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The Old Testament is full of prophets who tapped into the 
Catholic imagination - who remembered who they were and 
to whom they belonged in the face of competing voices 
trying to undermine the simple message that they belong to 
God. That prophetic imagination led the Israelites through 
the desert for 40 years in search of the Promised Land. The 
Israelites faced the same challenge when they asked the 
question: how can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? 
Catholic schools are being called to sing the Lord’s song in a 
strange land – a new age.

The ‘knowledge age’ challenges those working in Catholic 
education to question the nature and relevance of schooling 
as we have come to understand it.  What are the most 
relevant questions we need to ask as we think more deeply 
and creatively about schooling? In a world of the ‘Internet of 
things’ how can we confine knowledge within old boundaries 
and frameworks? In the world today, what are the most 
effective processes for children and young people to use in 
communicating and learning? What possibilities are opened 
up by the availability of new tools for learning, previously 
undreamt of?

Catholic schools have always had a responsibility to discern 
the contemporary ‘signs of the times’ and to ‘interpret them 
in light of the Gospel’ (Gaudiem et spes) in order to enable 
young people to make sense of their experiences and their 
world in the context of their faith.  

When Gravissimum Educationis was written 50 years ago, 
Pope Paul the VI could not have even imagined today’s world. 
We now talk about local in the context of global.
Skills like creativity, communication, collaboration and 
critical thinking are necessary in a knowledge age and yet, 

many schools are still teaching students for an industrial 
one. We cannot teach the deep knowledge and skills that 
underlie innovation if our current structures and processes 
of schooling are deeply rooted in an industrial approach 
and a one-size-fits-all mindset that ignores the social and 
technological realities of today. As Pope Francis reminds us 
we cannot ‘cling to a nostalgia for structures and customs 
which are no longer life-giving in today’s world’. This 
challenges us to ask questions today such as:

1 What if… young people deepen their relationship   
 with Jesus so that they become committed disciples and  
 ultimately saints to the world?
 
2 What if… we provide life giving not life-denying learning  
 frameworks and assessment processes and a schooling  
 experience that exceeds the imagination and opens the  
 heart; an experience that sees new schools that are   
 part of, not apart from, the societies they serve.

3 What if … we empower teachers so that they    
 see themselves as integral to transformation not   
 just improvement?

4 What if … Catholic schools looked different to other   
 schools?
 
We are called to restate our educational narrative in terms 
relevant to today’s world. This requires new mindsets about 
the ways in which learning and teaching can be most 
effective, most life-giving. These mindsets will help us to 
create new paradigms and new pedagogies as we share a 
coherent narrative that is grounded in quality theory and 
research,  reflecting good practice.
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Mindset change #1: DIVERSITY IS THE NORM  
Sadly, we continue to believe that all children are the same and 
therefore should be taught in the same way. Our current models 
of schooling apply a fairly standardised process - sorting children 
based on age and ability; dividing up the school day in order to 
teach a standard curriculum. While there have always been great 
teachers who have attempted to personalise learning within the 
structures of an industrial model, schooling is largely defined as 
uniform and efficient.

Instead, diversity needs to be the norm. We need to move beyond 
narrow paper-based assessment and build assessments and 
tasks that are not time or location bound; that take a broader 
view of student capabilities and achievements; that challenge 
students rather than compare them; that recognises where each 
child starts from and where they need to go next. Success for 
each student is not an option, but an obligation. This starts with 
the knowledge that every child can and will learn.

Mindset change #2: LEARNING IS STUDENT-LED NOT 
TEACHER-CONTROLLED 
In the current model of schooling, teachers are the keepers of 
knowledge with information being contained and controlled in 
static settings - most commonly in a reference book or syllabus 
document. Knowledge is then imparted from the teacher to 
the student like, as Yeates said, the ‘filling of a pail’. Now that 
information is democratised and freely available, it calls on 
teachers to rethink the ways in which each student grows in 
competence and wisdom so learning becomes student-led and 
teachers become responsible for ‘lighting the fire’.

Learning theory, brain science and technological innovation have 
turned much of our understanding of learning and teaching on its 
head.  While many other industries have responded to the rapid 
changes of today’s world and continue to renew and adapt, by 
and large schooling has remained unchanged.  Teachers need to 
be empowered to make intelligent use of a range of tools, data 
and connections to improve the quality of their teaching practice 
to enable a student-led model of learning.

Mindset change #3: COLLABORATION EATS COMPETITION
Competition is a construct of an industrial, consumer-based era 
and relies on comparison, division and ultimately, winners and 
losers. This is reflected in the age-old divides: secular versus 
religious, public versus private, left versus right. In contrast, the 
knowledge age is driven by collaboration, cooperation, co-
creation and in celebrating diversity and innovation. If we are 
to truly transform schooling for a new age, we need to look for 
partnerships between schools and systems; across international 
borders; between public and private sectors; and across 
ideological and, perhaps, religious lines.

