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Despite being a headmaster for nearly 

20 years, I am just developing a convic-

tion that I have been manifestly unfaith-

ful as an educator because I have been 

teaching an inadequate curriculum. The 

fact that this inadequacy in curriculum 

is probably to be found in most Western 

schools brings me no comfort at all.

When the philosopher Aristippus of 

Cyrene was asked, 400 years BC, what 

students should be taught, he replied: 

“Those things which they will use when 

adults” 1.

What, then, are the things our students 

will use as adults? The only certainties 

are well known - death and taxes. Do we 

teach death in our schools? Do we teach 

fi nancial literacy?
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nearing the end of the school year and 
then come the holidays when most 
people are preoccupied, followed by the 

bustle of the start of a new school year.

Mainly as a consequence of Peter 

Glasby’s concern over the direction of 

the ‘framing paper’ for science for the 

new national curriculum in Australia, 

a number of us (Ann Jacobson, John 

Blackwood,  David Bowden, Noela 

Maletz, Robyn Maletz, David Skewes, 

Michael Nekvopil, Jeremy Board, Lynette 

Doyle, Dennis Millar) got together in Ad-

elaide at Mount Barker School in Febru-

ary 2008. Teachers came from Adelaide, 

Sydney and Canberra as the matter was 

considered of some importance. It was 

felt that a strong response was needed 

from the Waldorf/Steiner movement . 

There was a deadline for submissions on 

these framing papers of 28th February 

2008. 

 After coming together on the Friday 

night more generally we planned the 

weekend to work in specifi c groups as 

per expertise. A group worked on the 

English paper all weekend and some 

work was done towards history. Peter’s 

work on the science framing paper was 

elaborated in another group. After some 

preliminary work on the maths, a group 

met on Saturday afternoon and Sunday 

morning to further elaborate a response 

to this paper.

It became clear that the proposed 
stages of education practice and content 
outlined in these framing papers was 
of considerable concern. These stages 
did not appear to allow for the stages of 
soul development that are core consid-
erations in the Waldorf Curriculum. This 
was commented upon, in some detail, 
in our responses. Little content as such 
had been put forward in these papers so 
there was not much to off er here except 
that too much too early was an appar-
ent danger, along with a presumptive 
role for the technological and too early 
insistence on the abstract rather than 

the imaginative.

This disjunct between the Waldorf 

picture of the human being, in particular 

the child and that which seemed to per-

vade these papers was more than appar-

ent. The human as merely an economic 

unit cropped up all too often! Waldorf 

work throughout Australia would be 

severely compromised if there is little or 

no room for the freedom of choice sup-

posedly existing in this country.

What also became clear was the remark-
able unanimity (mostly!) of pictures 
living in the teachers present. As practic-

ing professionals the experience of all, 
as well as the insights gleaned from the 
Spiritual Scientifi c direction, contributed 
to a consistent expression of views en-
abling worthwhile work on these papers. 
It is also became clear how important 
working with Anthroposophia was, if our 
work was to maintain any integrity and 

truth. 
The weekend’s work from Mt Barker was 
then sent to Rosemary Gentle, Executive 
Offi  cer of the RSSA, who off ered help-
ful advice on the work done. She also 
contributed out of her own experience 
to the submission on history. Other work 
on the English paper done by a group 
in Coff s Harbour was also woven into 
the Mt Barker work. After a collaborative 
editing process with the RSSA executive, 
the four framing paper submissions and 
an overarching paper (70-80 pages in 
all), were sent to the National Curriculum 
Board, on behalf of the RSSA, before the 
February 28th deadline.
 
We await with interest the response.
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ally failing to off er its students relevant 
material.
It is easy to go rather too far with this 
thesis and advocate that students 
become like Byron’s Don Juan. He learnt 
the arts of riding, fencing, gunnery. And 
how to scale a fortress – or a nunnery2.

Schools should do more than train for 

a vocation of scaling nunnery walls. 

Schools must train the heart and mind, 

and do so through a variety of academic 

disciplines. However, schools must 

ensure they remain relevant to their 

students’ future life, and there is rather 

too much evidence that they are failing 

in this regard.

