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If Greg Whitby's great-grandfather, who died in 1910, were to walk into a standard school of

today, it would be very familiar, while a hospital, bank newsroom would not. Whitby, who is

Executive Director of Schools in the Parramatta Catholic Education Office in Sydney's west,

says schools have ossified - in contrast with their students, who are "hardwired differently"

because of digital technology and the internet. While students today are "digital natives", their

teachers are "digital immigrants" - terms he borrows from a US education consultant, Mark

Prensky.
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It's no wonder they have disengaged, says Whitby, who is widely regarded as leading the

debate about the "re-framing" of schooling, and is sought nationally and internationally for

advice on the implementation of new technologies in education. The first aim, he says, is "to

get their [the students'] attention back". This begins with re-educating teachers - whose

average age is 49 - to rise to the challenge of students who are used to multitasking, and who

"can have a set of headphones on with music blaring, and carry on a conversation and work on

the laptop, doing an assignment, all at the same time."

"We need to know how to use their tools - we're not saying every child needs only a computer

to learn: come in, open up it's laptop time … They still need time with real people, to learn

gross motor skills, and to use a pen and pencil, and to read, or to sit in a corner with a book or

outside under a tree, and interact with teachers, as a socialising agent.

"But they need time to work in cyberspace. The traditional response has been to put

technology into a computer lab, but it clearly doesn't meet their needs, because then you are

deconstructing their learning experience, and it's artificial."

Whitby was previously involved in the design of a new secondary school, at Shellharbour on the

NSW Illawarra coast, which still has a long waiting list. A new school is now being completed in

the Parramatta diocese under his supervision, and he is working to "migrate over" most of the

other schools under his direct stewardship, and those of the broader Catholic education system

in Australia.

In these schools there are no English, maths or science departments. Teachers, who've often

done professional development courses, are "learning advisers", and learning is an integrated

framework, with students of different ages mixed in teams or "learning circles".

Every student has a laptop, which parents buy, but Whitby says it's cost neutral because they

don't buy books, and far less stationery is required over the years. There is full wireless

capability and connectivity across the campus which students and teachers are able to tap into

at all times.

"They might be in groups, using the teacher experience in a range of ways. An ex-English

teacher in the integrated learning framework might pick a fertile theme such as global

warming, or how can I leave the world a better place?, and then construct a learning

experience which brings together English, maths and science. You might bring in the poetry of

Hopkins - "Glory be to God for Dappled Things" - and they might be doing maths and science

experiments on the environment and mapping it."

Teachers work in teams to ensure they meet Board of Studies syllabus outcomes. Timetables

are negotiated and constructed regularly, not fixed at the beginning of the year. Whitby says

while the approach is extremely demanding on teachers, it liberates them and treats them as

professionals, instead of as "sages" required to churn out the same information day after day -

information that students are aware they can get more easily from online sources such as

Wikipedia. Teachers who work under the new system say they can't imagine going back, and

are continually challenged, and rewarded by students for the efforts they put in.

The internet can also do away with the labelling of children as gifted or slow, because it offers

the opportunity to personalise, and allows children to work at their own pace. Whitby says:

"The starting point should be what the child is capable of and can and can't do. From there,

every child can be extended …"

Professor Beare says Whitby's pro-active, future-oriented stance in his regional system of 77

schools demonstrates how well a "people-sized" approach can work in education. Whitby is an

Apple Distinguished Educator, a fellow of the Australian Institute of Management, and a fellow

of the Australian Council of Educational Leaders.
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