INSIGHTS 2018
BRISBANE GIRLS GRAMMAR SCHOOL

This publication comprises articles written by senior staff for the School’s weekly, BGGS News. As a collection, they
provide the opportunity to reflect on the educational landscape of 2018 and the values, philosophy and direction of
Brisbane Girls Grammar School.

Insights 2018 also provides a platform for the voices of our students to be heard through their Perspectives articles.
The images in this edition of Insights are works produced by creative and talented Visual Arts students during 2018.
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The one day of the year
M S J U L I E H E N N E S S E Y, H E A D O F H I S T O R Y, B R I S B A N E G I R L S G R A M M A R S C H O O L
| WEDNESDAY 24 JANUARY 2018

The following is a transcript of the address delivered by Head of History,
Ms Julie Hennessey at the Australia Day Assembly on Wednesday 24 January 2018.

G

ood morning Principal, Ms Euler, Dr Fiona Harden,
colleagues and girls.

I would like to begin by acknowledging the Turrbal
People, the Traditional Owners of the land on which we
gather today. I would also like to pay my respects to Elders
past, present and emerging.
Australia Day, Foundation Day, Day of Mourning, Invasion
Day, Survival Day. These different names attributed to our
national holiday on 26 January are a reminder that this day
has a long history of celebration as well as contestation.
Australia Day, which commemorates the arrival of the First
Fleet and the raising of the British flag at Sydney Cove in
1788, has its own history and the significance attached to it
has changed over time.
The idea of an Australia Day was initially adopted by all states
and territories 83 years ago in 1935, but it was only 24 years
ago, in 1994, that all states and territories agreed to hold the
Australia Day public holiday on 26 January instead of the
nearest Monday.
For as long as it has existed, Australia Day has been the focus
of protest. The first national protest was in 1938, the 150th
anniversary of the arrival of the First Fleet. On that day,
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100 Aboriginal people gathered in Australian Hall in Sydney
and called for a ‘Day of Mourning and Protest’. At the 200th
anniversary in 1988, tens of thousands of people, both
Indigenous and non-Indigenous, protested and the name
‘Invasion Day’ gained prominence.
Thereafter, each year, Australia Day raises questions and issues
that go to the heart of our national identity, history and values.
The timing of Australia Day—an issue that has been quietly
simmering for decades—has recently taken centre-stage in
the current debate.
While the campaign-cum-movement to ‘Change the Date’
has quickly gained momentum, particularly in the past
12 months, it has faced opposition.
Local government led the charge to change the date in 2017.
The City of Fremantle in Western Australia sought to celebrate
Australia Day last year on an alternative date (28 January),
but ultimately did not proceed due to a backlash from local
businesses and the federal government.
Then in August, city councils in Melbourne (Yarra and Darebin)
announced that they would stop referring to 26 January as
Australia Day, and would cease holding citizenship ceremonies
on that day. In response, the federal government took away
the right of these councils to hold citizenship ceremonies.
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In November, Triple J confirmed that it was moving the
broadcast of Hottest 100 countdown (billed as the ‘biggest
music celebration of the year’) from Australia Day to
27 January, acknowledging ‘increasing debate’ about
26 January and its meaning for Indigenous Australians.
There were calls from some listeners to boycott the station
and the Government asked the ABC’s Board to reconsider
the decision.
In terms of federal politics, the Greens, just a week ago
(15 January 2018), launched a campaign to have the date of
Australia Day changed—a campaign that is not supported by
either the federal Liberal-National government or the Labor
opposition.
As far as Indigenous Australians are concerned, the three
leading Indigenous organisations—Reconciliation Australia,
the National Congress of Australia’s First Peoples (the peak
body representing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people) and the Healing Foundation (the peak body
representing survivors of the stolen generations)—are all
pushing for a date change. However, a few prominent
individual Aboriginal Australians, such as Mr Warren
Mundine and Ms Jacinta Price, have spoken out against
focusing on this issue. A key argument advanced is that it
obscures the real problems facing some Aboriginal people—
poor health, community dysfunction, unemployment, child
neglect and poor school attendance.
While debate about changing the date of Australia Day has
moved from the margins into the mainstream, it remains
divisive and, at times, very heated.
Interestingly, a recent poll published on 17 January 2018 by
the Australian Institute, a Canberra-based think-tank,
suggests that Australians are ‘laid back about Australia Day’.
The poll asked a nationally representative sample of
approcimately 1 400 Australians about their knowledge of,
and attitudes to, Australia Day. It found that while the vast
majority of Australians (84 per cent) believe Australia Day is
important, 56 per cent do not mind when Australia Day is
held. The polling also showed that most Australians do not
know what historical event Australia Day commemorates and
most people are not aware that Australia Day was not always
celebrated on 26 January (The Australian Institute, 2018).
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This Australia Day then, provides an opportunity for us to
learn about and reflect upon our history, as well as become
informed participants in, or observers of, this important
national conversation about the date.
There is no denying the historical significance of 26 January.
It is a watershed moment—a turning point in Australian
history—and should be understood and remembered. But
the crucial question currently being debated is whether 26
January is the right date to celebrate Australia and all we
love about this nation: the land and our lifestyle; our
freedoms, democracy, sense of a fair go, and ‘mateship’; and
our diversity, prosperity and peace?
So, what about the date? The arrival of the First Fleet at
Sydney Cove on 26 January 1788 was part of an
extraordinary venture to establish a British penal settlement
in Australia. Tim Flannery (1996) comments that it must
have seemed every bit as extraordinary as sending a man to
the moon. At the time, it was the single biggest overseas
migration the world had ever seen (Hill, 2008). About 1500
people (approximately 780 of them convicts) sailed in 11
ships—the largest was less than 40 metres long—on a voyage
that would take eight months. They also carried two years’
supply of food and the equipment needed to build a new
settlement once they reached their destination. Australia at
the time was the last of the habitable continents to be
colonised by Europeans. It lay half way around the world
from Britain—almost 21 000 kilometres. Its flora, fauna,
geography and indigenous people were almost entirely
unknown.
The voyage was remarkably successful. The fleet arrived first
at Botany Bay and later Sydney Cove without the loss of a
single ship, and there were fewer deaths than on most of the
following transports that would bring convicts to Australia
over the next 50 years. Additionally, 14 pregnant woman gave
birth during the voyage.
Imagine what it must have looked like to the local Aboriginal
people when the tall ships comprising the First Fleet sailed
into the harbour known as Warrang (now called Sydney
Harbour). Aboriginal academic, Professor Marcia Langton
(2008), comments that the response must have been ‘an
overwhelming feeling of suspense as they watched this

strange apparition on the water’—first one, then another and
another, until all 11 ships had found anchor. These ships
were larger than anything Aboriginal people had ever seen
and yet they drifted across water. Were these ghosts coming
in giant canoes with wings?
Governor Phillip had received strict orders from King
George III about how he and his compatriots were to treat
the Aboriginal people upon settlement: ‘You are to endeavour
by every possible means to open an intercourse with the
natives, and to conciliate their affections, enjoining all our
subjects to live in amity and kindness with them’. In short,
Phillip was required to develop friendly relations with the
Indigenous population. These instructions existed alongside
orders to establish a viable settlement, an endeavour which
could only be achieved by invading and occupying Aboriginal
land. Words and deeds were not in alignment.
Most of human history in Australia is Aboriginal history,
which we now know extends to at least 65 000 years, or about
2 600 generations. In contrast, non-Aboriginal Australians
have resided in Australia for 230 years, or about nine
generations. The Sydney Morning Herald (20 July 2017)
quantified Aboriginal presence in Australia in these terms:
‘If Aboriginal culture were 24 hours old, white people have
been in Australia five minutes’.
In these ‘five minutes’ Indigenous Australians lost most of
their land, languages and culture. They were dispossessed,
dislocated and mistreated. The 26 January date is an ongoing

reminder of this loss and pain for Indigenous Australians.
For them it is a day of mourning but also a day of protest
and defiance—a survival day.
We cannot change history, and we should not feel the
burden of guilt about our history. But we can shape the
future by being active participants or informed observers
in national debates such as this.
Former Liberal minister, Mr Ian MacFarlane, who describes
himself as a ‘conservative, Anglo-Celtic Australian’ stated in
his Australia Day address last year that: ‘It’s not about
pleasing people, it is about uniting people. It’s about
healing a wound, drawing a line, [and] getting on with the
really important issues facing our indigenous communities’
(MacFarlane, 2017).
If the date of Australia Day were to change, there is no
clear answer as to what that date should be—that’s another
conversation.
The point of Australia Day is to celebrate as a nation, and
there is much to celebrate. Our robust democracy enables
divergent views to be voiced and provides us with the
means to peacefully resolve differences of opinion.
The current debate is not about the day, it is about the
date. It is about reflecting upon the meaning and
significance of this date, and whether it is the best date
to celebrate what we value as a nation and how we see
ourselves as a nation.

REFERENCES
The Australia Institute. (2018, January 17). Australians laid back about Australia Day–poll. Retrieved from http://www.tai.org.au/content/australians-laid-back-about-australia-day-poll
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Seven simple secrets
for success
M R S E M M A L O W R Y, A S S O C I A T E D E A N ( S T U D E N T S ) | F R I D A Y 2 M A R C H 2 0 1 8

‘The year is what you make it—it’s what you put into it. You, as an individual
can make this year your year, and we want to see your uniqueness shine.’
—Harper McIlroy and Annabel Ryan, Head Girls 2018

A

line in the School Song exhorts the girls to ‘draw
strength from our diversity’, and indicates the culture
of Brisbane Girls Grammar School celebrates each
individual’s contributions and dares each girl to let their
unique dreams ‘take wing and soar’. Every girl weaves her
own thread of the Girls Grammar tapestry—each in her own
way contributing to the life of the School—but at the same
time paving her own, bespoke way forward. It was with this
in mind that our Head Girls for 2018, Harper McIlroy (12W)
and Annabel Ryan (12E), addressed the School at the first
assembly of the academic year and encouraged girls to
harness their individuality to make this year truly unique and
rewarding.
The following is a compilation of simple secrets for success
to consider as each girl sews her own Girls Grammar thread,
and makes this year, one to remember.

1. BE OPEN-MINDED TOWARD FRIENDLINESS
Persisting through awkwardness will allow new connections
to grow. Friendships during adolescence have the capacity to

provide a sense of belonging and security, bring joy, promote
self-esteem, cultivate interpersonal skills, and build a sense
of individual and group identity (Preuschoff, 2006). However,
making friends takes time and effort. As girls settle into their
new house group, or into new core and elective classes, it is
normal that they may feel awkward. Friendships are fluid,
and with an open mind toward friendliness, girls can create
many positive relationships which will reduce stress levels
and foster different levels of connection with the School
(Fuller, 2016).

2. PRACTISE DOING YOUR BEST
Strive toward personal bests—in the classroom, in cocurricular participation and in social interactions—by
becoming the best ‘you’. This year’s School motto is based
on girls embracing their own uniqueness and celebrating
their own individuality. Child Psychologist, Mr Andrew
Fuller (2016), suggests that each year, students aim to develop
one positive aspect of themselves by simply appreciating that
quality, and practising doing it well in order to become ‘the
best you’ possible.
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3. BE FIT FOR PURPOSE—BE PREPARED FOR LEARNING

5. CREATE BRAIN DOWNTIME

Begin with the end in mind by utilising the School diary and
academic care conversations with house group teachers to
write down intentional goals for each semester. Written
articulation of goals brings priorities to the foreground and
enables students to remember what they are striving to
achieve as well as serving as a reminder to do their best.

‘On’ is impossible without ‘off’. Brains require downtime to
turn off in order to download all of the information they
have taken in during the day, to ‘chunk’ information and to
form long-term memories. If we fill all of our downtime with
digital distractions (social media, playing games or even
reading e-books) the brain has no time left for processing
and consolidating.

Mr Capelli (2018), a wonderful guest speaker who presents
to Year 7 talks of ‘改善kaizen’, which translates to ‘little bit,
little bit improving every day’. Personal bests and goal
achievement can be reached if students manage their time
and make some progress each day.
Highly effective teens practise discipline and patience, and
surround themselves with people who encourage and bring
out the best in one each other. Proactive behaviour and
initiative in seeking help before problems arise will develop
independent learning and increase the likelihood of goal
attainment, which in turn can impact on positivity and
happiness (Covey, 2005).

4. TURN ATTENTION TO INTENTION
Focus on tuning in rather than zoning out. Avoiding
distraction is a choice—and it is one that takes intentionality
and practice to master. Without a clear intention, it is very
easy for attention to become diverted.
Concentration is hard to achieve, and easy to lose. Balancing
productivity in the digital era is a challenge for students and
adults alike. An interruption as short as 2.8 seconds (the
length of time it takes to read a short text message) can
double error rates on simple sequencing tasks, and a 4.4
second interruption (such as sending a text) can triple error
rates, which is of significant concern when the average
mobile phone user checks their phone more than 150 times
per day (Blankson, 2017).
I always recommend that students find proactive ways to
reduce distractions, especially while studying. Resisting alert
notifications takes enormous self-regulation, therefore a
better approach is to put mobile phones out of reach and
turn off alerts on all computer applications. Establishing
solid boundaries with technological distractions will
positively influence levels of attention, productivity and
psychological wellbeing (Blankson, 2017).
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Device-free brain breaks allow time for brain downtime
which is particularly important before bed. It is
recommended to abstain from using digital material one
hour before bed, as the blue LED light from electronic
devices inhibits the production of melatonin—which is
required to fall asleep—and prevents the brain from
entering into a restful state (Blankson, 2017).

6. ENJOY UNSTRUCTURED, FREE PLAY
Be active; break into a sweat. While co-curricular activities
are an essential part of a Grammar girl’s day, there is value
in creating a space for free play in the three-dimensional
world, and spending time away from academic pursuits.
Active play is essential for healthy neurological development,
mental health and wellbeing, physical fitness, social
development and academic performance (Lowry, 2015).

7. CARPE DIEM
Be grateful for the moment and decide to be happy now.
Many people wait to be happy, or lose the moment by
thinking about the future. Take stock of what is in your life
at the moment and be appreciative for what there is, and
who there is, right now. Verbalise your appreciation to those
who love you, and demonstrate gratefulness through your
language and behaviour. Be kind, be a good friend. Laugh
and have fun.
While these secrets for success may appear self-evident, it can
be easy to lose sight of them in the busy-ness of a school year.
For each and every girl, these simple pointers will resonate to
differing degrees, and be interpreted and enacted differently.
For each individual girl to add her special threads to the Girls
Grammar tapestry, the School’s Nil Sine Labore motto needs to
be understood not only in academic terms, but in the context
of working sensibly and strategically to be her best self.

JASMINE CALLAGHAN / 7O
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Why go to the theatre when
you can watch Netflix?
MR BRAD JENNINGS, HEAD OF CO-CURRICULAR DRAMA
| FRIDAY 9 FEBRUARY 2018

I

can distinctly remember seeing my first play—not a
musical or an amateur production, but real theatre.
I travelled on a bus with several classmates from the
country town of Maryborough to La Boite’s old
Roundhouse Theatre in Hale Street. In the cramped vinyl
seats of the darkened auditorium, I witnessed a hilarious
and moving story about a young director, fresh out of
university who staged a production of the famous opera,
Così Fan Tutte, with patients in a mental asylum. As a naïve
country boy, I found the experience intimate, visceral and
extremely memorable. This experience remains, for me, what
good theatre should be.
In his iconic book, The Empty Space, Mr Peter Brook claims,
‘I can take any empty space and call it a bare stage. A man
walks across this empty space, whilst someone else is
watching him, and this is all that is needed for an act of
theatre to be engaged’ (Brook, 1968). While fundamentally,
I agree with this statement, I would argue that theatremakers need to do much more to engage a present-day
audience.
When entertainment is literally at our fingertips, theatre
can be a tough sell. I can flick through ‘Suggestions for you’
on Netflix and find a dozen films and television programs
that have been specifically matched to me, based on my
previous viewing. Netflix already knows what I like, and
without having to leave the couch, I can consume as much
as I want for less than $15 dollars a month—tough

competition when you are looking at an average ticket price
of $83 for live performance in Australia. What’s more, if I
get bored during a ‘slow’ scene, I can scroll mindlessly
through my social media feed and watch videos of cats
being cute.
Why should people pay good money to experience stories
told by real people in just one take? Because a theatrical
experience is a once-only, unrepeatable, shared event.
The presence of a live audience is essential, as Brook
suggests. Theatre has always been communal. From the
Greek amphitheatres to the stalls of the Globe, theatre has
been for the common (wo)man. Audiences were
encouraged to revel in the action—to cheer, to ‘boo’, to
participate in the storytelling. I distinctly remember one
of my university lecturers regaling us with a story of the
original Globe Theatre being burned to the ground after
a stage cannon, shot during a performance of Henry VIII,
accidentally ignited the thatch roof of the theatre. What
fascinated me was that beneath the charred ruins,
archaeologists found a veritable midden of pistachio shells
among the original foundations. It seems these were a
favourite of Shakespearean audiences. I could not help but
imagine the sound of those shells cracking while Hamlet
soliloquises, verging on madness as the ghost of his dead
father visits him in the still of night … and to think I find it
irritating when someone’s phone vibrates during a show!
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Theatre demands engagement; it requires us to be active,
not passive. In Mr Ayad Akhtar’s article in The New York Times,
‘An Antidote to Digital Dehumanisation? Live Theatre’, he
contemplates, ‘a living being before a living audience.
Relationship unmediated by the contemporary disembodying
screen. Not the appearance of a person but the reality of one’
(Akhtar, 2017). Theatre exists in a fleetingly finite time and
place. No two performances are the same and audiences
respond differently each time; their energy feeds the actors,
unknowingly influencing the dynamic of the performance.
Furthermore, the intimacy of theatre, whereby the audience’s
senses are engaged in decoding and responding to the story
and characters, results in an experience that is immediate,
unforgettable and often cathartic.
We are so fortunate at Girls Grammar to have a Co-curricular
Drama program that offers our talented students the
opportunity not only to engage with professional artists, but
also to give a season of performances—to feel the thrill of
opening night and to battle against the dreaded second night
blues with energy and tenacity. In the past few years, our
audiences have witnessed young women transform into
persecuted Iranian men, callous soldiers, disenfranchised
children, French heroines and desperate mothers. Those
lucky enough to experience these productions have been
transported into other worlds. They have witnessed theatrical

magic and their imaginations have been captured and
stretched in ways that no episode of Riverdale ever could
enable.
When selecting plays for our 2018 season, I wanted the
audience to be challenged and engaged. The Senior Drama
Production, Rhinoceros by Eugene Ionesco, is an absurdist
play which—despite having been written 60 years ago—
resonates strongly with contemporary audiences. The illogical
nature of the plot, along with the repetitive use of dialogue,
challenges the audience to actively consider the central ideas
of conformity, culture and morality. This could not be more
pertinent than when we consider how mob mentality is so
dominant in our world today, defining and shaping a culture
of people struggling to think for themselves. As the central
character, Berenger, attempts to make sense of his mundane
existence, and asks ‘what is life without purpose?’, the
audience must listen closely in order to find meaning in the
nonsense. As Ionesco writes, ‘it is not the answer that
enlightens us, but the question’ (as quoted in Wells, 1997).
So as you reach for the remote tonight, determined to finish
the last couple of episodes of that season that’s been
consuming your spare time, take a moment to check the
program of our state theatre company, or perhaps visit the
opera or ballet. Challenge yourself, at least once this year,
to see live theatre. You will not regret it.