I suggest schools should consider teach-

ing the following skills:

1. The ability to live in community

Rather too often the contemporary child 

is the isolated doughy blob entertained 

by a range of expensive electronic 

equipment which limits their interaction 

to “erelationships” and these relation-

ships are often transient, disposable and 

lacking in authenticity. The exercise of 

social skills can also be under-exercised 

in some families. This can lead to a child 

becoming self-centred and unable 

to take within the orbit of their think-

ing, the needs of others. In short, they 

become a social liability in a group larger 

than one! What some children need is 

a compulsory experience of living in 

community, not just for six hours a day 

within the choreographed setting of a 

school, but for 24 hours a day within the 

chaos of a bickering and restless com-

munity. They need to learn to live with

people who are diff erent so that they 

can operate in a world where annoying 

people stubbornly remain and there is 

no “delete” button to remove them.

2. The ability to communicate well

A renewed urgency in helping students, 

particularly boys, to communicate better 

is important. The Neanderthal grunt 

might work well on the football ground 

but not necessarily in the workplace or 

the home. In addition to articulacy, there 

is the need to be able to communicate 

well in writing. In fairness to schools, this 

challenge is being met reasonably faith-

fully. However, schools must also recog-

nise that content governs only about 7% 

of the impact of speech. The remaining 

93% of the impact of a speech is con-

trolled by the appearance of the speaker 

(57%) and the sound of the speaker 

(36%) 3. The science of voice projection, 

articulation, accent, modulation, pitch 

and pace needs to be taught, together 

with the most appropriate posture, 

grooming and appearance for someone 

giving a speech. All students need to be 

taught to read body language, to sense 

mood, to interpret the unspoken feel-

ings of another. They need to improve 

their ability to send and receive

unspoken messages, other than the 

raised middle fi nger.

3. The ability to know yourself and 

what you believe

Know yourself - An essential require-

ment for all students is that they 

eventually take “ownership” of what 

they believe in. They may mimic a politi-

cal opinion from friends, a faith from 

parents and a cause from a teacher, but 

somewhere the student needs to stop 

the copying and fi nd his or her own 

voice.

Martin Luther once stood before his 

critics and said: “Here I stand, I can do 

no other.” Too many young people do 

not know where they stand or what they 

believe. An alarming number appear 

happy to progress through life without 

a cause, without a creed and without 

a conviction. Even worse, some do not 

even know themselves. They have no 

understanding of their unique gifts or 

Both my parents died a few years ago. 

Apart from the grief, I found I had to 

cope with the ignorance. What sort of 

funeral service? What is probate? Whom 

do I have to notify? What are the duties 

of an executor? My experience is hardly 

unique. We all have to deal with death, 

even if it is just our own.

Then there are taxes - a topic I have 

expanded to include fi nancial literacy. I 

look at the young today and see far too 

many victims in the use of credit cards, 

in understanding the relative benefi ts 

of lending schemes, in deciding which 

telephone plan to use, and in being able 

to save.
Too many schools have lost sight of 
those things that will be used by our 
students when they become adults. The 
relevance of contemporary school edu-
cation is compromised by many things, 
not least by exam systems designed not 
so much to prepare students for life, as 
to help them get into tertiary education 
or improve the resume.
What are the things students will use 
when they are grown up? Any serious 
answer is unlikely to omit things such as 
the ability to:
* live in community and forge good 
relationships;
* communicate well;
* know yourself and what you believe;
* handle intimacy and sex;
* control emotions and impulses;
* manage fi nancial matters;
* do practical things, to clean, cook, 
make and mend;
* be good mannered and know eti-
quette;
* accept responsibility;
* be resilient and deal with grief and loss.
Doubtless more topics should be added, 
but a list even of this length begins to 
illustrate a chasm between what a stu-
dent will use when an adult, and what 
a student is usually taught at school. 
There are glorious exceptions, of course, 
and most schools would be doing some 
things in some of the above areas, but 
I believe Western education is gener-
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antiseptic kind of way. Some of the luck-
ier ones may get to roll a condom onto 
a banana and giggle their way through 
a lecture on dating. The mind is fed but 
not the heart. The questions a student 
wants to ask, they are not allowed to ask,
for it is not in the syllabus. So answers 
must be looked for on the net, in maga-
zines and on the back of toilet doors…
for they are certainly not found in text 
books. We must do a better job at teach-
ing our children about sex and intimacy. 
They have little need to hear more about 
the biology of sex, for this is generally 
done well in schools. Neither do they 
need to hear about the morality of sex 
from adults with dehydrated loins who 
have absolutely no connection with the 
virility of a teenager. They want to know 
what they can, where they can, why they 
can, when they can, how they can, if 
they can. They no longer need to know 
how they measure up inside an
environment of unconditional love, they 
need to know how they measure up 
outside, in the swamp of life where love, 
like and lust churn dangerously.
It is not just smut and titillation that a 
student wants, for they can get these 
sorts of thing quite easily these days.  
What they want is something more elu-
sive, something which is rare, and that is 
wholesome advice on how to be a man, 
how to be a woman.
5. The ability to control emotion and 
impulses
Prisons are typically full of men, and in 
particular, men who would not be in 

