrigued me that I had to restrain
myself from taking it apart to see how it
worked. I was able to figure it out by
observation alone, but [ was
overwhelmed by long-forgotten but very
real memories of similar feelings.

The intensity of the feelings and the
vividness of the memories was
incredible. I recalled numerous
occasions when, as a young child of
three or four years of age, I had been
‘naughty’ and severely punished
(perhaps understandably in some
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instances!). But it was not the
punishment, nor so much the deed that
I remembered, but the very strong and
urgent desire to find out ‘What would
happen if?’, which had led to the
‘naughtiness’.

I could recall no similar feelings from
that age until the helicopter experience.
What had happened in the meantime? I
had not been encouraged at home. I
had learnt that curiosity led to
punishment. T had not been encouraged
at school, but I had learnt one lesson
very well: teachers were the only ones
who knew what was worth learning,
and none of it was interesting. Although
I read avidly, I read only fiction.

Learning about learning
One would wonder why I wanted to
be a teacher! But I did. From age ten, it
was all I worked towards. I still read
avidly, but I read about child
development and education in my quest
for the ideal.

I realised, from reading about
educational alternatives, from memories
of my past and from watching my son’s
development, the importance of
children’s interests and their natural
curiosity. I was uncertain how to go
about translating these beliefs into
practice, but was even less confident in
the capacity of regular schooling to do
so. I was particularly interested in
reading, and was delighted to watch my
three-year-old son learning to read with
little instruction or help.

Then came the opportunity for the

second most important influence upon
my thinking about learning. I enrolled in
a graduate diploma course in reading and
language run by a wonderful team of
noteworthy lecturers, including Chrystine
Bouffler, Elaine Furniss, Ann Pulvertaft

and Mark Brennan, with Brian
Cambourne at the helm. Under their
guidance, I learnt to implement programs
which build upon students’ natural
learning abilities, their curiosity, their
creativity and their individuality; programs
which focus on students’ strengths rather
than their weaknesses; programs which
promote students’ learning as opposed
to teachers’ teaching.

A shock in the system

I still wasn't sure about schools but,
armed with my new knowledge, I felt
more positive. | decided to brave the
system once again and returned to
teaching. My son was of school age
and, because there were few
alternatives available, I enrolled him in
the local school.

I was fortunate to gain a position in a
school with a very supportive and
encouraging principal, and the results
were, as I had expected, richly
rewarding and exciting for me and the
students, but still within the constraints
of the system.

However, there were as yet few
teachers who shared my philosophy
and pedagogy, and I was sometimes
disappointed when my son was not
offered a similar learning environment at
the school he attended.
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