REFERENCES
Brook. P (1996) The Empty Space. Penguin Books, p. 11.
Ionesco. E (1970) Découvertes (1970), as quoted in Wells, S. (1997) Choosing the Future: The Power of Strategic Thinking, p. 15.
Akhtar. A (2017) An Antidote to Digital Dehumanisation. New York Times
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English and anaesthesia
MR STEPHEN WOODS, DIRECTOR OF ENGLISH | FRIDAY 23 FEBRUARY 2018

T

eachers necessarily have powers of hearing that
regular civilians do not. Over the course of my
three decades in the classroom, I have developed
preternatural auditory acuity. This has obvious advantages
for someone in my line of work, but sometimes brings
unexpected insights. The occasion I am about to relate
belongs in the latter category.
On my way to class after lunch one day last year, I overheard
some Year 12 girls sharing a misapprehension about the
School Song—the one they had been singing on a fortnightly
basis at Assemblies for the previous five years. They were
discussing a lyric, the meaning of which had eluded them
for the entirety of that period: ‘fledging’. For a few seconds
I shared their confusion, until I realised that they had been
mis-hearing the line, ‘our fledgling talents we shall see
(breathe, it is a challenging line) mature, take flight, and live’.
In the interest of fairness, I will confess here that my vaunted
hearing powers only work at school. Until embarrassingly
recently, I had blithely held that the Bee Gees’ 1977 song,
How Deep is Your Love, contained the line ‘you come to me
on a submarine’. Imagine my embarrassment when last
year—a mere 40 years on—I heard the line correctly for the
first time as ‘you come to me on a summer breeze’.
In classroom English, words that evoke a response—a
thought, an emotion, or a visceral reaction—in their readers,
listeners, and viewers are called aesthetic features. I point this
out because ‘aesthetic’ is one of those words that wanders
about, meaning ‘beauty’ to some and ‘look or style’ to others.
In the English classes our girls inhabit, the word relates to
the responses we might have to certain aspects of a film,
advertisement or haiku. If the words in these texts elicit no
response, they have no aesthetic effect. They are anaesthetic.
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The Senior girls and I, then, had experienced separate
instances of literary anaesthesia.
Once the anaesthesia wears off, however, all sorts of new
understandings flood in. The ‘fledging’ Seniors I overheard
were at that very moment headed to a lesson with me. As
everything is a teachable moment, and I am easily distracted,
a goodly portion of the class was given over to an exploration
of the literal and figurative import of ‘fledgling’ as it relates to
adolescent talents. The next week, when we all sang the song
on Assembly, I looked across at the Year 12s to find several
of them beaming broadly as they sang the line, aware for the
very first time, of its metaphorical aptness. They saw school as
a protective nest, their teachers as patient flight instructors,
and themselves about to fly off into the azure. Likewise, once
I swapped my submarine for a cooling zephyr, I found
new—and far more plausible—meaning in the Bee Gees’
classic.
We spend a lot of time in English exploring others’, and
using our own, aesthetic features. Our syllabuses instruct us
to do so, and it is what English teachers do anyway. When we
look at an advertisement, a poem, a speech, or a passage from
a novel, we sift through the regular words and grammar to
find and interrogate those charged with aesthetic duties. I am
an old hand at this caper now, but I can still remember the
seemingly impenetrable anaesthetics of my own fledgling
literary analyses. I just could not work out how my own
teachers (and the helpfully omniscient authors of Coles and
Brodies Notes) could look at a poem or a passage in a novel
and discern the meanings they did.
And herein lies an important truth of aesthetics that
disheartened girls can sometimes miss: it is a skill to be
practised and developed through repetition.

Nobody ‘gets’ a text the first time they read it, or even the
second. Our first readings are all about making sense of what
happens to whom; aesthetic responses come later. A mind
that is occupied trying to fathom the labyrinthine plotlines
of Hamlet is just too busy to notice all that imagery. Aesthetic
responses are not borne of any special aptitude or sensibility,
but out of repeated exposure. Imagine then my chagrin
when—on the morning of many an English test—my
accursed ‘superhearing’ detects a girl proudly telling her
friend that she has finished reading her novel, just in time.
I know that essay is going to be an anaesthetising experience
for us all.
My own relationship with The Great Gatsby might serve to
illustrate this point. I first read it in Year 10 (yes, we country
kids are precocious) among the ivory towers, bicycling dons,
and cloistered quadrangles of Dalby State High School.
Since then I have re-read it many times, but only last year did
it occur to me that Daisy—with her alluring, golden voice—
could be read as a Siren, and that Gatsby—literature’s
best-loved criminal stalker—was a modern Tantalus, forever
doomed to see his dreams recede as he reached out to grasp
them. Once I saw it, it was bleedingly obvious; the hints and
evidence were everywhere, like when you buy a white car and
suddenly notice that everyone else has one too.
There are a couple of obstacles I see to aesthetic reading.
A big one is the idea that we can only get out what an author
has put in. If I had a dollar for each time I have heard ‘Do
you think that’s really what [insert deceased literary figure
here] meant?’ I would require the services of a Panamanian

accountancy firm. Aesthetics is not an exercise in
clairvoyance, hence the stark absence of ouija boards from
the W Block classrooms. Nobody knows what Jane Austen
or Oodgeroo Noonuccal really meant—the wonderfully
democratic point, and the whole intellectual point, is what
we can make of it.
Sometimes I hear the similarly anti-aesthetic suggestion that
‘we might be reading too much into it’. Of course responses
vary from reader to viewer to listener, but aesthetics is not
anarchy. Were a student of mine to assert that the prevalence
of ‘d’ sounds in a line of poetry was suggestive of the movement
of a snake, she would be doing only that—asserting. Were she
to argue that the repetition of ‘s’ sounds brought the hissing
of a snake to mind, I would see some sibilant logic in it. The
point is what the girls can make of it, and as long as they can
point to evidence and make a logically coherent case, the
answer to the question about going too far is ‘no, go on’.
Reading, listening and viewing exercise our minds and provide
us with pleasure well beyond our fledgling school years. My
hope is that both the rigour and the pleasure are enhanced a
little by the aesthetics training we do in English classrooms.
Frequent readers will know that the authors of Insights articles
like quotes. I haven’t used one yet, so here is one I liked: ‘there
is a name for the moment between the anxiety of confronting
something new and the satisfying click of understanding it.
It is called an ‘aesthetic aha’ (Thompson, 2017).
I wish the fully-fledged young women who pass through our
classes many such moments.
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The robots are coming:
thinking beyond the code
D R B R U C E A D D I S O N , D E P U T Y P R I N C I PA L ( AC A D E M I C )
| THURSDAY 1 MARCH 2018

D

onald Rumsfeld, former Secretary of Defence in
President George W. Bush’s administration, coined
an interesting prism, perhaps borrowing from 13th
century Persian Poet Ibn Yamin, through which to view
uncertainty and change. He observed, somewhat wryly, that
in any given situation there were ‘known knowns’, ‘known
unknowns’ and ‘unknown unknowns’ (Rumsfeld, 2002). In
many respects this has always been so. Rumsfeld could have
added a fourth category of ‘who could possibly know’ to this
range of possibilities. This ‘who could possibly know’ space
is in all likelihood a helpful lens through which to
appreciate the looming spectre of robotics and artificial
intelligence. Predictions associated with robotics and
artificial intelligence range from the dire and calamitous
through to the relative normalcy of what economist Joseph
Schumpeter would describe as ‘creative destruction’,
capitalism’s unrelenting mode of self-correction and
self-advancement. No matter what the future holds, robots
encoded with algorithm-based artificial intelligence will
impact significantly on our lives.
Corporate monoliths such as Facebook and Google already
operate in this space, monitoring our ‘choices’ assiduously.
Our behaviour is observed, coded and eventually fed back
as seemingly innocuous prompts. Recent allegations of ‘fake
news’ and the supposed manipulation of electoral processes
pose a number of disturbing questions about the everencroaching reality of algorithm-fuelled online citizenry.

It also highlights and confirms the tools of manipulation,
motivation and seeming ‘naivety’ of the Chief Executives of
these huge corporate monoliths. What we think and the way
we think is being reordered for corporate advantage in the
pursuit of super normal profit. Using Facebook as an example,
Foer (2017) notes:
	The big tech companies present themselves as platforms
for personal liberties. But we shouldn’t accept Facebook’s
self-conception as sincere. Facebook is a carefully managed
top-down system, not a robust public square. It mimics
some of the patterns of conversation, but that’s a surface
trait. In reality, Facebook is a tangle of rules and procedures
for sorting information, rules developed by the corporation
for the ultimate benefit of the corporation (p. 56).
This dawning reality challenges freedom of thought, one of
the most fundamental and treasured aspects of our concept
of citizenship.
Not all of this change is confronting. Our quality of life is
being enhanced, at least in affluent countries, by the spectre
of robotics and artificial intelligence. Dangerous work will
disappear as robotics and their encoded modes of decision
making become more agile. Surgical procedures will
continue to benefit from the precision of robotic dexterity
and the spectre of mundane and repetitive work will be
consigned to history (Chalmers & Quigley, 2017). There is
much to celebrate, just as much as there is cause for concern.
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Left unchecked, the tragedy might be that a significant
class of underemployed persons could result during this
inescapable period of disequilibrium and change. The idea
of a ‘meaningless’ job for a ‘meaningful’ life has already all
but disappeared, replaced by the unrelenting spectre of
unemployment. The pace of change must not be allowed to
let the ‘meaningful’ job for a ‘meaningful’ life to disappear
also. The result of this would cause social dislocation on an
unimaginable scale.

At the core of our School Wide Pedagogy model is the
Cultures of Thinking methodology emanating from Harvard
University’s Project Zero. As Dr Ron Ritchhart, Principal
Investigator for Harvard Project Zero notes:

All of this requires amazing skill and foresight by policy
makers. It also requires educators to make decisions in
their various spheres of influence. In all likelihood, these
decisions will be more timely and creative than those
crafted by the supposed policy elites, elites who by
necessity have to operate in a system increasingly
constrained by the notion
of 18th century adversarialism as well as a social media
environment mesmerised by vaudeville over substance.
We must gift our students with the skillsets for effective
and proactive citizenship. In this discussion it is absolutely
crucial that the economy does not crush the polity—it must
be a creative and proactive partnership. A recent report
from the Australian Government notes:

Dr Ann Farley, our Director of Cross Faculty Initiatives,
when thinking about the significance of Cultures of Thinking
on her classroom practice has noted:

	The non-linear nature of disruptive technological
change will make it challenging to predict the new jobs
that will be created, the jobs that will be lost, and the
timing of such changes. These trends mean education
needs to develop and support both STEM skills and
humanities, arts and social science skills such as
empathy and creativity (Australia 2030, 13).
We have thought about this very carefully at Girls
Grammar. We are ensuring that our emerging 21st century
articulation of a broad-based, liberal education caters for
the imperatives of STEM as well as the creative genius of
the Humanities and the Arts. We are also ensuring that our
students will be gifted with the skills of critical analysis—
skills absolutely crucial for the creation of informed, activist
and empathetic citizenship.
The recent development of our School Wide Pedagogy
model has ensured that such criticality and developmentalism
is foundational to our approach to both teaching and learning.
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a school that embraces a culture of thinking is one where
a group’s collective as well as individual thinking is valued,
visible, and actively promoted as part of the regular,
day-to-day experience of all group members (Harvard, 2018).

	
Cultures of Thinking has made me reflect even more
deeply on my practice. It has cemented my view that you
can work without thinking but you cannot learn without
thinking. It became even more apparent that the more I
talked the less my students learned. I knew that I had to
be more creative when designing learning experiences
that enabled my students to participate as active, more
independent and more visible thinkers. Probing
questions based on Harvard’s methodology are now
becoming routine in my classroom as I seek to
understand student responses and reasoning almost
as never before (BGGS, 2018).
This is an exciting development. Our response to the
emergence of disruptive change has been to embrace
carefully a methodologically creative approach to deep
thinking. Our students will be members of a polity under
stress. Difficult decisions will need to be made. Countercultural thinking against the tide of expected thought will
be so very important. The ongoing evolution of liberalism
is contingent on it. We need to welcome the robots and
celebrate their many benefits. All we can do as educators
is to embolden our young people with the skills of
rudimentary insight and discernment. There will be
occasions when future generations will no doubt have to
question that the absolutes they have been given just might
not be true. All of this resides in the space of the ‘known
known’. The challenge for the ongoing development of a
decent and fair civil society is an educated populace
capable of discerning and fathoming supposed givens.

TRISH CHOW / 7H
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Benefits of being bilingual
MRS VIOLET ROSS, HEAD OF WOOLCOCK HOUSE
| FRIDAY 9 MARCH 2018

‘One language sets you in a corridor for life. Two languages open every door along the way.’ (Frank Smith)

T

here is far more to knowing a language than words—
one must understand the history, geographical
location and climate of its lands, the politics and
religion, the art, traditions and popular culture. There are
formulas, patterns and problem solving in its grammar, and
music in its intonation and pronunciation. Language
learners cannot help but gain a much deeper understanding
of their own language—the structures, irregularities and
origins—by learning a language; it is, as you can see, a
thoroughly interdisciplinary exercise. While my personal
interest in languages has always been motivated more by
the exciting prospect of discovering new lands, ideas and
cultures than by any noble desire for intellectual
advancement, neurological and social research undertaken
in the past decade tells us that bilingualism also has
significant benefits in the areas of cognition, emotional
intelligence and for engaging in the world of work.
Understanding language is one of the hardest tasks for your
brain to accomplish, making it the ultimate brain exercise.
Studies have shown that the act of switching between
languages is effectively a kind of brain training. Just as
regular physical exercise benefits the body biologically,
mentally controlling two or more languages provides the
brain with cognitive benefits and leads to higher levels of
metalinguistic awareness (Hakuta, 1986). The brain’s left
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hemisphere is more dominant in analytical and logical
processes, and the right is more active in emotional and
social processes. Language involves both types of functions
(Nacamulli, 2015).
Regardless of when you acquire additional languages, being
bilingual gives your brain some remarkable advantages. Some
are even visible, such as increased blood flow to the brain,
greater density of the grey matter that contains most of your
brain’s neurons and synapses, and more activity in certain
regions when a second language is used. A Swedish study
found that, following a period of language training, the MRI
scans taken of the participants indicated an increase in the
size of the brain’s language centre and the hippocampus, the
area responsible for forming, storing and retrieving memories
(Alban, n.d.). The effort and attention needed to switch
between languages triggers more activity in—and potentially
strengthens—the dorsal lateral prefrontal cortex. This is the
part of the brain that plays a large role in executive function
including problem solving, multitasking and maintaining
focus while filtering out irrelevant information (Nacamulli,
2015).
Bilingual brains exhibit what is known as ‘joint activation’: the
act of seeking relevant words in the target language requires
both inhibition and activation functions, or rather, prevents
the wrong language from being used over the right one.