there if they had mastered the art of 

counting to ten before acting. Acting 

impulsively usually means that only 

the reptilian part of the brain is being 

exercised. Other parts of the brain need 

to be activated if a student, particularly 

boys, wish to avoid making poor deci-

sions and enlarging our prison popula-

tions. The “fi ght or fl ight” behaviours 

exercised by boys are genetically useful 

when hunting mammoths or defend-

ing a cave from intruders. It is slightly 

less useful in contemporary suburbia or 

in seeking acceptance as a mature and 

measured member of modern society.
6. The ability to manage fi nancial 
matters
The level of ignorance in students 
about fi nancial matters can be frighten-
ing. This is revealed in the number of 
young adults and students who get into 
fi nancial trouble through an inability to 
budget, a failure to understand the traps 
associated with credit cards and inca-
pacity to retire debt. Persistently living 
beyond their means, relying too much 
on parental help and making unwise 
choices on hire-purchase, telephone 
plans and leasing arrangements are just 
some of the problems resulting from 
students not being taught about fi nan-
cial matters. In a society increasingly 
riven with debt, wealth generation and 
wealth management need to be taught. 
The rudiments of saving, and the traps 
to avoid when borrowing or getting in-
volved in get-rich-quick schemes, need 
to be shared with our students if we 
expect them to manage fi nancial aff airs 
appropriately.
7. The ability to do practical things
Discussions about the absence of 
life-skills in the young are often laced 
with horrifi ed tales of fungal growth in 
bathrooms, kitchen benches piled high 
with unwashed dishes, ovens blackened 

by neglect and bedroom carpets disap-

pearing under a rising tide of discarded 

clothes. Some students have never been 

taught to cook. If they have, they have 

probably not been taught to clean up 

afterwards. A range of home mainte-

nance skills is frequently missing in our 

students, including how to maintain a 

lawn mower, change a tap washer, turn 

off  the water if there is a leak, recycle 

waste, conserve water and reduce the 

power bill.
8. The ability to be good mannered 
and to know etiquette
It is probably all right for a child to eat 
like a pig, but they must know they are 
eating like a pig and be able to stop 
when the situation demands it. Failing to 

abilities.

4. The ability to handle intimacy

The western world generally does a 

poor job in preparing its students to be 

intimate. There are always exceptions, 

but in general, a student is required to 

navigate their way through the sexual 

swamp with minimal direction. Such 

signposts that are aff orded him can be 

vague and contradictory. The parents 

say this, and the school says that, but the

porn site says something completely 

diff erent. Where adult direction falters, 

peer direction takes over. The “leader of 

the sack” can, in strident and boastful 

voice, suggest the way forward to the 

forbidden fruit and encourage all to eat 

thereof. The proper people to educate 

students about sex are parents. Some 

parents (who are the proper source of 

most of this training) are wonderful at 

giving their children guidelines on sex, 

whereas other parents are delinquent 

at giving their children guidelines on 

sex. The latter can be because of the sin 

of omission. The lexicon of excuses is 

extensive. “It’s not my job…the school 

will deal with it”, “I’m too busy”,

“It’s the sort of thing you have to learn 

yourself”, “they probably know more 

about it than I do”, “I’m not quite sure 

what to tell them”…there are plenty 

of excuses to choose from. For other 

parents, it is the sin of commission. They 

teach their children an attitude towards 

sex which is unworthy of them. They 

model abusive and angry relationships, 

unfaithful relationships, degrading 

relationships, the child watches it all, 

memorises it all and repeats it all.
Schools can also fail their students. 
Classes will do pencilled drawings of re-
productive organs, and become experts 
on how “tadpoles” swim up-stream and 
how babies grow in the womb. They will 
be introduced to the horrors of sexually 
transmitted diseases in that theoretical, 
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learn many other social behaviours can 
result in students being disadvantaged. 
The simple act of sending a thank-you 
message for a present, shaking hands 
appropriately, knowing what cutlery 
to use, addressing a letter correctly, 
understanding what “formal” means 
and knowing the art of good conversa-
tion are just some of the skills at risk of 
extinction in the lives of too many of our 