Mindset change #4: CHANGE STARTS FROM WITHIN. 
Governments and systems alone cannot legislate and mandate 
transformation. It is the active work of the community of 
learners that will drive change and innovation not government 
policy. History has shown that legislating education revolutions 
and improvements are easy to propose and much harder to 
implement.  Governments and systems too often pick the 
‘low hanging fruit’. By this I mean they develop isolated policy 
initiatives that don’t provide a coherent approach. Policies such 
as No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top and our own Australian 
Digital Education Revolution, will never succeed on their own 

because they are most often too prescriptive, short-sighted and 
largely short-lived following the election of the next government. 
They miss the fundamental shift required to transform schooling.
Today’s world needs intelligent policies that take us beyond 
the utilitarian, consumerist or pragmatic narratives that have 
dominated schooling.  Governments and policy makers would 
be better off focused on creating environments that allow for 
diversity, innovation and entrepreneurialism in schooling and 
leave the ‘how’ to the profession.

Mindset change #5: SCHOOLS ARE STILL RELEVANT
Technology has certainly seen the advent of a whole new 
industry for learning. The rise of MOOCs (Massive Open Online 
Courses) and educational sites like the Khan Academy has seen 
learning move from a physical space to a virtual one. Flipped 
classrooms are another example of the capacity of the tools to 
open up learning beyond the school day and school walls. While 
logic might suggest schools, and even teachers, might become 
obsolete, on the contrary we need them now more than ever. The 
nature of schooling and teaching will of course need to transform 
to respond to this new context. What won’t work are more factory-
like schools where every child is taught in the same classroom, 
with the same content in the same way, or schools that serve only 
a narrow economic imperative. What will work is the challenge of 
imagination. Catholic schools have to operate very differently and 
they can. Catholic schools will only stay relevant if they meet the 
children in the world in which they live. 

Mindset change #6: 
FAITH FORMATION IS EVERYONE’S BUSINESS
A good Religious Education curriculum will not make a good 
Catholic School. The work of Catholic Schools is the work of 
the whole Catholic community not just the Parish Priest or the 
Religious Education Coordinator. The reimagining of Catholic 
Schooling calls us to think beyond parish and school, to thinking 
and acting as part of the one Church and mission. Catholic 
Schools are called to be counter-cultural and this requires them 
to be discernibly different. Thinking Church and mission asks us 
to think locally and globally around the central message of the 
Gospel.

At the very heart of any policy must be a coherence that comes 
from the moral imperative that underpins our work and our 
societies. This is not easy in our current environment where 
debates around lifestyle and morality seem to dominate public 
discourse but it’s critical that each Catholic school takes 
responsibility for the ongoing formation of each and every 
member of their community.

The sacramental and liturgical life of the school must be viewed 
in terms relevant to today’s world and in imaginative ways that 
engage learners in a deeper relationship with Jesus. It has to 
be open to critique in terms of its relevance and contribution to 
ongoing transformation.

The greatest challenge in re-imagining Catholic schooling is how 
we answer this seemingly simple question ‘Who are Catholic 
Schools for?’ In a world that seems to respond to human tragedy 
by building even higher physical and legal barriers - can we 
imagine Catholic schools that are open to all, not just the poor 
and the marginalised, to bring light and, as Pope Francis says, 
noise to the world.
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Skills like creativity, communication, 

collaboration and critical thinking 

become highly prized in a knowledge 

age and yet, many schools are still 

teaching students for an industrial 

one.

LEADING LEARNING IN TODAY’S CATHOLIC SCHOOLS / 2016

So where does this re-imagining take us? We 
will not see the transformation in either bricks 
and mortar or the virtual world. These are 
mere enablers of a greater possibility.

Change does not come easy - it never has. 
Consider the Israelites who had to imagine 
a new life in a new land.  How do we do the 
same in a new age so that our schools are 
places where: 
 
1 The acquisition of wisdom through   
 the sacramental and liturgical   
 life of the school is equal to the   
 acquisition of knowledge and   
 skills. Where Catholic Schools become  
 places where the community builds  
 church continuously - not just reflecting a  
 physical or symbolic presence of it.

2 Where learning frameworks focusing on  
 challenging real life experience form  
 the basis of relevant curriculum content.

3 Where the community of learners take  
 responsibility for their own continuous  
 learning.

4 Places where ‘cognitive conflict’   
 and ‘errors’ are seen as opportunities to  
 understand the learner rather than a  
 view of a failing learner. 

5 Where performance drives improved  
 learning outcomes not punitive   
 assessment processes.Where they are  
 simultaneously the same and  
 simultaneously different. Where they  
 are places that celebrate shared global  
 values within the context of a local
 expression. 
 
6 Where are centres of true collaboration  
 made richer by working at the periphery  
 of society. 

It requires a massive shift if we are to find 
the way forward but as the Oscar Romero 
prayer so beautifully articulates ‘we are 
ministers not messiahs’, ‘we are workers not 
master builders’ but we each have a valuable 
contribution to make to the narrative. 

This approach leads us into a rich and 
ongoing dialogue – one of partnership and 
cooperation.  It recognises the best of our 
traditions. It honours the shoulders that we 
stand on and it is open to continual renewal 
and transformation.

The spirit of the second Vatican Council is 
alive in its call to ‘open the windows’ of the 
church to the modern world. Catholic Schools 
would do well to heed the message.