The result is what is called ‘enhanced attentional control’,
which builds concentration and memory (Jones, 2018). As
an added bonus, the heightened workout the bilingual brain
experiences throughout its life can even delay age-related
deterioration—including Alzheimer’s and other forms of
dementia—by as much as five years.
If these mental benefits weren’t enough, there is evidence
that acquiring a language could also make you a better
person. Social research has concluded that language
learning enhances one’s ability to empathise, or to see a
situation from another’s perspective. In speaking another
language you do not just learn new words and sounds, but
also new ideas. It is like seeing the world through different
eyes (Jones, 2018). The language you speak affects the way
you conceptualise your surroundings. There are languages,
for example, that have no word for ‘time’, and others that
have no exact equivalents for ‘yes’ or ‘no’. It stands to reason
that these aspects of the language would affect how those
speakers live their lives (Jones, 2018). If you are constantly
changing your language to accommodate the cultural
context, then you are inevitably going to be well-practised
at taking into account other people’s abilities and points
of view. This is known as code-switching. Polyglot Roman
Emperor Charles V provided an effective, if tongue-in-cheek,
illustration of this concept during the 16th century when he
declared ‘I speak Spanish to God, Italian to women, French
to men, and German to my horse’ (Jenkin, as cited in
Kelmann, n.d.).
Becoming a different person when speaking another
language is considered normal. Different languages have

their own distinct characteristics and features including
intonation, body language and social restraints. Emeritus
Professor of Applied Language Studies at The University of
Queensland, Roly Sussex, explains that languages give you an
extra dimension to yourself. One acquires another personality
that was perhaps always there but did not know how to
express itself (Sussex, 2015). A linguist develops skills to adapt
to what is culturally accepted and expected. Some languages
demand a humble, respectful approach to social interactions,
while others welcome opposing opinions and intellectual
debate. As an extension of this, having the ability and
willingness to engage with different kinds of people and to
understand the world from their perspective can go a long
way in better understanding important global problems, such
as poverty and inequality. Indeed, 17th Century German
writer, Goethe, said, ‘the more languages you know, the more
you are human’ (as cited in Corradini, Borthwick, &
Gallagher-Brett, 2016).
Social research has further demonstrated the
interconnections between culture and language, and has
indicated that a person’s world view can actually change
depending on what language they are speaking. Japanese–
English bilingual women were asked to finish sentences in
each language during a study conducted in the 1960s. It was
found that the women ended the sentences very differently
depending on which language was being used. For example,
‘When my wishes conflict with my family…’ was completed
in Japanese as ‘it is a time of great unhappiness’; in English,
as ‘I do what I want’. Another example was ‘Real friends
should…’, which was completed as ‘help each other’ in
Japanese and ‘be frank’ in English (Vince, 2016).
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Apart from the pragmatics of making overseas travel easier
and more enjoyable, language skills can also make it easier
to secure employment and improve international trade
prospects. In an increasingly multicultural and multilingual
job market, languages are an integral part of the essential
21st century skill-set ( Corradini, Borthwick, & GallagherBrett, 2016). In isolation, language skills may not ensure
successful employment, but they may well provide an
advantage over a monolingual applicant.
In the realm of world trade, English is fine if you want to
buy things, but it may not be the right language to use for
people who want to sell things (Williams, 2015). Government
statistics show that the UK loses about 3.5 per cent of its
GDP every year as a result of a lack of language skills in the
workforce. In contrast, other countries are able to exploit
their multilingualism as a resource with exchange value in
our globalised economy. In Switzerland, for example, the
economic value of multilingualism is estimated to be 10 per
cent of its GDP as many Swiss businesses can easily operate
in several languages (Hogan-Brun, 2017).

The notion that Australia is an isolated, monolingual
country is a myth. Nearly 28 per cent of Australians were
born overseas and it may be surprising to learn that there
are some 240 languages spoken in this country. Two thirds
of the world’s population are at least bilingual, if not
multilingual. It’s true, English is necessary, but is it enough
in an increasingly interconnected world? (Sussex, 2015).
As philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein asserted, ‘the limit of
my language is the limit of my world’ (as cited in Corradini,
Borthwick, & Gallagher-Brett, 2016).
It would seem that bilingualism has many benefits.
Languages allow us to move more freely and to engage more
effectively in our global community, they enhance our
cognitive function and emotional intelligence, they generate
better job and economic prospects and can even delay the
onset of neurodegenerative diseases. So what are you
waiting for? With the Internet at our fingertips, it is now
easier than ever to access a plethora of resources that will
help you learn a lingo. It is never too late to start, and your
brain will thank you for it.
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Is handwriting history?
MRS KRISTINE COOKE, DIRECTOR OF INFORMATION SERVICES
| FRIDAY 16 MARCH 2018

M

any teachers ask whether legible, cursive
handwriting has gone—or should go—the way of
blackboard and chalk. Word-processed text has been
the norm in the professional world for more than half a
century, whether by typewriter or computer. Even at school,
the majority of assessment tasks require students to submit
word-processed pieces—except for short answer tests and
exams. So what are the cases for, or against, continuing to
assess students using handwritten tasks?
The primary problem with handwritten items of assessment
is readability. Often, answers are written in such minute script
that magnifying glasses are required; others are written in
such large and ornate letters that hieroglyphics seem simple
by comparison. And then there are those written completely
in capital letters (a choice frowned upon, even in email and
text correspondence, as it can come across as ‘shouting’).

26

online, suggests that even handwritten shopping lists may
soon disappear. Expert graphologist, Adam Brand (2015),
wrote that ‘handwriting is an endangered art… less than half
of us write every day and do not send postcards when we go
on holiday. However, we do still cherish handwritten notes,
postcards and pieces of paper touched by our loved ones—
you can not do that with a text message’.
In this environment, the tendency is for students to believe
that computer-generated text is the only option. Many
students think keyboarding is faster (and it can be) and allows
for the copying of more content (and it can). But to gain
understanding of a text or concept, students must become
more than pseudo-photocopiers.

Handwriting is becoming less essential in the daily lives of
young people. A study in the USA revealed that one third of
teenagers have never written a letter, and one in 10 does not
own a pen. In Australia, completing NAPLAN tests online is
also being trialled. There is certainly a growing emphasis on,
and valid place for, teaching keyboard skills in schools, and
producing professional-looking texts is a valuable skill for all
students to have.

Repeated studies reveal that the very fact that handwritten
notes are slower to compile is the crucial factor in gaining and
retaining knowledge. Handwriting notes assists learning and
memory. In three studies of university students taking lecture
notes either on laptops or by hand, Psychologists, Pam
Mueller and Daniel Oppenheimer (2014), discovered those
who took laptop notes fared worse on subsequent
examinations than the longhand note-takers, particularly on
conceptual questions and complex reasoning. To explore this
idea, Mueller and Oppenheimer categorised note-taking into
two types: non-generative and generative.

Outside the school environment, handwritten text is also on
the decline. A recent survey found that ‘one in three people
had not handwritten anything longer than a shopping list in
the previous six months’ (Schwartz, 2017). The number of
people who can be seen referring to their shopping lists on
mobile phones in supermarkets, or who order their groceries

Non-generative note-taking involves copying verbatim, while
generative notetaking involves processing skills. Nongenerative transcription generally produces greater volume,
but there is much less ‘summarising, paraphrasing, concept
mapping’ (Doubek, 2016). According to Mueller, students who
wrote notes by hand ‘could not get every word down, so they
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were forced to think about what they were hearing and
reframe it in their own words thereby improving their
memory’ (in Doubek, 2016). Learning occurs when new
concepts are incorporated into an individual’s frame of
reference, using their own language. Thus, verbatim laptop
notes promote shallower processing. Mueller also notes that
students, even when they were specifically instructed not to
transcribe literal notes, were generally unable to overcome
that instinct. What was especially interesting was the
discovery that the more notes were copied down verbatim,
the worse the test performance, even on simple recall tests.
In Mueller and Oppenheimer’s third study, the students were
also given the opportunity to review notes between the
lecture and the test. This was designed to test the hypothesis
that, if students have time to study notes from their laptops,
the fact that they typed more extensive notes than those
taking notes in longhand, would lead to better performance.
However, students taking notes by hand still performed
better, which is ‘suggestive evidence that longhand notes may
have superior external storage as well as superior encoding
functions’ (Mueller & Oppenheimer, 2014).
What students often find counter-intuitive is that having
to work more slowly when taking notes by hand is what
makes their notes decidedly more useful in the long run.
This would suggest that the more accurate term for taking
notes in class, and even from research texts, should be

note-making; and it is the ‘making’ that is significant. When
a student makes notes, the thinking that occurs, and the
creativity and imagination employed, will integrate what has
to be learned into the individual’s mind-map, and aid
retention. With this in mind, it not surprising that J. K.
Rowling handwrote the drafts for her Harry Potter books
and even uses detailed, hand-drawn spreadsheets to map
out complicated plot and character scenarios (see an
example in Nguyen, 2015).
In 2019, all students entering Girls Grammar at Year 7 will
be required to have a personal device that supports a stylus.
Not only does this facility simplify the procedure for
students to input mathematical symbols and formulas, but
also it encourages students to create and capture their own
cursive notes, diagrams and sketches. This ‘digital inking’
(Dean, 2014 and Mantgem, 2008) not only personalises
learning and promotes active thinking, learning and
problem solving. Additionally, beyond the screen, those
notes created by the student on paper take on much greater
power and significance.
Students should take pride in the personal value they add
to what a teacher conveys in class. Notebooks are not
redundant. Those trips to the stationary stores are not
old-fashioned. Pens and pencils still have a place. And,
perhaps, the more cursive writing undertaken by a student,
the easier it will be for a teacher to read handwritten tests.
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Dream team
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T

hroughout my primary schooling, I swam. Towards
the end of primary school, I was swimming six days a
week with a coach who delivered his competitive
training program from the local Municipal Pool. I loved
swimming and had no intention of stopping. Also, around
this time, I started playing football and cricket. With these
two sports, it certainly was not love at first sight (that came
later, with basketball), and I could never be accused of
‘setting the world on fire’ in either of them. Yet by the end
of primary school, I had stopped swimming altogether and
had fully embraced the team sport environment. For me,
once I could see that there was an alternative, the individual
nature of competing in the pool just did not measure up.
I started to crave the camaraderie that exists in the team
environment—the idea that you could compete against
people, with others at your side, was a slowly-realised
revelation.
I am neither critical of swimming (or any other individual
physical pursuit), nor am I critical of people who swim
(competitively or otherwise). I have the utmost respect for
the path that they have chosen. Truth be told, I am in awe of
their ability to stay connected to an activity with which I fell
out of love. When I think back to my swimming training, it
seems to me that it did not operate as a club or a team, but
more as a group of individuals who all happened to train in
the same pool at the same time. I suspect the program
would be different now—the organisers of the modern
swimming program have taken the best of team-sport
thinking and applied it to their swimmers, who still
compete as individuals, but with a greater emphasis on the
others at their side. Perhaps if this team environment had

characterised my swimming experience, I would still be
happily ensconced. Given that this was not my experience,
I do not regret for an instant my pursuit of team sports.
The team environment has been very good for me.
It seems that it has also been good for others. At the end of
February, research—titled The Imagination Gap (2018)—was
released. Its related survey asked more than 1000 Australians
about their involvement in team sports and, importantly, how
these experiences contributed to their success in the
workplace. The research aims to encourage girls to participate
in teams in order to help foster the next generation of leaders.
According to Aubrey Blanche, the Global Head of Diversity
for Atlassian (the tech company which, along with the
Australian Football League Women’s, commissioned The
Imagination Gap) the research found 95 per cent of
respondents who played team sports said those pursuits
helped them develop key leadership and career skills for the
future. Eighty per cent believed it developed their strong
work ethic, 78 per cent indicated it developed their
competitive edge, and 89 per cent said it enhanced their sense
of collaboration and teamwork. Additionally, 82 per cent of
respondents who are senior managers said they had played
team sports when they were younger and identified the
experience as a key factor in developing their skills and
establishing their success.
Unfortunately, many women miss out on the development of
these skills because of lower participation rates in team sports
and higher drop-out rates. As identified in the report, half
quit playing in high school with 16 per cent not even staying
involved through primary school.
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Crucially, according to the report, women recognise the lost
opportunity. Two out of three respondents believed playing
team sports would have helped them develop further skills,
while 46 per cent agreed it would have helped them be
more self-confident and mentally resilient. One in four
women regrets quitting team sport because it has impacted
their professional success in the workplace. It seems then,
that there might be a link between playing team sport and
developing confidence and resilience later in life. For those
of us who play, or have played team sport, we might wonder
how much of who we are and how we behave is the result
of us having been influenced by the experience. Anecdotally,
the link is easy to identify, yet more difficult to quantify.
Ric Charlesworth (medical graduate, Olympian, first-class
cricketer, Federal Member of Parliament, and Olympic and
World Championship medal-winning coach) in his
excellent book, Shakespeare the Coach, identifies some of
the benefits of team sport:
 eamwork requires individuals to perform their roles
T
with thoroughness, trusting that their team-mates
will do likewise, and coaches endeavor as much as
possible to outline to the whole team the connections
and interdependence that makes great teams reliable,
productive and efficient. Each part, large or small can
be crucial (2004, p.114).
Anyone who has ever been part of a beautifully calibrated
team (in sport, work, or life) should recognise their
experience in Charlesworth’s words.
One of the key lessons taught through team sport is the
ability to navigate and develop trusting relationships.
According to Andrew Zolli and Ann Marie Healy (2012, p. 145)
in Resilience: Why Things Bounce Back, resilience is predicated
on trust in a system, allowing potential adversaries to move
seamlessly into cooperative mode—and quickly, during the
moments when it counts the most. In a team-based setting,
trust can be mercurial; the benefits of promoting, developing
and harnessing that trust can be extraordinary. Like any
skill, these can be learned and practised. Perhaps there is no
better way for young women to practise these skills than by
engaging in team sport.
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Aubrey Blanche (2018) states:
	Playing team sports builds things like confidence,
resilience, collaboration skills, and the ability to give and
receive feedback. The research shows those who play team
sports are significantly more likely to reach managerial and
other roles of responsibility, while continuing to play into
adulthood increases this likelihood. They’re more likely to
meet their goals, handle what comes their way, feel
prepared, find solutions to problems and stay calm in the
face of adversity (2018, p. 2).
Along with opportunities to build trust systems and
resilience, team sports also offer the chance to practise
leadership—an opportunity that is being missed by many
women.
In The Imagination Gap, half of the men surveyed said they
find role models in sport, but only a quarter of the women
said the same. Combine this with the significantly lower team
sport participation rates of adult females compared to adult
males and it is easy to see why the experience of playing, and
maybe even the desire to play team sports, has been different
for girls.
Perhaps the change that we want to see is best explained by
Aubrey Blanche:
	The development of more role models of women at high
levels [in sport] is an incredibly important aspect. Seeing
women at the elite level of their craft is an inspiration for
all women in sport and the workforce. Seeing more
women in these prominent roles does not just build role
models for young girls and other women; it reprograms
how everyone thinks of a leader… it’s making sure boys
[and girls] are excited to look up to female leaders
(Blanche, 2018 p. 1).
Fortunately, Brisbane Girls Grammar School has always
gone against the dominant paradigm. The School has a
long and proud history of engagement with sport and
Health and Physical Education, and importantly, it has a
long and proud history of strong, thoughtful, intelligent
women who have developed and delivered these programs.
The School intentionally includes a significant number of
Grammar Women among our sports coaching ranks each year.

We want students to see that there are sports opportunities
that exist beyond their time at the School. When they are in
the McCrae Grassie Sports Centre, looking up to the Sports
Honour Board and the framed Olympic and Commonwealth
Games memorabilia belonging to Grammar Women, we
want them to be inspired to achieve great things. But mostly,
we want them to keep playing: to stay involved, and to take
the positive lessons of the sports field and the Health and
Physical Education classroom with them into adulthood.
If the collaborative, team environment is the best way to
encourage long-term participation for women, I am
confident that at Girls Grammar we have got them covered.
I am confident because I know the secret of sport at the
School—every sport that the girls participate in at Girls
Grammar is a team sport. Whether or not they swim, dance,
climb or spar individually, all players compete with a host of
supporters and team-mates, decked out in Girls Grammar
blue, beside them. Nicole Livingstone (Australian swimmer,
Olympic and Commonwealth Games medalist, media
presenter and the AFL’s Head of Women’s Football) reflects
on what it was like being a member of the Australian
Swimming Team:

	It was a collective mission. As an individual in that team,
when you stand behind the blocks you were not just
standing there to race for yourself. You were also racing
for your team-mates—and there’s a real pride in that.
People think of swimming as an individual sport, but it’s
not. It’s a team sport (as cited in Elliot, 2012, p. 99).
She could be talking about Girls Grammar at this year’s
QGSSSA Swimming Carnival. It was the experience that
I wish I’d had as a swimmer.
The final word on the team experience comes once again
from Ric Charlesworth (2004):
	Nothing is more important than the team. Building a
successful organisation requires the development of a
cooperative, trusting group of team players. For the team
to succeed each individual has to be committed to the
team’s goals and perform their role with pride and
thoroughness.
This is what we strive to achieve for our girls in sport and in
Health and Physical Education at Girls Grammar. As it turns
out, it might just help them to be the best adults they can be
as well.
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The beauty of simple
storytelling
MS VEENA HERRON, COMMUNICATIONS MANAGER
| WEDNESDAY 28 MARCH 2018

T

he ability to share a story in a way that retains its
integrity, while also connecting with the reader, relies
on more than simply conveying facts.

It is about preserving the essence of a message (fact) while
evoking emotion (connection) without the story becoming
so complex that it loses its original meaning and disengages
its audience.
As a writer (and the School’s Communications Manager) a
key aspect of my role, and one I thoroughly enjoy, is being in
a position to share the stories of our Girls Grammar
community. We are privileged each day to hear of the many
achievements of Grammar girls, the success of past students,
and accomplishments of our colleagues.
Ensuring we then share their stories (and not just a
headline) without losing its authenticity, emotion, and most
importantly, their voice, is a responsibility.
To be entrusted to do this—to capture and share someone’s
story—often brings with it numerous drafts (it is not
uncommon to pass version ‘z’), turmoil over ensuring the
wording is ‘just right’ and debates about whether the clauses
are related enough to be separated by a semi-colon, or
require a full stop. Yes, these are the issues with which a
writer often struggles.
Every conversation about punctuation, every minute spent
searching for synonyms or wearing out the Ctrl+Z buttons
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on a keyboard are worth the end result: a piece of writing
that not only tells someone’s message, but provides a
glimpse into who they are and what it is that makes them
human, allowing the reader to connect to them—to feel
their pain, experience their joy as their own.
The best stories (in my opinion) are those that are
sometimes painful in their simplicity. A few well-written
words will always have more impact than a long paragraph
that seeks to over-complicate what is, usually, a simple
concept. In fact, many writers, inspired by the famous
six-word tale, ‘For sale: baby shoes, never worn’ (attributed
to Ernest Hemingway) have taken this concept online;
numerous websites boast stories told in only a sentence—
though I am yet to discover one as evocative as
Hemingway’s ‘six-word tale’.
In an era of the ‘tabloid’—a dramatic and over-emphasised
controversial headline, often followed by an article with
little substance—the art of genuine storytelling can, at
times, seem lost.
Storytelling is not a new concept. Professor Jack Zipes
details in his book, The Irresistible Fairy Tale: The Cultural
and Social History of a Genre, that humans began telling
tales as soon as we developed the capacity of speech, and
quotes Arthur Frank in exploring why stories retain their
appeal today:

	Stories work with people, for people, and always stories
work on people, affecting what people are able to see as
real, as possible, and as worth doing or best avoided.
What is it about stories—what are their particularities—
that enables them to work as they do? More than mere
curiosity is at stake in this question, because human life
depends on the stories we tell: the sense of self that
those stories impart, the relationships constructed
around shared stories, and the sense of purpose that
stories both propose and foreclose (Zipes, 2012, p.1).
Our desire to connect—to ourselves, and one another—has
stood the test of time. Even now, when our digital devices
provide us with endless options to minimise interaction with
others, we crave connection.
Yet, we often do not tell our own stories. We decide our
story—what makes us who we are, what has defined us, and
what we hope for the future—is not worthy of being shared
with others. We see the plethora of content ‘pushed’ to us
each day, much of it lacking substance, and wonder if the
appetite to consume real stories has been replaced with a
desire to consume as much as we can without investing our
time and energy into reading anything more than the three
or four lines offered on social media before we are required
to tap a ‘read more’ button.
This brings me to something I love about Girls Grammar:
we value substance. Our Insights articles reflect perfectly the
School’s approach. Each essay is testament to the culture of
deep thinking and intellectual rigour that supports our
learning environment, reflecting the wisdom, imagination
and excellence in scholarship that is nurtured among staff
and students.