young.
9. The ability to accept responsibility
Many students live voyeuristic lives. They 
like to watch. Watching is safe. You bear 
no responsibility, accept no accountabil-
ity. “Spectatoritis” is rife. Many of today’s 
teenagers are screenagers. They look, 
comment and criticise from the comfort 
of the couch. The child then becomes an 
adult who fi nds it diffi  cult to do much 
other than to watch and excuse them-
selves from accepting responsibility. 
Students need to be taught how to take 
ownership of their own behaviour, how 
to be leaders, how to make appropriate 
decisions, and how to serve others well.
10. The ability to be resilient and to 
deal with grief and loss
Life cannot be expected to provide 
a constant stream of undiluted fun, 
praise and success. If students crumple 
because they do not get an hourly fi x 
of praise, they may not last long. Self-
esteem needs to be built up, but never 
to a stage that ordinary performance is 
exalted as extraordinary. “Warm fuzzies” 
are good, but so too are words of cor-
rection if they are shared with wisdom 
and understanding. Students should 
not depend on a constant diet of praise. 
Disappointment happens, so do discour-
agement and distress, and thus some 

inner courage is required.

It might be as well to remind some that 

if the world didn’t “suck”, they would fall 

off  and that some resilience is needed. 

The gods play with us all and cause us 

to laugh and cry. Emotional and physi-

cal courage is required. As it is said, we 

are all born naked, wet and hungry, 

and things then get worse. Fortunately, 

things also get better.

OTHER AREAS

There are inevitably things that have 
been omitted. For example, instruction 
in morality might need to be added to 
the list for within the dark corners of a 
school, a moral blindness can hinder the 
recognition of that which is right.
Another practical topic - being able to 
drive and maintain a car. 
Thomas More in his book Care of the Soul 
suggests that a great malady in the 21st. 
Century is our neglect of the soul. This is 
revealed in shallowness, loss of meaning 
and a failure to recognise the sacred-
ness of ordinary things. A student’s 
soul needs to be kept healthy by a diet 
of noble action, moving and aesthetic 
experiences, love, wisdom and the op-

portunity to engage in refl ection.

CONSTRAINTS AND OPPORTUNITIES
There are many topics that can be in-
cluded in a course of instruction for stu-
dents that will help them in their journey 
to adulthood. However, preliminary 
planning at The King’s School has been 
signifi cantly frustrated by the strictures 
of the New South Wales Government 
as to what should be taught in schools. 
There are not only mandated subjects,
there are specifi ed topics within that 
subject, there are rules about assess-
ment and even stipulations as to how 
many hours should be taught on some 

topics.

Although the obstacles of a heavily pre-

scriptive and over-crowded syllabus are 

real, it is hoped that a curriculum for Year 

10 may still possible with the above. The 

introduction of such a program requires 

making space in the school day through:

• Compression

• Combination
• Coordination
Compression is an enrichment of the 
curriculum which allows for a course 
to be taught in a shorter time than had 
originally been designated. 
Combination is when a topic is pre-

scribed in one subject area, but is also 
found in another subject area. This al-
lows topics to be combined and taught 
in a manner which satisfi es both
subjects. An example of combination is 
the theme of the First World War being 
prominent in a history syllabus, and the 
war poems of Wilfred Owen being in the 
English syllabus.
Coordination is creating the logistics 
to support a new program .We think it 
is possible to win two periods in a six 
period day to teach a program which 
would feature:
• servicing a car ,cooking and fi rst aid.
• visits to funerals, courts and banks.
• joint parent-child homework tasks.
• Guest speakers.
• Refl ective tasks.

• Compulsory social service. 

CONCLUSION
The role of schools is infi nitely more ex-
citing than to prepare a student for their 
fi nal leaving exam. The role of schools is 
to prepare students, not just for college 
or a career, but for life. In this, many 
contemporary schools are at risk of ab-
rogating their responsibility. This is due, 
in part, to the hegemony of that fi nal 
exam and the role exam results play in 
measuring the worth of a school. All too 
often those things that are more diffi  cult 
to quantify and measure, like character 
and values, can become neglected in 

schools.

It should be within the scope of a school 

to design a program, in partnership 

with the home, that instructs a child in 

learning those things they will need as 

an adult.
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