
Thank you for the opportunity to speak with 
you tonight. I deliberately avoided presenting 
a written paper with a summary of key points 
because I wanted to take the opportunity in 
this more informal atmosphere to be somewhat 
reflective. I think given the title of the seminar, 
Catholic Schooling Past Achievements and 
Future Challenges, we can sometimes by lulled 
into the position where we look back through 
rose coloured glasses and eulogise the work that 
has been done; then look forward to some bright 
future building on where we’ve come through in 
past. I wish it was really that easy.

So the starting point of in talking with you 
tonight is around two central themes:

1. The challenges for Catholic Schools; past 
and into the future is a challenge to our 
imagination. 

Can we actually reimage what Catholic Schools 
look like? From where I sit, I see a lot of the past 
repeating itself into the future.

2. The integration of new evangelisation and 
the contemporary learning agenda. 

Too often we see them as being somehow totally 
separate and different from each other. We focus 
on the faith side or we focus on the academic 
side. I think one of the most powerful things 
we have learnt from St John Paul II’s focus on 
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new evangelisation is that while evangelisation 
is about spreading the good news to the world, 
those who are evangelised and are spreading 
the good news need to be continually re-
evangelised. You cannot assume that once 
you’ve been evangelised, you’ll stay evangelised. 
Reading the signs of the times and ensuring 
we get better at what we do, requires us to 
focus on new evangelisation. At the heart of 
evangelisation is learning what to do as we are 
challenged by Jesus’ very message to ‘come 
follow me’. We owe much to St John Paul II for 
clarifying that challenge.

On the other side of that equation, we have too 
often learnt about the contemporary learning 
agenda being different. I contend that it is not 
different to the challenge of new evangelisation. 
We face an unknown future. We face a 
complex society. We face impacts of emerging 
technologies. So the only way we will be able 
to deal with the future, is to learn how to do 
things differently. Our teachers are continually 
being called to renew and refresh. That is the 
same challenge we are invited into the new 
evangelisation. The good news is that we now 
have a very clear pathway on which to move 
forward.

Let me reflect on my own Catholic schooling 
(and of course it is contextual). I was born in the 
1950s. My father was a convert to Catholicism. 
My mother was Irish-Catholic. We were brought 
up in a very loving and small Catholic onclave. 
I didn’t actually know that there were other 
people outside the Catholic world. I went to the 
local Catholic primary school and in those days, 
the boys were a bit too rough for the Sisters of 
Mercy to handle, so I was sent up the road to 
the De La Salle Brothers whose job it was to 
‘straighten me out’. I got a very good grounding 
in my faith and vividly remember holiday trips 
as we trundled off in the car up the coast to 

Surfers Paradise or Burleigh Heads with a deck 
of the Rosary and singing, ‘Faith of our fathers’. 
If I think about my life with my own children 
I probably feel sad that they didn’t have that 
same experience, but then again it’s a different 
generation. When I look back on the past, I think 
we have so much to be very grateful for. I’m very 
grateful for the foundation I’ve been given by 
my parents and the sacrifices they made along 
the way.

There’s no doubt that Catholic schooling has a 
wonderful tradition that we can look back on, 
namely: being some of the very first schools 
established in this country; the fights we’ve gone 
through; the work that we’ve done; the graduates 
we have produced; the funding levels that we’ve 
achieved; the built fabric we have created; 
are probably the envy of many other countries 
across the world.

Looking to the future… I don’t know what the 
future holds. I do know there are going to 
be many challenges and I would like to take 
you back to that singular line about the new 
evangelisation, and learning and teaching. 
I think the challenge for us as a teaching 
profession is to reimagine the future. Can we 
dare to think about how it could be different? 
Can we imagine the work of the teacher being 
different to that which we currently understand? 
Can we imagine leadership and what we 
expect of our leaders in schools and conceive 
their roles differently? Can we imagine new 
learning environments and when and where 
school takes place? I think this is critical going 
forward because we have absolutely tapped 
out the previous model. The answer to the 
question of reimagining schooling is going to 
lie in the work that we do in collaboration with 
our communities. I often say I don’t know the 
answers, but I do know who does know the 
answers, that is our school communities.

What we need to do is focus the dialogue and 
discussion on opening up new possibilities. I’m 
not talking about ‘experimentation’ but exploring 
possibilities using sound theory, good practice 
and the evidence. I think we stand on the 
threshold of wonderful possibilities. If we don’t 
do this we will continue this iterative process of 
perfecting an old model of schooling, which will 
eventually fall over. So much of the costs that we 
bare in providing school improvement processes 
for example, is because the model is so unfit 
for the work that we do. Most of the intervention 
strategies result in a high cost and low effect. 
We need to turn this around into low cost, high 
effect. 

The work that we are asking teachers to do 
in terms of their professional learning and 
formation, in the current contemporary models 
that are more popularly used, all are additions 
to the work that they do in the classroom. We 
are in the middle of an enterprise bargaining 
process with our staff, and the sad thing is that 
these instruments define teachers work in terms 
of hours and numbers of students in class and 
have nothing to do with the fundamental role 
of teaching young people. Imagine if we started 
with how young people learn; how we can work 
with them in different learning ways; what do I 
need; how can I be equipped and from there 
ask what would a new enterprise instrument look 
like? It is in those very examples we find the 
challenges. 

I’m not pessimistic. I am optimistic. I think we 
are at the best possible time for education. The 
fact that you are here tonight underscores my 
optimism, that we do understand there are new 
ways forward. 

I just urge us to do one thing: let’s learn our way 
into the future.