Within many of these essays is a personal anecdote, a story
from which the platform of an Insights article is
established. These stories provide insight (pardon the pun)
into our authors. While they are often simple, as author
Anthony Tjan asserts, there is a beauty in simplicity that
resonates with the audience:
	Making your words understandable and inspirational
isn’t about dumbing them down. Instead, it requires
bringing in elements such as anecdote, mnemonic,
metaphor, storytelling, and analogy in ways that
connect the essence of a message with both logic and
emotion. Almost everyone leading or creating has a
vision, but the challenge is often expressing it in ways
that relate and connect (Tjan, n.d., n.p.).
Some of the best stories I have heard, and those that have
stayed with me, are those that quite simply, capture an
entire person. Why? Because while stories ‘may not actually
breathe’, they ‘animate human life’ (Frank, as cited in
Zipes, 2012, p. 1 ).
They stir within us a desire to know more, to find out what
happened next. We may even imagine our own version of
the next chapter, or a possible sequel, creating our own
scenarios based on what we hoped was the outcome.
That’s why, over the coming months, we plan to share the
stories of our staff with the Girls Grammar community.
Their stories, In Their Words. I hope their simplicity
resonates with you, and that you are inspired to think
of sharing your own story.
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The case for conversation
M R S A N N E I N G R A M , D E P U T Y P R I N C I PA L ( S T U D E N T S ) | F R I DAY 2 7 A P R I L 2 0 1 8

Face-to-face conversation is the most human—and humanising—thing we do. Fully present to one another,
we learn to listen. It is where we develop the capacity for empathy. It is where we experience the joy of being
heard, of being understood. And conversation advances self-reflection, the conversations with ourselves that are
the cornerstone of early development and continue throughout life. (Turkle, 2015)

R
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enowned media scholar Sherry Turkle’s latest book,
Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a
Digital Age, is a worthwhile read and provides us
with salient advice regarding our reliance on technology.
At a time when we find ourselves searching for solutions
in the great technology debate, Sherry Turkle explores how
the irresistible pull of the online world and a flight from
conversation is undermining our relationships, our
creativity and our productivity. Sherry believes that
engaging in face-to-face conversation can help us to regain
lost ground.

our adolescents’ hyperconnectivity, their shortened
attention spans, their inability to wait and the threat of
digital media to their creativity, relationships and health.
Parents struggle with the battle in their homes—trying to
find the right balance of screen time, unsure how to control
this digital tsunami that threatens to engulf. Living in a
technological universe in which we appear to be always
communicating, the real point of concern is that we have
sacrificed conversation for mere connection. We use our
screens to connect but not to converse. Our phones and our
screens are inhibiting the conversations that matter.

It seems that everywhere we look, screens are present.
Driving home from work one day recently, reflecting on
Turkle’s book, I made a point of noticing people. At each
set of traffic lights, along pavements and at each bus stop,
people were on screens, engrossed in technology. In
restaurants, families gather to share a meal, and as they
wait for their order to be delivered, they reach for their
phones. Screens have become the electronic babysitters of
our toddlers. The pudgy hands of two-year-olds have
become proficient at scrolling and punching at screens. We
are distracted at our dinner tables, in our living rooms, at
meetings and at social events. In schools, teachers wrestle
with students’ devotion to their screens. We worry about

The case for conversation begins with an understanding of
its importance in our everyday life. Humans are an intensely
gregarious species, shaped by other people and craving
social contacts.
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The importance of interacting with other people is evident
for human cognition, development and wellbeing. Humanto-human interactions are extremely complex, especially
because the interaction unfolds in time with an
unpredictable trajectory, in diverse and ever-changing social
settings. It is also clear that the dynamics of faces and
bodies not only comprise a large set of complex sensory
features, but our interpretations of them go far beyond the
immediate information given.
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The art of face-to-face conversation is a complex, rich and
multi-dimensional pursuit that engages many areas of the
brain’s neural pathways. It is an art form that needs to be
modelled from an early age, and then be crafted through
practice and experience. Conversation builds empathy,
friendship, love and learning. Like life, conversation has its
silences and boring bits. It can be tedious at times and
thoughts and ideas may not always flow smoothly, but it is
organic and unedited and we are seen in the moment for
the complete people that we are. We allow ourselves to be
fully present and vulnerable. It is often in these moments,
when we stumble and hesitate, that we reveal ourselves to
each other. Empathy and intimacy flourish and social action
gains strength.
Authentic conversations can teach so many things—the
worth of our feelings, how to talk through these feelings,
and how to understand and respect the feelings of others.
Instead of promoting the value of authenticity, social media,
in contrast, encourages performance. It can inhibit our
inner dialogue, shifting our focus from reflection to
self-presentation. In place of teaching the rewards of
vulnerability, social media suggests that you put on your
‘best face’. In place of learning how to listen, we learn what
goes into an effective broadcast. Technology gives us the
illusion of companionship without the demands of
friendship.
In every social encounter, we need to use the right tool for
the job. Sometimes, face-to-face conversation is not the
right tool, but in most cases, having the whole person
before you is the best starting point. It provides the most
information to decide which communication tools are
required to move forward. Texting, chat and email have
become favoured options, increasingly dominating our
modern daily life, even if they might not be the best options,
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simply because of their convenience. They allow us to feel
in control and we are not required to look, listen or reveal
ourselves too much. In contrast, through genuine face-toface conversations, we allow ourselves to be vulnerable and
exert less control, and it is then that our relationships,
creativity and productivity thrive.
	It makes sense to confront this reality: We are faced with
technologies to which we are extremely vulnerable and
we don’t always respect that fact. The path forward is to
learn more about our vulnerabilities. Then, we can
design technology and the environments in which we
use them with these insights in mind. (Turkle, 2015)
Reclaiming conversation begins with reclaiming our
attention, and in this way, we can then appreciate our
vulnerabilities and look to ways that we can incorporate
technology into our lives in a healthy balance. In 2011,
when Sherry Turkle published Alone Together, a book
critical of our inattention towards each other in our lives of
eternal connection, she knew that she was describing an
evolution of digital behaviours that most people, at that
time, did not want to acknowledge. As a culture, at that time,
we had become smitten with our technology. Now, only a
few years later, the atmosphere has changed. I believe that
we are ready to talk. We are looking for solutions. I believe
that we recognise that we need things that social media
inhibit and we are ready to reconsider the too simple
enthusiasm of ‘the more connected we are, the better off
we are.’ It is time to make course corrections.
In our families, we must create sacred spaces—the living
room, the dining room, the kitchen and the car—that are
device-free. We need to do the same thing at work for
meeting spaces and classes. We need to plan for a future in
which the design of our tools and our social surroundings

encourages us to be our best, and considers our health and
emotional wellbeing. The seduction of phones must be
acknowledged and managed with great care, to ensure that
we are dedicating our whole selves to those we care about.
Whether a family chooses to create device-free sacred
spaces at home or decides to cultivate daily habits of family
conversation, children recognise a commitment to
conversation, a commitment to family and a commitment
to them. The rewards are rich.
Just as families need these protected spaces, so do schools,
universities and workplaces. Increasingly, there is demand
in learning institutions for study and gathering space that is
Wi-Fi free. In offices, we can make space for conversations
without digital connection that enables people to pay
attention fully to each other.
The key to productivity and creativity is unitasking. In every
domain of life, the ability to focus completely on one task
and to engage with it in depth will result in increased
performance and decreased stress. The myth of multitasking
is now being more widely understood. Challenges to the
ethos of multitasking have begun to emerge. Used for
decades to describe the parallel processing abilities of
computers, multitasking is now shorthand for the human
attempt to do simultaneously as many things as possible,

as quickly as possible, preferably marshalling the power of
as many technologies as possible (Rosen, 2008). We must
appreciate that multitasking comes with its own high—our
brains crave the fast and unpredictable, the quick hit of the
new. Unfortunately, when we multitask, the trade-off that we
resign ourselves to is diminished performance. For our young
generation of multitaskers, the great electronic din is an
expected part of everyday life. Given what neuroscience and
anecdotal evidence have shown us, this state of constant,
intentional self-distraction could well be of profound
detriment to individual and cultural wellbeing. When people
do their work only in the ‘interstices of their mind-wandering,’
with crumbs of attention rationed out among many competing
tasks, their culture may gain in information, but it will surely
weaken in wisdom (Rosen, 2008).
So let us be challenged to embrace conversations, to
diminish the digital, to take up more talk and delve into
dialogue.
	I believe that we are now more aware of the seriousness
of our moment. I believe that we can begin to rethink our
practices. When we do, we will come to the realisation that
conversation is here to reclaim. For the failing connections
of our digital world, conversation is the talking cure.
(Turkle, 2015)
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Perseverance in an
on-demand world
MR JAMES KEOGH, DEAN OF STUDIES AND LEARNING ANALYTICS
| FRIDAY 4 MAY 2018

O

ur modern world of Internet-connected mobile
devices encourages on-demand, instant
gratification. However, the development of
perseverance in the face of challenge is a trait that is linked
to academic, and more broadly, future success. The
processes and relationships that support the development
of perseverance and delayed gratification are important to
allow a balance between outcomes now and for the future.
Our technology is now so advanced that we expect our
personal demands to be me instantaneously. You missed a
television show? Don’t worry, you can stream it whenever
you want. You heard about a good restaurant? No need to
book or plan ahead—have them deliver to you. There’s no
one at home with whom to engage in conversation? Reach
out to friends at any time through myriad social media
apps. However, can all of life be on-demand? Can all of our
desires be instantly gratified? In the world of academia,
achieving goals is a long-term endeavour. It is a world of
perseverance and postponement of the instant for an
outcome that will more often than not, only be achieved
years in the future. In an increasingly on-demand world it
is important that students develop perseverance to learn
from mistakes and develop to their full potential.
Instant gratification—the desire to fulfil immediate needs
and wishes—has always been in tension with delayed
gratification, where immediate satisfaction is put off for
the prospect of greater reward at some distant point in the

future (Cheng, Shein & Chiou, 2011). This tension has been
described and outlined in psychology journals and studies
for decades following the marshmallow experiments with
preschool students by Walter Mischel in the 1960s (Mischel,
1972), where children were required to choose between
receiving a 1¢ candy immediately, or having a 10¢ candy
given to them one week later.
However, there seems to be a growing tension with the
daily structure of our modern society tending to support
the on-demand and instant over the delayed. Paul Roberts
(2014) presents the world as being fashioned and refashioned in our own image.
	We fine tune our moods with…Spotify. We craft our
meals around our allergies and our ideologies…we find
news outlets that mirror our politics and, create social
networks that ‘likes’ everything we say or post. With
each transaction and upgrade, each choice and click,
life moves closer to us, and the world becomes our
world. (Roberts, 2014, p. 19)
Roberts’ thesis of self-gratification through creating a
world in our own image concludes with a challenge for
the individual and society towards ‘… discipline, deferred
gratification, and long-term commitment’ (p. 31).
The increase of high-speed quality internet connectivity
and the widespread use of mobile devices has promoted
the on-demand, instant gratification world. The effects of
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such devices on academic cognitive functioning is starting
to be studied. In a review of existing literature, Wilmer,
Sherman and Chien (2017) noted that though results are
not conclusive, there is some evidence that mobile use has
an impact on cognitive performance through effects on
attention, memory, cognitive functioning and delayed
gratification. This is supported in the work of Meade (2012)
in identifying ‘…social networking and the Internet may
serve as a distraction that encourages us to think shallowly
rather than deeply, in order to quickly move on to the next
topic … all of this in concert reflects the trend toward
instant gratification’ (p. 2).
Cognitive growth and development, and related academic
outcomes, do not reside within the world of the instant.
In fact, the immediate outcomes of academic efforts can
often be frustration or disappointment as opposed to
gratification. The trait of perseverance, ‘persistence in
doing something despite difficulty or delay in achieving
success’ (Oxford Dictionary), has been identified as a direct
contributor to successful outcomes in academic attainment
(Duckworth, Peterson, Mathews & Kelly, 2007).
Perseverance can be called many things: grit; persistence;
tenacity; self-discipline; or mental toughness. Regardless
of the name, those enacting this trait in their academic
work show hope and optimism (Guillan & Laborde, 2014)
and other positive emotions toward a task (Lucas, Gratch,
Cheng & Marsella, 2015). Additionally, such students are
more likely to learn and develop from the occasional
negative experiences that occur along their learning
pathway; in fact, they are more willing to risk failing or
other losses to complete a task or item (Lucas et.al., 2015)
in order for a later, greater return.

The returns on delayed gratification through perseverance
can be high. The work of Duckworth and Seligman (2005)
show such self-discipline has a greater predictive power
for final grades than IQ. In a later study, Duckworth also
confirmed that ‘…the achievement of difficult goals entails
not only talent but also the sustained and focussed
application of talent over time’ (2007, p.1087).
In a world that appears to increasingly favour on-demand
instant gratification, building students’ abilities to
persevere and delay gratification is important. There are a
range of actions that can assist in developing perseverance,
such as: regular practice and following a routine; focusing
on process over result; setting incremental goals; and
exposure to future-focussed messages.
However, a key to the success of all of these is trust.
Michaelson, de la Vega, Chatham and Munakata (2013)
identify that it takes trust in those delivering the message
for a person to forgo the immediate and place themselves
in challenging circumstances on the belief of something
better later.
Although the world of the instant will not stop, the
development of positive trusting relationships, in concert
with constructive future-focussed messages, can help
students accept and persevere through challenges. As
significant adults in young people’s lives, parents and
teachers have the power to help the young people in our
care to see beyond the lure of the immediate and to find
a balance between seeking outcomes now and striving for
future goals.
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Be brave
MS RACHAEL CHRISTOPHERSON, HEAD OF BEANLAND HOUSE
| FRIDAY 11 MAY 2018

W

e touched down at the old Delhi airport very
early on a December morning in 2015. Fifteen
Year 10 and Year 11 girls, two teachers and the
Antipodeans guide waited in the pick-up zone of the airport
for our hotel transfer. It was dark, dusty and the city’s haze
of smog added an orange glow to the murky morning. Two
underfed dogs were wandering lazily past the food stalls
across the road where a few men were squatting beside the
road, smoking and talking. Some taxi drivers waited for
work. The air smelled of a blend of cooking oil and rubbish.
One of the Year 10 girls started to cry quietly. She said to
me, ‘I’m just feeling overwhelmed; it’s a bit confronting.’
My answer was something like this: ‘Remember that we are
all together; you will never be alone. You might be scared
but we are all here with you. We’re going to face this
challenge together.’ The student was able to calm down, the
other girls drew more closely around her, and she continued
on to enjoy the challenging but exciting experience of the
Antipodeans expedition in northern India.
We have heard the mantra many times: ‘Courage is not
the absence of fear; it is acting in spite of it’ (Twain, 1894).
As our girls embark on the exciting yet arduous journey of
their secondary education and developing independence,
there has never been a more crucial time to be brave. In one
of the first Beanland House assemblies this year, I reminded
the girls of the importance of rising above stereotypes and
having the courage to be themselves and chase their dreams.
I showed them the Always#LikeAGirl clip, which aims,
‘to keep girls' confidence high during puberty and beyond’
(Always, 2018). Lauren Greenfield, filmmaker and director
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of the #LikeAGirl video was eager to be part of the
campaign, reflecting, ‘In my work as a documentarian,
I have witnessed the confidence crisis among girls and
the negative impact of stereotypes first-hand.’ Similarly,
motivated by the courage and vision of our namesake,
Sophia Beanland (Principal, 1882 to 1888), who facilitated
the incredible expansion of Girls Grammar’s facilities and
curriculum in those early years, I endeavour to inspire the
Beanland girls with her strength. This year, the Year 12
Beanland girls embraced Sophia Beanland’s egalitarian
ideology creating the motto, ‘Growl Louder. Girl Power’
to guide their focus for the House in 2018.
Strength for young women often involves standing up to
assumptions and expectations about their gender. I love to
share the story of past student, Ashley Holloway (2009) who
walked into her first computer-programming course at
Queensland University of Technology, only to be asked by
the lecturer if she was lost (Bita, 2015). Not discouraged,
Ashley graduated with First Class Honours, and is now
working as the Digital Project Manager for Burberry in
the UK. Ashley remembers her Girls Grammar education
fondly, saying ‘during school I learned to never give up,
and to strive for what I want. I loved to play sport, and
Girls Grammar was so encouraging and supportive of this’
(Our Grammar Women, 2018).
In fact, team sports and individual sport have been
identified as one of the key components contributing
to the development of self-efficacy in adolescent girls
(Fitzimmons, 2018).

Not surprisingly, the Australian Government’s ‘Girls Make
Your Move’ campaign recognises the importance of team
sport as essential to the development of both physical and
mental strength in young women:
‘Girls Make Your Move’ is about inspiring, energising
and empowering young women to be more active
regardless of ethnicity, size or ability. Studies show that
young women are twice as likely as boys to be inactive.
In addition to greater energy and improved fitness,
regular physical activity can help manage stress,
alleviate depression and anxiety, strengthen self-esteem,
enhance mood and boost mental alertness. (Australian
Government Department of Health, 2018)
In her recently published photo-essay, Strong is the New
Pretty, author Kate. T Parker interviewed young girls across
the United States asking them how they defined being a
girl, and what she discovered was, ‘strength’:
	‘For me, being a girl means being part of a group of
smart, excellent people. When people think of girls,
they generally think of make-up, heels, and perfume—
but girls aren’t all that.’ Zoe, age 10
	‘True beauty is the result of the persistence, resilience,
and confidence that comes with being a strong woman.’
Sophie, age 17
	‘Strong girls never lose. They only learn, and come back
stronger.’ Kylie, age 12 (Parker, 2017).
Kristen Visbal’s immensely popular sculpture, The Fearless
Girl, a bronze statue of a defiant girl standing hands on

hips, facing the Charging Bull statue on Wall Street, New
York, installed on International Women’s Day in March
2017, captures this idea of strength. Part of State Street’s
campaign to pressure companies to add more women to
their boards, the statue has quickly become a powerful
symbol of empowerment and women’s rights. Yet, being
brave is more than defiance. It is about being willing to
take risks, to fail, to admit that you are afraid, to ask for
help, and above all to continue on, regardless of your fear.
Post-millennials such as Malala Yousafzai (advocate for
gender equality in education) and Emma Gonzalez
(anti-gun youth activist) are both survivors of violent crime
(Lestor, 2018). Despite their traumatic experiences, both
have chosen to speak out in favour of education, tolerance,
equality and compassion. Both are working with the
support of like-minded young people to generate change
in their world. And both have come up against powerful
organisations but have demanded to be heard. A defining
aspect of Yousafzai’s ethos is hope:
 ome days are hard—but I refuse to believe the world
S
will always be as it is. Progress is happening. I believe
we can see every girl in school in my lifetime. If we
want a brighter future—for them and for ourselves—
we must invest in girls today. (Yousafzai, 2018)
In my role as Head of Beanland House, I have become
increasingly inspired by the strength of the Beanland girls
but also conscious of the need to further empower the girls
to be brave. Beanland girls manage illness, injury and
family changes, drawing on both their inner strength and
their wider support networks to maintain the routine of
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school and hold fast to their vision for their future. They still
put their hand up to volunteer for service activities, try out
for sporting teams, and sing in the choir—despite
challenges they may be facing. Their courage inspires and
moves me. Yet, I am aware of my responsibility to continue
to encourage and develop independence and fortitude in
the Beanland girls. When I meet with a student, in our
conversation I try to assist them with developing a plan
for responding to a problem, whether it be academic,
friendship or organisational, so that she is more
autonomous in dealing with the challenge. It is my hope
that students will feel empowered by taking steps to
respond effectively, and when faced with a future problem,
will feel better resourced in how to manage it.

I hope our life experiences make us stronger. My response
to that frightened student at Delhi airport was not only a
consequence of my training but also of my own experience.
I’ve also faced that ‘first time in a developing country’ fear,
where the chaos of a foreign culture can be overwhelming.
I drew on the support of friends and my own resolve to
get me through that initial fear, and I have continued to
travel internationally over the years, sometimes on my own.
I wonder if Sophia Beanland was a little frightened when she
arrived in Brisbane in 1882 to commence the extraordinary
task of overseeing the newly independent Brisbane Girls
Grammar School. I’m sure she was, but she got on with it
and her legacy endures not only in the Beanland girls but in
all Grammar girls. She was a brave woman of determination
and strength, and we are all the better for it.
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Understanding teenagers’
emotions
MS TARA McLACHLAN, SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST
| FRIDAY 18 MAY 2018

A

dolescence can be a rollercoaster ride of intense
feelings, emotional ups and downs, and
unpredictability. It can also be an overwhelming and
confusing time for parents, who wonder what happened to
their pleasant and easy-going daughter. Healthy adolescent
development can look quite irrational and erratic, and as
Anna Freud wrote, ‘such fluctuations and extreme opposites
would be deemed highly abnormal at any other time of life’
(Freud, 1958). The emotional rollercoaster of adolescence is a
unique experience and not all girls will encounter significant
emotional stresses. However, it is important to remember that
our girls are expressing what they are genuinely experiencing
and their feelings and emotional state need to be taken
seriously and managed with care.
Part of our role as school psychologists at Girls Grammar
is to help girls navigate their emotional world so they can
gradually learn how to manage their own emotions and
thrive. In order to achieve this, we assist the girls to recognise
and regulate their emotions, to find helpful and healthy ways
to tolerate their emotional changes, and to develop healthier
relationships with those around them.
Research has demonstrated that girls prefer to manage
painful feelings by discussing them with others, while boys
tend to use distraction as a coping mechanism (Damour,
2016). This tendency to manage feelings by talking about
them means that girls are more likely to become overly
focused on their emotions, and initially harmless venting can
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lead to unhealthy rumination. Rumination makes it difficult
for girls to find a way through their discomfort and can
contribute to the development of depression and anxiety
(Damour, 2016). If rumination occurs, it is best to advise girls
to take action and work towards a solution if the problem
can be resolved, or to take a break and find a helpful
distraction or coping strategy.
During adolescence, girls tend to seek out their friends and
share their emotions with one another. While friends do
provide good social support to a girl in distress, sometimes
they start to experience vicarious social stress and take on
the friend’s emotions as their own (Damour, 2016). Vicarious
social stress can cause a contagion effect within a circle of
friends, whereby the other girls in the group develop similar
symptoms. If a girl relies too heavily on her peers, they may
start to back away in order to protect themselves emotionally.
In this instance, it is best for girls to seek support from
parents, the School, external support networks or other
trusted adults.
Technology and social media have significantly impacted
girls’ ability to recognise and regulate their emotions. Dr
Lisa Damour, the Director of the Laurel School’s Center for
Research on Girls and author of Untangled, postulates that
technology and social media has stunted emotional
development in teenagers (Damour, 2016). By the time they
commence secondary school, teenagers are regularly using
technology and their devices become affect regulation tools.

The over-reliance on technological devices has resulted in
young people being unable to sit with uncomfortable
feelings and lacking the skills to manage emotions
effectively. Online interactions do not allow time to reflect
on feelings or vent privately and silently before responding,
so problems can intensify and adolescents may feel worse
after discussing the problem on social media than before.
It is recommended that parents hold off on allowing access
to social media for as long as possible, and when access is
granted, that appropriate boundaries are put in place to
limit over-reliance. Furthermore, parents can encourage
activities that involve face-to-face interaction and introduce
‘unplugged’ technology-free time.
So, what is the solution? How do we help our girls navigate
their emotional world? We need to teach them how to ride
the emotional rollercoaster of adolescence. This involves
normalising the fact that ups and downs are part of life,
particularly during this stage of their lives. Negative
emotions are often perceived to be bad and unhelpful, and
people go to great lengths to avoid experiencing
discomfort. However, emotions can be reframed as part of
an effective and highly developed system that provides
necessary feedback to help girls reflect on the choices they
are making, learn from their mistakes and modify their
behaviour. For example, if a girl is feeling sad and upset in
the company of her friends, perhaps it is time for her to
move on and join another group. If she is feeling guilty for

putting off her assignment, perhaps she needs to make a
start. The experience of psychological discomfort can be
helpful, so instead of wrapping adolescents in cotton wool
and protecting them from experiencing adversity, perhaps
we can teach them how to cope with challenging and
uncomfortable experiences.
In the first instance, we can teach girls how to recognise
and name their emotions using a strategy called ‘name it
to tame it’, outlined in Dr Daniel Siegel’s book Brainstorm
(Siegel, 2014). Dr Siegel proposes that naming a feeling
and talking about it reduces the intensity of the feeling,
because it allows you to either learn from it or choose to
let it go. ‘Name it to tame it’ tends to have a calming effect,
while statements that de-emphasise the experience like
‘You’ll be fine’ and ‘Don’t be silly’ tend to minimise
feelings and escalate the problem. Mindfulness is another
effective tool for managing emotions, because it involves
paying close attention to the present moment, noticing
feelings, and allowing them to come and go without
reacting to them or controlling them.
Many girls manage their feelings by dumping
uncomfortable ones on their parents, and parents serve
an incredibly important role in helping to contain their
daughter’s emotions. Parents are their daughter’s safe base,
so it is normal and natural for teens to complain and vent
to parents, and it actually serves a valuable purpose,
because it allows girls to bring their best selves to school.
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Unloading negative feelings or experiences makes girls feel
better about their day and helps them manage their feelings
more effectively, as parents can help them work through the
problem or reassure them that the best thing to do is
nothing (Damour, 2016).
Friendships are extremely important during adolescence,
and more often than not, girls provide good social support
to one another (Brizendine, 2006). It is important that
parents are mindful of this when their daughter is
requesting to use her iPhone or spend time with friends on
the weekend. Accessing peer social support is an effective,
mature and adaptive coping mechanism and it should be
encouraged and facilitated. Boundaries also play an
important role in managing emotions and maintaining
healthy relationships with others. In The Gifts of
Imperfection, Brene Brown proposes that boundaries are
about making it clear to others what is acceptable and what
is unacceptable in terms of how you want to be treated
(Brown, 2010). The concept of boundaries is one that
repeatedly emerges when working with teenage girls, firstly,
because girls have a tendency to set aside their own needs
and put others girls first, particularly when it comes to
supporting a friend struggling with their emotions. We need
to teach girls how to protect themselves emotionally by

putting appropriate boundaries in place and helping their
friend to access alternative supports. For example, if a girl is
staying up late responding to text messages from a friend in
distress, perhaps she needs to make it clear to her friend that
she is unable to respond to messages after a certain time.
Girls often need support and reassurance when setting
boundaries with friends, because they worry they are doing
the wrong thing and letting their friend down.
Finally, girls develop individual coping strategies for
managing emotional changes. When feeling overwhelmed,
girls tend to retreat to what is safe and familiar and often look
to activities they enjoyed when they were younger (Damour,
2016). This may include watching childhood movies, reading
favourite novels, cuddling a soft toy or cooking comfort foods.
Some girls may feel better if they listen to music, exercise,
write in a journal, make lists, reorganise their room or take a
nap. It is important to recognise that a girl may be using these
activities to cope with her feelings, even though it may seem
like she is avoiding or wasting time. Regardless of how your
daughter’s emotional journey unfolds, she will benefit from
receiving validation, emotional containment and support.
This involves acknowledging and accepting her emotions,
and helping her to regulate them while she is still developing
the skills and capacity to do this for herself.
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Creativity myths: busted
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C

reativity. Imagination. Innovation. These stilltrending nouns sit at the centre of many company
slogans but they are widely misunderstood.

Teachers are quick to point to Sir Ken Robinson when
defining these terms in the context of education. He poses
‘creativity is putting your imagination to work. It is applied
imagination. Innovation is putting new ideas into practice’
(Robinson and Aronica, 2015).
Creativity, in particular, carries historical baggage. In the
arts, creativity is central to our practice but students
struggle to tackle certain myths when developing
performative and visual responses to the world around
them. Is our practice divinely inspired? Is creativity only
bestowed upon the arty?
The creation of art is not alone in falling victim to
creativity myths. Research points to the difficulty of
audiences accepting creative ideas, too, especially when
more practical and unoriginal options are readily available
(Mueller, Melwani, Goncalo, 2010).
David Burkus synthesises the myths of creativity supremely.
In his text The Myths of Creativity: The Truth About How
Innovative Companies and People Generate Great Ideas (2013),
Burkus reminds us that our lives challenge us to be creative
on demand and therefore we must develop novel, useful
ideas in order that our organisations remain competitive.
In truth, creativity is much more than a ‘competitive edge’.
The creative arts reveal a deeper sense of who we are and
who we might become.

50

BRISBANE GIRLS GRAMMAR SCHOOL INSIGHTS 2018

Last week’s Arts Fest, culminating in the extraordinary
realisation of Eugene Ionesco’s Rhinoceros performed by a cast
of Senior Drama students, reminded us of the extent to which
our students crave creativity in their lives. The question arises,
then: how do we tackle some of the creativity myths Burkus
identifies?

THE CONSTRAINTS MYTH
‘Couldn’t we be more creative if there was no task sheet, and no
due date?’, ponders a Year 10 Drama student.
Students actually cope better when we narrow the scope and
scale of tasks. Far from a blank slate, constraints give structure
to the challenge, aiding understanding (Burkus, 2013).
The Percussion Ensemble performance, which opened Arts
Fest last Monday, was a perfect example of creative restraint.
The players threw improvised solos back and forth. Had Mr
Cavanough not placed restraint around tonal centres, length
and rhythmic complexity, the task would have been daunting
and likely unachievable.

THE BREED MYTH
‘Wait ‘till you meet my younger sister. She has always been so
arty’, says a Year 9 Visual Art student.
Creativity is the business of all of us. With no evidence
supporting a creative gene or personality type (Burkus, 2013),
we look at last Tuesday’s Songwriter Showcase in a different
light. Amazing the audience with a collection of original
songs, those creative souls are, more than anything, welltrained, hardworking and literate in their craft.

THE LONE CREATOR MYTH

THE COHESIVE MYTH

‘I work better by myself’, proclaims the lone creator.

‘But that’s how I want it to be’, states the Year 11 Drama student.

In reality, communities of artists function better than
individual artists. In business, most breakthrough ideas come
from a network of collaborators (Burkus, 2013). In the art
classroom, the bond between teacher mentor and student is
paramount. Observing giggling girls making carved fresco
pendants together with staff and a visiting artist last Tuesday
after school, we remembered that we are all in this together.

As Burkus (2013) notes, cohesion is most often a sign that we
have no new ideas. Teachers are well-trained at engaging in
positive conflict with student ideas. At times, the going gets
tough for students who feel they have ownership over a
creative idea. Teacher criticism that is work-focused, not
student-focused, allows creative ideas to flourish.

THE ORIGINALITY MYTH

‘It just came to me’, says the Year 12 Visual Art student.

‘I can’t find anything new to say in my work’, bemoans the Year 11
Drama student.
Do not worry about being original. Drama students work
best when they form new performances in response to the
old—when they re-interpret, combine, refine, extend or flip
practices that they have explored together. Last Wednesday’s
Physical Theatre performance and Grammar Dance
showcase were both perfect examples of girls combining
existing gestures and spaces in innovative ways.

THE EXPERT MYTH
‘I suppose I’m just over-thinking it’, frowns the frustrated
composer.
In reality, the most creative musical works are often
composed by girls with limited primary school training in
music—girls who have a basic grasp, but not enough to
hinder their creativity. A good approach is to write quickly,
before the second-guessing has time to set in, to avoid the
déformation professionnelle that comes with trying to ‘look
like a composer’.

THE EUREKA MYTH
After school last Wednesday, Visual Art students gathered
with staff to meet past student Rev. Dr Geraldine Wheeler
(1960). She articulated the artistic inquiry process perfectly,
demonstrating that things ‘just come to you’ after years of
experimentation, development, thought, practice and toil.

THE MOUSETRAP MYTH
‘I’ve got lots of ideas. None of them are any good. I just need to
have some more’, says the student struggling to translate her
ukulele doodling into a well-crafted tune.
Burkus (2013) debunks the myth that ‘if you build a better
mousetrap, the world will beat a path to your door’. Reinvention and endless idea-seeking in the arts can be fruitless
on account of an inherent bias against creativity as evidenced
by Mueller, Melwani and Goncalo (2010). Their research into
creativity bias reveals a tendency to guard against uncertainty,
failure, riskiness and social rejection when working with new
ideas. In truth, students don’t need to become more creative,
they need to get better at not falling victim to—and
dismissing—their own creative ideas.
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THE INCENTIVE MYTH
‘Is this for assessment?’, quizzes the Year 10 musician.
Last Thursday, an amplified string quartet performed ABBA
alongside electronic backing. Audience members sang and
danced in a remarkable display of joy. On Friday, Bartók
Strings performed Coldplay in the open, abandoning
confines of the traditional arrangement of chairs and
stands, with the audience peering down through the
Creative Learning Centre. The same day, our Arts Captains
organised a Slam and Jam. We enjoyed Chamber Singers’
Chattanooga Choo Choo (creative interpretation through
arranger, then conductor, then performer), followed by girls
reciting Valentine’s Day poems and performing slam poetry.
We heard an innovative duet interpretation of Billie Jean,

and a marvellously creative loop pedal/violin/synthesizer/
vocal rendition of a Bruno Mars tune.
All these un-assessed experiences play out what we know
about the detrimental effects of incentivism (Dobelli,
p.174). Greater creativity results from enlisting enthusiasm,
rather than enticing with bonuses or threatening with
assessment. Arts Fest, Rhinoceros and this week’s Cathedral
Concert encourage us to examine further the role that rich,
creative experiences play in inculcating a culture of
imagination.
Through myriad opportunities—both within the classroom
structure and through adjacent co-curricular activities—we
in the Creative Arts Faculty aim to allow students to practise
and revel in their creativity, and gradually learn to overcome
these myths.
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Thinking to learn
MS ALISON DARE, DIRECTOR OF HUMANITIES | FRIDAY 1 JUNE 2018

‘Knowing is how we make community with the unavailable other, with realities that would elude us without the
connective tissue of knowledge. Knowing is a human way to seek relationship and, in the process, to have encounters
and exchanges that will inevitably alter us. At its deepest reaches, knowing is always communal’. (Palmer, P. 1998, 55)

I

n my conversations with parents, the most common
diagnosis of their daughters’ performance I find myself
making is in relation to their thinking. I hear myself
making the same kinds of suggestions: approach texts more
critically; look for implicit (not just explicit meanings); go
beneath the surface; and be creative in synthesising ideas.
Inevitably, the question that I am almost always asked in
response to such statements is ‘how might this be achieved?’
Why are some students better at this than others? Is it just a
question of age and maturity levels, in which case, they will
inevitably improve over time? What am I, as their teacher,
doing to assist their daughters to become deeper, more
critical thinkers?
Unlike acquiring facts, (an aspect of learning that is still
crucial), learning to think (and indeed thinking in order to
learn) is not something that can be packaged neatly and
delivered in a straight line of transmission from teacher to
student. Even if learning was only concerned with the
assimilation of information, as was the case in industrial
times, the way in which students learn has never been
completely straightforward. I am often amused when I
encounter past students who tell me what it is they
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remember about my classes—it seems that the content areas
of the subject are infused with the incidental, off-topic
stories told by the teacher and the various relationship
dynamics in the class. If I think back to my own school days,
I can say that this is also true of my own experience.
In the early 20th century, American Philosopher and
Educator, John Dewy, explored the way in which students
learn to think. In the context of the relationship between
democracy and education he asserted, ‘society not only
continues to exist by transmission by communication, but it
may fairly be said to exist in transmission, in communication’
(1916, 28). In a classroom setting, it is the multi-faceted
communication between teacher and student (and among
students themselves) that leads to a shared understanding
rather than a simple transactional passing of information
from one to the other. This shared understanding, Dewey
states, ‘cannot be passed physically from one to another like
bricks; [it] cannot be shared as persons would share a pie by
dividing it into physical pieces. The communication, which
ensures participation in a common understanding, is one
that secures similar emotional and intellectual dispositions—
like ways of responding to expectations and requirements’
(1916).

In essence, Dewey was suggesting that learning is an
inherently social activity. It is in that mysterious space
between teacher and student (as opposed to from teacher
to student) where deep thinking and learning is developed.
Because learning and thinking arises from that transactional
space, the relationship between the teacher and the student
is obviously vital to robust learning. Ron Ritchard, Senior
Research Associate at Harvard Project Zero, identifies the
notion of interaction between the teacher and student as one
of eight cultural forces in the classroom that help to nurture
the development of students as thinkers. According to
Ritchard, ‘attention to building strong teacher-student
relationships plays an important role in supporting student
achievement and in particular the development of critical
thinking’ (2015, 203).
Why is this relationship so important and how is that space
between teacher and student defined? In the context of a
1986 study by Mary Budd Rowe, American Science
Education Researcher, into the relationship between the
‘teacher time’ given to student responses in class discussions
and thinking, Budd Rowe concluded, ‘to grow a complex
thought system requires a great deal of shared experience
and conversation.
It is in talking about what we have done and observed, and
in arguing about what we make of our experiences, that ideas
multiply, become refined, and, finally produce new questions
and further explorations’ (in Ritchard, 2015, 203). The ideal
space between teacher and student is then predominantly a
conversational one; thinking is developed in that dynamic
two-way relationship where ideas are challenged and refined.
Intellectual engagement is thus also social engagement.

While teachers understand that a truly interactive approach
is conducive to the development of critical thinking,
sometimes students do not. It is tempting for them to
assume, especially when they feel stressed, that classroom
discussions are extraneous to ‘core’ learning. Students feel
that in order to be successful, all they should need to do is
learn from a neatly contained set of facts and objectives,
provided by their teacher. However, critical thinking is not
something that can be crammed in the lead up to an exam
in the same way that learning a set of facts can be. Thinking
sometimes becomes convoluted as it draws upon outside
stimuli and the inner world of a students’ imagination. It
throws up surprises and does not always go in the direction
we originally anticipate. Its expansiveness can create some
degree of anxiety because the knowledge it produces is not
always binary, and does not always make sense. The
renowned educator and author Parker Palmer suggests that
the teaching and learning space is a paradoxical one. One
aspect of this paradox is that it invites the voice of the
individual as well as that of the group. ‘Learning does not
happen’, asserts Palmer, ‘when students are unable to
express their ideas, emotions, confusions, ignorance, and
prejudices. In fact, only when people can speak their minds
does education have a chance to happen’ (2007, p.78).
Students need to learn to feel comfortable with the
messiness of thinking because this is where the brain starts
to do its work, unravelling the mess and creating structure
and the potential for new connections. They need to be
patient with their own development and know that the
more they can engage, the better they will become as
thinkers and learners.
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Solving ‘demon’ problems
with confidence
MS CATRIN HUXTABLE, DIRECTOR OF MATHEMATICS | FRIDAY 8 JUNE 2018

I

t is 1995. A 10-tonne truck rattles through Zambia,
destination Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe. On board, 22
passengers and crew bounce in their seats, as their
driver assesses the track ahead, balancing the need for
caution with that of a daylight arrival. The road is slow,
a patchwork of dirt and neglected post-colonial tarmac
weaving through the sugar cane landscape. Yet the company
is making good time, dodging the washouts, until a
deceptively large hole presents itself and the truck drops
into it with some force. The usually sprightly engine loses
power, the result of diesel spraying under high pressure past
the failed injector pump gasket. The vehicle bounces to a
halt. ‘No problem’, the driver states confidently to the
concerned faces around her, ‘we carry a good set of spares,
we can dismantle the pump, pop a new gasket on and be on
our way’. Only, as luck would have it, the rather delicate,
specialised part needed is not present among the set. The
driver’s ingenuity, confidence and ability to problem-solve
are the only tools at her disposal.
Fast forward to the present day and the truck driver, yours
truly, now finds herself part of a bigger team facing quite a
different situation, one even more challenging to address.
The modern, and future, workplace demands that workers
are able to solve non-routine problems in a range of
professions and circumstances: complex problems,
unfamiliar problems. Schools are charged with developing
the skills that underpin successful problem-solving, across
all subject areas. Mathematics is well-placed to contribute
to this need, so as a Faculty we consider how we can best
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support the development of these skills in our students.
However, there is another aspect that complicates the issue,
particularly within Mathematics.
Students find problem-solving activities challenging (PISA,
2012) and, in Mathematics, difficulties with problem-solving
can lead to anxiety, especially when assessment is involved.
Many students study hard only to find they struggle to apply
their knowledge on the day of an exam. Occasionally, they
run out of time, and sometimes they have difficulty
understanding the question. On return of their marked
paper, students may be frustrated when they realise they can
now do what they could not under the pressure of an exam
situation. Often, there are tears as their confidence suffers.
Many profess to feel anxious beyond expected, normal
(arguably helpful) levels and feel this impairs their ability to
show what they can do. Many will comment that it was the
problem-solving that defeated them.
Within the sporting arena, the phenomenon of ‘choking
under pressure’ is relatively well-known, with research
documenting that pressure situations can result in adverse
effects on performance. Perhaps less well-known is that
similar findings have been observed in mathematical
contexts. In 2004, Beilock, Kulp, Holt and Karr supported
the idea that anxiety could have a disruptive effect on
mathematical problem-solving by consuming working
memory capacity. Their research noted that while high levels
of anxiety were detrimental to performance, with sufficient
practice of similar tasks, anxiety and associated ‘choking’,
were greatly reduced. This would seem to be logical, and

indeed, for many students, additional practice and exposure
to more difficult problems can be helpful. However, for
others, this advice does not appear to work. Some students
report that despite practising all of the problems available to
them, they still have difficulties on the day of the assessment;
‘the questions were not like anything I've practised’ is a
common refrain. Perhaps adding to the complexity of the
issue is that by their very nature, non-routine questions must
be different to those encountered before, so while practice is
undoubtedly important, other strategies are also required.
Research from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) has shown that girls, in particular,
can struggle to understand and solve problems where the
way forward is not immediately obvious. Translating a
problem into a mathematical form in order to make progress
is challenging, even for those considered to have a strong
aptitude for the subject (OECD, 2015), The ABC of Gender
Equality in Education). In 1966, Webber labelled word
problems requiring mathematisation as ‘demon’ problems.
Anecdotal evidence would suggest many of our girls would
find this title apt. So how do we help our girls overcome
unhelpful levels of anxiety, improve their confidence, and
learn to love the ‘demon’ problems?
Underpinning any application of skills must be proficiency
in the basic skills themselves. PISA’s 2012 report on Creative
Problem Solving notes ‘the highest intelligence, largest
working memory capacity, or the most efficient brain cannot
help to solve a problem if the person has no meaningful
knowledge to process’ (PISA, 2012).
Yet, if we consider a complex, non-routine, task to be one
where ‘the solution cannot be obtained by the automatic
application of a ready-made algorithm’ (Mevarech and
Kramarski, 2014), there is a clear need to push beyond
procedural proficiency to a deeper conceptual understanding.
Our teaching strategies at Girls Grammar are designed with
this in mind. Yet on occasion, we will hear the question ‘So
after this, I do this…?’ as students seek to clarify a process. In
itself, this can be helpful, but if it is the only question a
student asks as they are wrestling with new ideas, then our
experience suggests knowledge development is likely to be
shallow and short-lived, and opportunities to form critical
links with prior knowledge could be lost.

The process of metacognition, thinking about our own
thinking, has a history within mathematics as a useful tool
in establishing a deeper understanding of situations and as
an approach to solving difficult problems. In 1945, Polya
outlined useful steps to consider when solving such
problems in his book, How to Solve it (2014). Other models
exist, which suggest a similar approach, and recent research
has given support to their value. Kramarski et al. (2010)
investigated the effects of metacognitive processes on
anxiety and problem-solving for students across the ability
range and found students confident with the process
demonstrated greater gains in their performance and
reported a reduction in anxiety.
Our aim is to help our students move toward becoming
confident problem-solvers, by more overtly modelling these
metacognitive processes. As we challenge the girls to tackle
unfamiliar problems, we are encouraging them to slow
down, to read and to think about what is in front of them.
We are asking them to consider what they know, and what is
familiar about the situation in front of them. What
information is given and just as importantly, not given? If
they could phone a friend, what is the one thing they would
ask? (Other than the answer itself!). This can be a painful
process, as regardless of experience or ability level, students’
pleas of ‘just tell me what to do’ are responded to with more
questions. The pain will be worth it if over time a greater
depth of understanding and confidence develops, and the
anxiety associated with ‘getting it wrong’ decreases.
The reality for Mathematics teachers is that many of the
concepts we are teaching may not be specifically utilised in
later life. Undoubtedly, many past students regret they no
longer find the need to apply the quadratic formula.
However, few would argue that reasoning, perseverance,
logic, creativity and flexibility—skills required to move
successfully through the Mathematics curriculum—are not
essential to life after secondary school. These skills stay
with us for life. Perhaps unsurprisingly, my knowledge of
algebraic axioms was not overly helpful in getting the show
back on the road in Zambia, but years of thinking about
what to do, when I did not know what to do (coupled with
some rice bubble packets and silicone) definitely were.
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Bake to the future
M S S A R A H F R E W, A S S O C I AT E D E A N ( AC A D E M I C C A R E ) | F R I DAY 1 5 J U N E 2 0 1 8

T

he inspiration for this article came from an unusual
place—sitting in morning traffic on Gregory Terrace.
The CWA logo on a building across the road from the
School prompted some reflection; perhaps because the
previous evening, I had indulged in an episode of the Great
British Food Revival where Michel Roux Jr. shared the ‘lost art
of baking bread’. It was a piece on artisanship and it was
delightful.
It occurred to me as I sat in the traffic that taking time to
think and reflect, and the art of baking were analogous. Both
are about choice, and the very deliberate act of slowing down,
putting time and effort into a process learned and honed over
generations—a process that is humble yet sustaining.

It is hard to use our time in such a way when a fast and easy
alternative is so convenient. This is perhaps what captivated
me—the choice to slow down a process. When was the last
time I baked bread? I wondered. What is it about the process
of baking it yourself that makes it so delicious? How can we
choose ‘slow’ in the face of agendas that call endlessly for
agility and innovation? (Deloitte, 2018). Reflecting on the
trends of our time it is easy to feel that our wider context,
and particularly the world of work, is moving at a frenetic
pace, that change is the mode d’etre (CSIRO, 2018).
Both Deloitte’s and the CSIRO’s recent reports on these
‘megatrends’ makes clear that the age of artificial intelligence
is upon us and new frontiers for thinking and problemsolving are emerging. Thriving in the face of these trends will
require agility, resilience, and most importantly, the propensity
to think—deeply, divergently and creatively (Deloitte, 2018).
The wave of automation and ‘disruption’ is exciting but it
brings with it positive and negative impacts, both apparent
and yet to be realised. In the face of constant, immanent,

and seemingly accelerating change, there is clear value in
knowing when to step back and take the time to evaluate,
to appreciate, to cogitate.
It is important that we in our school communities think about
how we are readying our students for their futures. I cannot
help but think that the things that have always mattered will
continue to do so, even in a world underpinned by constant
change and adaptation. To meet the moral imperative of
preparing our students for these kinds of futures, we must
continue to offer a broad, liberal education within a rich,
rigorous and robust culture of thinking. We must keep our eyes
on strategic forecasting, without giving in to the urgencies or
uncertainties of the present paradigm (Hargreaves and Fink,
2012).
This presents a paradox: working slowly in a fast-paced world.
Time is indeed our most precious resource. It is vitally
important that we think deeply about the teaching and learning
moments when exploring the curriculum, of course, but it is
also important to consider the ‘hidden’ curriculum (Costa and
Kallick, 2009). What skills, attributes and dispositions need
nurturing? In a recent panel discussion on ABC’s The Drum, the
former Principal of MLC School Sydney, Ms Louise RobertsSmith, and CSIRO Senior Principal Scientist, Dr Stefan
Hajkowicz, offered some eminently sensible observations and
fascinating insights about the digitally enabled workforce of
tomorrow and the implications for schools. Roberts-Smith
talked about the hidden curriculum that resides in traditional
classroom spaces, and the need for students to be supported in
using their time optimally—managing distraction, establishing
routines and behaviours that disengage from the ‘noise’ of
digital immersion—the world of ‘insta’ and ‘snap’—in order
to privilege deep thinking (The Drum, 2018).
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Ron Ritchart, whose work underpins Harvard Project Zero,
outlines a set of cultural forces for schools to harness in
order to meet the challenges of tomorrow. The thinking
culture Ritchart espouses is one that Girls Grammar is
committed to building. The term ‘culture’ is as important
here as it is in bread baking. In the school context, culture
means other people—and it is this ‘culture’ that promotes
growth. In Ritchart’s model, carefully constructed language
and thinking moves exploit this basic truth that good
thinking is a highly relational endeavour, that ‘transformative
learning is more likely in community’. The social side of
thinking well is an important ingredient in uncovering
complexity. Lessons are more likely to ‘stick’ when thinking
is done deliberately, and in company.
We need to think carefully about the learners headed for
futures in our fast-paced, technology-driven world. Lucy
Clark explored some of the pressures facing young people
today in her recent book, Beautiful Failures. She makes
some parental observations about perfectionism and the
potential impact of perceived or real pressure to perform.
We need to think carefully about the values we model, and
support students to develop not only social and emotional
resilience but also academic resilience, too. This means
that we do not pretend to our children and students that
ideas come out fully formed and beautiful.

They emerge from a process every bit as messy, sticky,
procedural, failure-prone and demanding as good baking.
Some of our ideas will rise wonderfully, while others will not.
What we don’t need to give our young learners is a ‘packet
mix’. The demands of assessment can feel challenging. Quite
understandably, students often want teachers to ‘tell us what
we need to know’, particularly in an environment where
performance is so carefully tracked and reported. This kind
of knowledge is a commodity, and one that decreases in
relevance and value after assessment. The ability to make
connections, to seek to know how and why things work as
they do, to test ways of thinking and to make learnings ‘stick’
is a harder but much more valuable challenge.
In a thinking culture, we relish this kind of productive
struggle because we want our young charges to become the
best versions of their thinking selves. It is important that we
emphasise and value process and industry over grades—
choosing to focus on the ‘baking’ rather than purchasing a
ready-made, homogenous, ‘cookie-cutter’ product. Artisanal
learning requires the combination of premium ingredients
and a tried and tested method. The rewards are delectable:
thinkers who are ethical, considered and informed develop
into young people who demonstrate curiosity, courage,
confidence, compassion and creativity—ready to make
positive, meaningful contributions to the world.
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IMPORTANT PERSPECTIVES
M S JAC I N DA E U L E R , P R I N C I PA L

B

risbane Girls Grammar School’s broad, liberal education is underpinned
by an open-minded approach to learning that develops and strengthens
students’ higher-order, critical-thinking skills.

Within this culture of embedded learning—where teachers and students
together model a passion for diversity of thought and intellectual rigour in
forming opinions—Grammar girls engage in lively, well-informed, respectful
discussion and debate.
In a world that sometimes encourages young people to focus on material gain
while neglecting to cultivate a rich inner life, never has it been more important
for the voices of strong, independent, compassionate women to be heard as
they contribute to the creation of more enlightened, progressive world.
This selection of student Perspectives reveals the depth of thought among our
students—their readiness to become tomorrow’s leaders, and a willingness to
challenge the status quo.
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Organ donation
Winner of the Senior Merle Weaver competition, Amrutha Murali (12B), urged audience members
to talk to their families and loved ones about the importance of organ donation.

Words are powerful
Winner of the Junior Merle Weaver competition, Lara Triscott (10H), spoke about the Rwandan
genocide and the power of words to affect change.

Celebrity politicians
In her Senior Merle Weaver speech, Chloe Fleming (12R), discusses the attributes of effective
leadership, arguing 'celebrity politicians are debasing the governance of the world's nations'.

Ignorance is not bliss
In her Junior Merle Weaver speech, Bridgette Watkins (10R), reflects on how a trip to India inspired
her to refute the proverb ‘ignorance is bliss’ as she explains how acting on what we do not know can
lead to the greatest opportunities to learn.

Down to earth
Alexandra Laherty (12M) discusses considerations of tradition and sustainability that influenced the
Student Council’s decision to adopt more environmentally friendly decorations for Open Day.
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ORGAN DONATION
AMRUTHA MURALI (12B), PRIZEWINNING SPEECH OF THE 2018
SENIOR MERLE WEAVER PUBLIC SPEAKING COMPETITION
| FRIDAY 16 NOVEMBER 2018

L

iam was only three years old when he lost his life. In his
last few hours, as he lay still on the hospital bed, his
mother, holding his head to her chest, embraced him for
the last time. As she cried, the doctor tried to comfort her, to
reassure her that they had done everything they possibly could.
All she could think was, how could there be no way out, no
solution, not even one person out there willing to spend an
extra minute and simply tick a box that could give her little boy
a second chance at an opportunity to live? How could we
deprive her son of the gift of life?
It is time to put an end to this ongoing trauma, to step up,
make a change and become organ donors. Currently,
Australia’s opt-in legislation has completely failed to attend to
the increasing disparity between the number of patients on
waiting lists and the number of available organs. In fact, it is
humiliating to know that Australia has one of the lowest rates
of organ donation, ranking 22nd in the world.
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You may ask, if it is as simple as ticking a box, why are so
few people signing up? Well, there seems to be a common
misconception that we already have enough organ donors
available. Yet on average, 1500 Australians are still on a
waiting list, perhaps in a hospital bed, their distraught
families praying, hoping that their loved one will receive an
organ, some even counting their remaining days. Nineteen
people on this list die every day because there are not
enough Australians signing up to be organ donors. This has
to change. If these people were our family, we would not
think twice before donating. So why are we letting
thousands of fellow Australians die without organs that
would otherwise die with us? If we as a community expect
to receive a donation, then we as a community must be
prepared to donate. Remember, if you are not an organ
donor when you die, then you are taking a lot of people
with you.

I recently heard about a young, single mother, Alicia Barns,
who was admitted to the Brisbane Transplant Service. Her
heart was failing rapidly so clinicians placed her at the top of
the waiting list—status 1—and they waited. Ten days passed,
not one single call for an offer. Twenty days passed, no call.
Finally, when 30 days had passed, the first call came through.
However, it was too late. Just 10 minutes before the first offer
came through, Alicia’s heart stopped beating, and she suffered
a sudden cardiac death. Ten minutes. Soon after, Alicia’s two
little girls, aged three and four, embraced their mum for the
last time.
Now, when I first heard this story, I was shocked, upset,
infuriated that if just one more person had decided to donate
their heart, to just tick that box, Alicia could have lived. She
could have gone home to her two little girls and watched them
grow and experience the many important milestones life has to
offer. Sadly, this tragedy is only one of thousands that occur

every year; of the 80 per cent of Australians who say they
would be willing to become organ donors, only 36 per cent
sign up.
We need to take action. So, all that I ask of you is that you
spread the word. I ask that you have that two-minute
conversation with your loved ones, the conversation that can
save lives. Become organ donors if you have not yet done so
and join the rest of us in our endeavour to make change, to
save lives.
What an incredible miracle it is that a part of us can live in
someone else—that we can leave a meaningful legacy and
give someone that second chance at life.
Enough people die due to unhealthy organs. Enough people
experience the excruciating pain of losing a loved one.
We need to take action. Let’s take the challenge and help a
generation with organ donation. All it costs is a little love.
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WORDS ARE POWERFUL
LARA TRISCOTT (10H), PRIZEWINNING SPEECH OF THE 2018
JUNIOR MERLE WEAVER PUBLIC SPEAKING COMPETITION
| FRIDAY 23 NOVEMBER 2018

K

ill the cockroaches! Cut down the tall trees!
In April 1994, a family finishing their dinner in a
suburban home hear these words coming over the radio.
The father, Mattias, tells his wife to take the children to bed.
He walks to his neighbours’ house. They have known each
other, it seems, forever. One of his cousins married into their
family. Their children go to school together, play football in the
street and worship at the same church each Sunday.
As he gets closer to the house he looks through the window
and sees the mother, Nazou, washing the dishes, asking her
children to help her with the drying. The children squabbling
over whose turn it is. A glimpse of the father still sitting at the
table. What happened when Mattias entered that home, is
unspeakable. The mother was the only survivor.
Kill the cockroaches. Cut down the tall trees. These simple
words had the power to get everyday people with no history of
violence to kill friends, neighbours and even family members
in the Rwandan genocide. A slaughter of 800,000 men,
women and children in 100 days. 800,000 people. Equivalent
to more than a third of the population of Brisbane. One in
three of us.
And it started with words. Not just those words transmitted on
that long dark night, but the words that they had heard again
and again and again. Words of detestation, dehumanisation
and division spoken by politicians and generals. Words seen
in newspapers and heard on the radio. How can a horror like
this start with words?
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Words. Words do not merely impart information. Words cause
actions. Words create reality.
The power of words has long been acknowledged. ‘In the
beginning, there was the word, and the word was God.’ we
hear in Christianity. In Islamic architecture, at the topmost
level, buildings are decorated with calligraphy, with words.
Word being closest to god, to absolute power. And when
something has power, there are always those who want to use
that power, harness that power to control others.
The start of dictatorships, totalitarian and military regimes
follow this pattern. Hitler started the holocaust with words.
As he himself said, ‘make the lie big, make it simple, keep
saying it, and eventually they will believe it’. With one hand
the dictator churns out nationalist propaganda. With the other,
he burns books, he censors, he arrests journalists and sends
them to concentration camps. Once he controls all words,
what seemed unthinkable, diabolical, becomes simply….
reality.
So, with word upon word, it becomes normal to call people
names, ethnic slurs—‘cockroach’, for example. Seeing people
as inferior based on gender or ethnicity or religion or disability
becomes just what we do every day. Word upon word upon
word… making it okay to make these so-called ‘other people’
rights. And then making it okay to take these rights away. And
then… those words become the chug of the train into
Auschwitz, the screaming of a child as it is being separated
from its mother. Words have turned into the sounds of terror.
Words have turned into action.

GEORGIA DOCHERTY / 9G

And who could ever have predicted this? Would we have
known from those first words, those starting words where it
would end? Would we know them if we were hearing them
now? Will there come a day when separating families and
imprisoning people looking for safety and a better life would be
normal because we have been told they are ‘just not like us’?
Just how vigilant are we?
However words are not good or bad in themselves. They can be
just as powerful in empowering people as in disempowering
them. ‘Speak up!’, ‘Speak out!’, ‘Let your voice be heard’—
these are war cries to mobilise the words of democracy and
equality. Words can comfort, council and promise. They can
create change. They can make things better.

In Rwanda there were too many murderers, too many
participants in the mass killings to imprison everyone. All that
is left to the country to make things better now are words.
Today, genocide perpetrators face the family of their victims
in traditional community courts. The aggressor, accepts
responsibility and seeks forgiveness.
In a room, on the outskirts of Kigali, Mattias faces Nazou.
He expresses horror at what he has done. He is overcome
with remorse and he begs for mercy.
And what started with the words of the violent and power
hungry, ends with the soft words of a bereft mother:
‘I forgive you.’
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CELEBRITY POLITICIANS
CHLOE FLEMING (12R) | FRIDAY 16 NOVEMBER 2018

P

olicy tweeted in 280 characters, complex issues turned
into soundbites, not because they needed to be but
because, fundamentally, the people speaking about
them do not know what they are talking about. Celebrity
politicians are debasing the governance of the world’s
nations. Globally, the cult of celebrity is destroying the
institutions that most need to stay safe from it. Celebrity
politicians are not effective, feed into emotion-based decision
making, and are slowly taking the places of people who could
be doing a better job.
Celebrities make distinctly terrible and ineffective politicians.
In no other job would it be acceptable and normal for people
to have no experience or qualifications. These people are
trusted to make the law, and have free reign over our rights.
They have so much power that they can potentially make not
only personal enemies, but political ones too, creating the
kind of situation where the whim of an impetuous child could
send bombs our way.
The current problem in the USA is that they have put a
clueless person with no political experience in a position of
extreme power. A common response to this was: ‘Oprah for
president!’, even though she has no experience herself, and
is known for providing a platform for quacks to spout their
ignorant and delusional views (Belluz, 2018). This kind of
problem-solution gap only expounds the very problem of a
lack of experience resulting in uninformed and unintelligent
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decision making. The problem is celebrity politicians; you
cannot solve the problem with more of the same problem.
Before a B-list actor became president of the United States,
the country was in the process of moving to the metric system.
Then, actor-turned-president, Ronald Reagan, decided to keep
the imperial system he knew so well, leaving the US in the dark
ages (Mankiewicz, 2006).
An example of good intentions turned to disaster is rock
singer-turned-Labour MP Peter Garrett. He held the position of
Environmental Minister, coming into the position with a passion
for conservation and environmental renewability. This, however,
backfired as his lack of experience led to unsafe schemes
which resulted in four insulation workers’ deaths and hundreds
of house fires (Ryan, B., & Taylor, J., 2014; “Faulty insulation”,
2010).
As evidenced by Peter Garrett and others, superficial merits
like sporting or musical prowess or celebrity, do not make
someone an effective politician.
Furthermore, celebrities’ knowledge-power imbalance
motivates emotion-based decision making on the part of voters.
The admission of these people to political office demeans
serious matters of local and international governance; they
often drag in the media circus, intimately entwined with drama
and deception, putting on a show and grovelling to the lowest
common denominator.

With huge multi-million dollar platforms and pre-existing fan
bases, celebrities are uniquely positioned to be able to
influence and exercise power over people, all the time lacking
the necessary knowledge and information on many of the
matters that they advocate for or against. They are known for
subscribing to trends and don’t necessarily have the skills to
adequately assess whether something they like would make
good policy let alone policy that can actually be passed. They
are all talk and no walk.

In what world is having incompetent, emotion-provoking
posers taking the place of professionals a good thing? We
need a world where every action isn’t a headline. Eliminating
some of the most damaging people in our political system is
a start. Remember that politics exists not to entertain us, but
to serve us. For us young women at Brisbane Girls Grammar
School, very soon, this simple decision will be placed in our
hands.

If we normalise making decisions based on who our politicians
are as people then we make those decisions based not upon
the things that will affect us, but instead on who makes us feel
good. Someone can be dramatic and charismatic,
recognisable, and we will, unfortunately, side with them. When
Julia Gillard became prime minister, the biggest criticism of her
was her appearance (Freedman, M., 2010). The more we feed
and support this superficial school of thought, very clearly, the
worse off we are.
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IGNORANCE IS NOT BLISS
BRIDGETTE WATKINS (10R) | FRIDAY 23 NOVEMBER 2018

I

have been very fortunate to travel to some amazing
places, whether sightseeing in America or skiing in
Canada, but a trip I took last year was unlike anywhere I
had visited before, and has had the greatest impact on my
life. The curious thing about this trip was that it was not a
destination my family had chosen, but one that was chosen
for us. My sister and I were part of the Australian Chess team
playing in the World Youth Olympiad held in Ahmedabad,
India.
Thirty countries were represented at the tournament, which
ran for 10 days. Each morning, buses would arrive to
transport all competitors from the hotel to the venue. On the
first day, full of enthusiasm, excitement and nerves, I took
the opportunity to sit at the front of the bus so I could see as
much of Ahmedabad as possible.
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As the traffic came to a standstill she dropped the toddler’s
hand and ran in and out of the traffic with her bowl. When
the traffic started moving, she moved with it, until the
vehicles’ momentum forced her to retreat, the toddler sitting
obliviously under the traffic lights the entire time.
Every day I would anticipate seeing her, and every day, she
was there. One day her longing eyes caught mine, I smiled,
and she lifted her bowl higher. In my opinion, this scene
most strongly refutes the proverb ‘ignorance is bliss’.
It occurred to me that the other places my family and I had
visited were affluent and dynamic, but because India was so
far removed from anything I had ever experienced, my
ignorance had been laid bare.

If you have not experienced Indian traffic, it is something to
behold—cars, a symphony of horns tooting, trucks piled to
capacity with animals, people or both, and hundreds of
rickshaws. Organised chaos is one way to describe it, with
even the traffic lights seeming to be optional.

Exploring the world’s largest civilisation with history reaching
back five millennia, a country where yoga and chess
originated, boasting more than 300 000 active mosques,
and a population of 1.3 billion, I was pushed outside my
comfort zone, and able to experience uncertainty, ambiguity,
even fear.

Approaching one set of traffic lights we stopped, and so did
my heart. There, on the median strip, in the middle of eight
lanes of traffic was a girl, around my age, with a baby
harnessed to her chest, so her hands were free. One held the
hand of a toddler and the other a bowl as she begged for
money. Her blue dress was torn, and she wore no shoes.

My outlook until then, had been governed by my protected
life, growing up in Brisbane where I am very familiar and
comfortable in my surroundings. It is dangerously easy for
me to assume that I am on top of things and confident in my
abilities. But when venturing in India, I was reminded every
moment of every day that I was not, and it was exhilarating.
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I’ve since questioned why I haven’t previously channelled my
enthusiasm, inquisitiveness and energy into getting to know
this country? Did it take my trip to India to make me realise I
was being ignorant and complacent in my own birthplace?
I had always thought of Australia as a utopia, yet I had failed to
dig deeper and explore this country properly. Australia, the
world’s sixth largest country by area with a population
approaching 25 million, is also a country where on any given
night, one in 200 people are experiencing homelessness.
I don’t believe that ignorance is bliss. But also, I don’t believe
the opposite of knowledge is always ignorance. It can be
wonder, mystery, or even possibility.
The first time I asked my parents a question and they
responded with ‘I don’t know’, it somehow gave me
reassurance and confidence. It showed me that these figures
who I had always believed to hold all knowledge, did not
actually know everything.
This taught me the reality that sooner or later all of us are
faced with situations where we don’t know the answers. We all
have our specific pockets of inability and we know some of
them, but there are a lot we simply don’t know.

I’ve generally found it is the things I don’t know, rather than the
things I do know, that have opened my eyes, brought me closer
to others and prompted more discussion.
Nobel Memorial Prize-winning Economist, Dr Daniel Kahnenan,
spent more than 60 years researching human behaviour and his
conclusion is that we have ‘an unlimited ability to ignore our
ignorance’. This demonstrates that we don’t act on what we don’t
acknowledge.
In India I was forced to confront this every day, continuously
looking around the corner and seeing hundreds of things I’ll never
be able to comprehend. I was forced to challenge myself, and
every day I was rewarded with a new discovery.
Knowledge is a priceless gift. We will never stop learning, and my
experience with the girl in the torn blue dress demonstrated that
where there are deficits, we will find our greatest opportunities to
learn.
I’ll conclude with a quote by Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘Everywhere
people wish to be settled, but only insofar as we are unsettled is
there any hope for us.’
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DOWN TO EARTH
ALEXANDRA LAHERTY (12M), ARTS CAPTAIN | FRIDAY 27 JULY 2018

B

alloons: the sacrosanct hallmarks of our childhoods, still
emblematic of the unsurpassed excitement and wonder
that their presence at birthdays or school fetes or
carnivals has always signalled. Most of us would never expect
to denounce them. But this term, those of us in Year 12
found ourselves grappling with a balloon-centric quandary
that weighed as heavily on our shoulders as helium is light—
the Open Day dilemma. As we prepared to celebrate our last
one, with its trademark abundance of helium balloons, we
were confronted by some frightening revelations. These
innocent decorations pose a grave threat to our environment,
and have been identified as one of the top three most
harmful pollutants on the planet.
At best, a balloon used for just a few hours will take years to
decay, and will never fully biodegrade. At worst (and all too
often), it will elude the post-festivity clean-up, potentially
devastating the world’s ecosystems and their inhabitants
more than a 1000 kilometres from the site of its innocuous
origins.
Moreover, every balloon filled with helium squanders more of
our rapidly depleting reserves of helium, a critical commodity
in medical procedures and scientific research.
Where did that leave us?

In simple terms, conflicted. Admittedly, the balloons that line the
front gates at Open Day have been an iconic fixture for at least as
long as any Year 12 student can remember. We felt compelled to
uphold the tradition. But the debate had rendered us indelibly
conscious of our ethical responsibility to the environment as the
School’s leaders, and we were unanimously unwilling to neglect it.
Slowly, our discussion and deliberation blossomed from timid to
passionate. Within a few days, new ideas had evolved into
fully-fledged plans backed by an outpouring of support, and a
heartfelt volley of cheers went up when our Head Girls officially
confirmed that we would make the change.
Accordingly, this year our Student Council won’t spend the
countdown to Open Day blowing up and arranging balloons, as
they have for the past 15 years. Their job instead is to decorate
the front gates with another inimitable signature of the School:
the royal blue ribbon. In faithfulness to the sense of wonder that
we love about balloons, the trees by the front of the School will
be starred with a sea of paper lanterns. Finally, to acknowledge
and uphold the cause that we designed these changes to
support, potted and abundantly flowering shrubs will frame the
entrance—and after Open Day is over for another year, they’ll
continue on to be planted around the School grounds, ushering
in the beginnings of tomorrow’s legacy where yesterday’s
tradition ends.
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The Power of the ensemble
M R PAU L H O L L E Y OA M , AC T I N G D I R E C TO R O F I N S T R U M E N TA L M U S I C
| FRIDAY 22 JUNE 2018

I

am reminded constantly via all media outlets that in
these days of frantic pace and high stress, humans need
to feel part of a community and to have a sense of
belonging.
Dr Dean Ornish writes, ‘the need for connection and
community is primal, as fundamental as the need for air,
water, and food’ (2013, para. 3). It is so easy while pursuing
personal success to become self-absorbed and isolated. This
is true not only of my generation but it seems, to this close
bystander, increasingly true of our current secondary school
generation.
The Brisbane Girls Grammar School Strategic Design
2016-2019 states, under the Guiding Principle of Life Wide
Learning, the desire to ‘foster a culture of inter-dependent
participation, commitment and fair competition that inspires
contribution to a greater purpose and creates a sense of
otherness to unlock potential within the individual girl and
within the collective.’ For many years, this principle has been
enacted in the ensemble-based program offered by the
Instrumental Music Department, which requires all girls
who sing or learn an orchestral instrument to be members
of School ensembles. We see the student’s core ensemble as
the primary teaching space, with group or private lessons
providing the chance to fine tune and more closely monitor
the skills first learned in ensembles.
Why do we support this model?
It is our belief that in ensemble, girls learn more than simply
how to perform music—they gain important skills that will
support their development into Grammar Women who
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understand, among other things, collaboration, discipline,
commitment and resilience. The ensemble also provides a
social space where girls can become part of a like-minded
community of learners and performers, who together can
explore ways to express themselves through music and
achieve more than they could alone. In order to explore how
this belief is enacted for our students, we recently sought
their answers to two questions:
1. What do you enjoy about singing or playing in a
School ensemble?
2. What are the benefits for you of being in a music
ensemble?

COLLABORATION
	
‘It takes collaboration across a community to develop better
skills for better lives.’
	Jose Angel Gurria, Secretary-General, Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development
A willingness to contribute, critically assess progress, develop
as a group and see processes through to a successful outcome
are characteristics of a collaborative individual worker and a
successful music ensemble. Ensembles provide an
environment where girls can make their contribution, be part
of a discussion about how aspects of the music are working
and make necessary adjustments. All members of the
ensemble learn their own part and discover how best to
support each other’s parts in an effort to achieve an outcome
as close to the composer’s intentions as possible. Learning
these skills helps build the integrity of the ensemble and
bring the music to life.

JESSIE LU / 8G
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	I love the feeling when we have been working on a piece for
weeks and finally it comes together. We play it, and when we
finish we all realise we've played it perfectly, which is a great
feeling that everyone seems to feel together.—Zoe Neale (12W)

DISCIPLINE
It takes many hours of practice to hone skills and improve
your standard on an instrument so that the contribution
made to the ensemble is acceptable (Oxford Royale
Academy, 2014). This practice will not always be fun for
the player or the family, but the self-discipline and selfmotivation required to continue this journey is important
for the ensemble as well as the individual. Similarly, the
entire ensemble is required to dedicate itself and its time
to develop the group’s sound and to learn how to follow
the composer’s and conductor’s intentions.
 eing in a music ensemble is very rewarding as I am able to
B
practise my skills … and learn the importance of
teamwork.—Martina Marrama (11G)
	
The best part about being in an ensemble is performing and
showcasing something of which we are proud. When we play
at the Cathedral Concert or on stage at the Gala Concert,
there is no better feeling than standing at the end of an
incredible performance and looking out into the audience,
knowing we did a good job.—Le Ming (Megan) Chen
(12G)

COMMITMENT
In these days of instant gratification and busy timetables the
traditional concept of prioritising a commitment to a
particular activity is being eroded away. However, the success
of the ensemble is dependent on each member committing
to not just a thorough knowledge of the notes, which can be
achieved away from the rehearsal, but improving the
ensemble’s ability to work together to meet other musical
demands. This can only come as a result of repeated, focused
collaboration. As the old musical saying goes, ‘rehearsal is
the chance not to learn your parts but to learn everyone
else's’.
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I know that music can assist your memory and reduce stress.
However, I find that being part of the Music program at
Girls Grammar is a really great way to get to know different
girls and improve how I manage commitments and my
time.—Jillian Campbell (9O)

RESILIENCE
I once heard a story about a band director who wanted to
demonstrate to his band and audience the high demand for
accuracy when playing a piece. The band prepared a very
short piece and performed it accurately. During a second
performance, he had each member purposely play one note
in each bar incorrectly. The resultant performance reminded
the students how much their preparedness and ability to
meet the demands of the music impacted the overall success
of the performance. This high level of audience expectation
means students must develop their ability to cope under
pressure. This process takes time, and requires an
environment in which they are able to try, and occasionally
fail. As students find more success, their self-esteem grows
and they begin to reap the rewards of their diligence. As
Pearl Shinn Wormhoudt states ‘self esteem grows from
achievement, supportive praise, and belonging to a group’
(2001, p.90).
	
I really like that I’m able to be regularly within an
environment that allows me to fully immerse myself in the
music. One of my favourite things about being in my
ensembles is when there’s a collective enjoyment/investment
in a particular piece by the entire ensemble. When we put a
lot of work into it, we end up with a pretty spectacular result
and we are all really proud.—Tess Bakharia (12L)

THE SOCIAL BENEFITS OF A COMMUNITY OF LEARNERS
While as conductors we might like to think that students are
inspired only by the music and their mastery of the skills
required, the reality is that one of the main drawcards of
ensembles is the chance to make, and meet with, friends.
The importance of members feeling part of a community
can never be underestimated, and the pursuit of musical
excellence together is as valid and rewarding as their pursuit
of academic excellence.

	
The benefit of being in a musical group is that you get to meet
new people that love and have the passion for the same thing
you have, which makes making friends much easier.—Hana
Phua (7O)
	
I enjoy playing in ensembles at Girls Grammar because
each group becomes an incredible community.—Georgia
Chapman (11M)
 he benefits of being in a music ensemble are that we can
T
make new friends with people who share similar interests and
we have a sense of belonging to a group.—Emily Yu (11O)
and Elisha Yin (11W)
	
I believe playing in an ensemble at Girls Grammar has
provided me with the opportunity to connect with all different
age groups, and other girls with similar interests to me. It's a
very rewarding experience to be included in such a
welcoming team environment.—Freya Davis (12R)

	
Being a part of choir and orchestra allows me to break away
from the craziness of the term and provides me with
something I can enjoy in addition to my academic pursuits
and sport.—Mathilda Chapman (7R)
I love being able to develop my musical skills in a real-life,
group setting. I also have enjoyed making new friends and
seeing them each week, and the camaraderie that forms
between the members of a section.—Rebecca Haley (12M)
Finally, I am reminded that while these qualities are indeed
worth pursuing, and while theories of learning are wellfounded, sometimes it is also necessary to step back and see
the simplicity behind students’ motivation to be involved in
ensembles:
	
Making music is a fun and energetic way to start the day.
—Swetha Gottumukkala (9H)
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What makes ‘community’?
DR BELINDA BURNS, DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS AND ENGAGEMENT
| FRIDAY 20 JULY 2018

I

n recent years, the term ‘community’ has experienced
somewhat of a renaissance, perhaps as antidote to a
world in which technology and social media has led to
an increase in solitary engagement with screens and devices.
A cynic might argue the word has become hackneyed
through over-use in utterance of a vague yearning for
something we have lost. However, there is value in
contemplating the ascendancy of the word, its usage, as
shorthand for all that is good about a place or institution.
Strictly defined as ‘a group of people living in the same
place or having the same particular characteristic in
common’, ‘community’ also carries subjective associations
to human connection, a sense of belonging, or shared
responsibility. We hanker—particularly those of us who are
mature enough to remember pre-digital times—for the
simple connection of being in a group, feeling part of
something beyond the family nucleus. Indeed, something
has been lost, and many would like it back—that easy,
spontaneous interaction with friends and neighbours,
strangers whose faces are familiar through regular chance
encounter, on the street or at the local coffee shop (the
modern iteration of the village square).
Of course, busy-ness is also to blame. For how can
spontaneity happen when every hour, every minute is
preordained? If social media is the death of boredom, then
busy-ness is the death of spontaneity, and it’s ironic yet
worthwhile in these times to schedule periods of nothing, if
only to preserve the beautiful possibility of the randomness.
Once upon a time, the weekend quarantined this space.

Shops closed at midday and the rest of the weekend acquired
a different feel—a more languid atmosphere where time
palpably slowed in concert with cricket on the radio, the
sounds of sprinklers, lawn mowers, kids playing down the
street.
With its associations to tribal, village lives lived in connection
and positive, pre-industrialised interdependence, ‘community’
is part of this halcyon picture. The word is hard to define
absolutely because it means different things to different
people. At its core though, ‘community’ is about the collective,
in contrast to the individual. It is also about commonality—
individuals bound by something shared, be it place or purpose
or both. The word is also vulnerable to misappropriation,
applied to engender a sense of warmth to a location or brand
in order to make it seem more welcoming or dynamic.
However, genuine community will exhibit the intangible,
hard-to-quantify attributes of authentic human connection
forged through a common purpose of benefit to the collective.
For parents, schools are a natural place to find ‘community’.
Primary schools, in particular, model ‘community’, with
most families living in close proximity to the school and
united in wishing to keep their children safe and happy, and
to provide them with the best education possible. It is a
simple equation and, from experience, the bonds evolve
quite organically. Although some parents are able to
contribute more time and energy than others due to work
and other commitments, everyone is bonded nonetheless
by a unanimous desire to raise happy, healthy children with
bright prospects for the future.
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Girls Grammar, as an institution devoted to the highest
educational outcomes for girls, also models strong attributes
of ‘community’. The School’s purpose is unwavering and has
been since 1875. How many organisations can credit such
longevity not only in existence (and locality), but also in
purpose? It is a purpose that remains as critical now as it
was then (in the municipality of Brisbane where girls were
only educated to the age of 11 or 12) and that requires a full
and devoted community of dedicated teaching and
professional staff and supportive parents, alongside strength
in leadership, vision and intent.
The universe of Girls Grammar orbits around its charges,
1400 or so girls, aged 11 to 17, all with different talents,
dreams and personalities. The job of not only educating,
but also building character, resilience, integrity, selfknowledge and drive among this group of girls and young
women is, for our educators and student care staff at the
School, a privilege; neither is it a task taken lightly or
performed without the greatest of effort, care and expertise.
The community of Brisbane Girls Grammar School,
encompassing everyone from the Principal through to our
teachers, our wonderful parents and their support groups,
the professional staff and the girls themselves, is connected
inextricably by this noblest of causes. It makes us strong.
It makes us determined. It also makes us happy. For being
a part of a community, knowing that we are part of an
institution focused on a higher purpose—in this case, the
education of tomorrow’s generation of women—does this.
Writer Orson Scott Card famously stated, ‘Every person is
defined by the communities she belongs to.’ Being a part of
the Girls Grammar community defines who we are and why
we are still here, 144 years and 22 000 girls later, educating
our girls to be intelligent, fearless contributors to society.
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What can games teach us
about educational practice?
MR BRENDON THOMAS, DIRECTOR OF TECHNOLOGIES
| FRIDAY 10 AUGUST 2018

V

ideo games have been the topic of debate for
years. From their association with behavioural
addiction to their influence on social
engagement, the popularity of gaming among young
people is to say the least, contentious. However,
removing ourselves from the pros and cons of actual
gaming, it can be productive to explore how some of the
non-digital techniques—for example, storytelling and
character development—are employed by developers
to engage players, both young and old. Perhaps an
understanding the efficacies of these techniques can be
used in the classroom, to better engage students and
inspire learning? By analysing the extraordinary
immersive appeal of games we can potentially expand
on our pedagogical views for how to creatively engage
students in thinking and learning.
We know that a well-designed game, like a great novel,
has the power to captivate a mind, young or old,
immersing players in a quest that compels them to solve
problems and identify closely with the protagonist, the
narrative and overall hierarchies of the game. Late
philosopher, Bernard Suits, defined playing games as ‘an
involuntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles’
(Suits, 2005) and this theory applies equally to both
traditional (such as board games or sport) and online
games. Games typically immerse the player into choosing
their own directions and making their own decisions in

order to solve an array of problems. Once successful, they
advance to a new level, where more complex and difficult
problems await.
‘Good’ games (online or physical) motivate players to solve
problems in different ways, think creatively and laterally.
Once a problem is solved, the player is rewarded. There are
many examples of this model; certainly, Monopoly comes
to mind. Players may suddenly find themselves in debt,
forced to mortgage their properties to raise the funds
required to keep them in the game, to pass ‘go’ and
collect the much-need $200. The player must respond
strategically, with a level head; they must also persevere
and focus on the end goal, even when things don’t go to
plan.
While the classroom may not feature the ‘Mayfair’ of
Monopoly, teachers regularly create challenges for
students, providing opportunities to problem-solve with
clearly defined goals. Using their pedagogy to fine‐tune
delivery methods specifically tailored to maximise student
engagement, teachers naturally use ‘game’ structures to
optimise quality learning. For example, in Year 9 the
Technologies Faculty teaches algorithmic thinking by using
board games. Using gaming rules and game play, the
students investigate concepts of iteration, variables, loops,
conditions and general computational thinking through
gaming sequence. The students play physical games such
as hop-scotch, listing the rules and variations of the game.
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They play board games like Potato Pirates and Code Master
to associate specific rules and programming concepts. Once
they are familiar with the games and concepts, students
create their own board games, in the context of binary
edition, cryptography and general programming concepts.
The games unit concludes with digital programming in
JavaScript to create digital games using their own unique
graphic design, sound editing, narratives and gaming rules.
From the Fitbit, which, tracks everything from steps to sleep
patterns, to games that teach surgeons and pilots how to
master new systems and processes, games vary immensely
and are increasingly challenging the boundary between
personal and professional lives. Gaming simulations
demonstrate that already, they have the ability to support
learning. Educational games such as Nessy, for example,
employ multisensory applications to help teach literacy to
students with dyslexia.
Contextually, games, online games in particular, may not be
perceived as pedagogically relevant, however, through the

pioneering work of linguistics professor, James Paul Gee
(2003; 2005 cited in Apperley, 2010) we can appreciate that
the potential of games for deep learning in new literacies
is a credible avenue worth exploring. This exploration
stretches beyond the individual benefits, to collaboration
between players to solve incredibly complex challenges
using our ‘cognitive surplus’, and potentially benefit
society more broadly. Shirky (2014) suggests cognitive
surplus can be used to work on very large and highly
complex problems by making use of free time and talents
for the benefit of humanity.
The best teachers are always looking at ways to excite,
stimulate and motivate their students to love learning.
Although traditional teaching methods are still very
important, a good teacher is constantly looking outside the
classroom for ways to expand their ‘toolkit’ of pedagogical
approaches. Games, with their inherent link to ‘play’, reveal
much about what sparks curiosity and interest in students,
regardless of their age, and can help in creating exciting
and challenging learning environments.
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Prebunking trumps debunking
DR SALLY STEPHENS, DIRECTOR OF SCIENCE | FRIDAY 3 AUGUST 2018

F

ake news is about taking dubious content and
making it appear genuine. We have seen its results
in the political arena, but science is also susceptible
to its menace. High-priority topics, such as climate change
and health care, have been impacted by misinformation.
The cognitive errors that give sustenance to fake news, and
the reason it is so difficult to debunk the myths propagated
by science sceptics, are plain to see in the measles
vaccination furore.
In 1998, Dr Andrew Wakefield, a British Medical Researcher
claimed to have discovered, among other things, a
relationship between autism and the Measles, Mumps and
Rubella (MMR) vaccine. Dr Wakefield espoused his views
to anyone who would listen, and sensationalist coverage
ensued. In 2004, however, after further clinical research and
the discovery that Dr Wakefield had been funded by lawyers
involved in lawsuits against vaccine-producing companies,
the claim of an autism-vaccine link was withdrawn. In 2010,
the entire paper was retracted and Dr Wakefield was struck
off the UK medical register (Willingham & Helft, 2014).
The 12 years between publication and retraction was ample
time for the groundless vaccine-autism link to become
established in the minds of worried parents.
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The consequence was that vaccination rates began to
suffer. It is important to note here that measles is not a
harmless childhood disease: in 2016, the World Health
Organisation reported that despite having a safe and
highly effective vaccine to stop its spread, globally, nearly
400 people were dying from measles each day (WHO,
2016). In 1997, the year before the Wakefield paper was
published, measles vaccination rates in the United
Kingdom were over 91 per cent. They started to fall in
1998 and in 2003-2004 bottomed out at 80 per cent (NHS
Digital, nd). Herd immunity against measles is achieved
at vaccination levels of around 95 per cent (Funk, 2017).
A 2017 survey of Australian parents’ views on
vaccinations found that 12 per cent of parents were
unsure if vaccines were safe and one per cent felt they
were not. Twelve per cent of parents believed that
vaccines weakened the immune system when they are, in
fact, designed to strengthen it. Despite extensive medical
research showing no causal link, nine per cent of
Australian parents believed that vaccines can cause
autism, and a further 30 per cent were unsure (Royal
Children’s Hospital Melbourne, 2017). A global study
(n= 29133 from 38 countries) found that 55 per cent of

Australian respondents reported not knowing that there
was no link between autism and vaccines (Statista, nd).
Why is it so difficult to debunk this kind of sham science?
How can a single discredited study outweigh the
overwhelming body of evidence that confirms the safety
of vaccinations? Psychologists suggest that confirmation
bias and belief perseverance mess with our ability to
reason, and that both factors seem well fortified against
debunking.
Belief perseverance is the inclination to hold on to initial
beliefs even in the face of conflicting evidence.
Confirmation bias allows us to do so via the tendency to
search for, and/or interpret, evidence in ways that support
our existing beliefs. These two cognitive dispositions
explain why our reasoning is sometimes Illogical and
biased. We humans have difficulty processing information
in a rational, unbiased manner once we have adopted a
stance on an issue, because it is important to us as
reasoners that we have consistency between our stance
and any related evidence that comes to our attention.
Unfortunately, we can maintain this consistency in
erroneous ways: by being selective with the evidence we
seek; by accepting evidence that confirms our beliefs and

rejecting evidence that contradicts it; and by apportioning
more weight or credence to evidence that supports our
favoured theory than it warrants (Nickerson, 1998).
Humans are particularly susceptible to confirmation bias
and belief perseverance when engaged in complex
cognitive tasks or those suffused with emotion, like the
health of children. Even when we are not personally
invested—and one would expect that we could be
unbiased about appraising evidence and reaching a
rational, justified conclusion—we can still fall prey to
confirmation bias. The more important something is to
our social and personal identities, the more difficult it is
for us to be impartial: those elements of our perceived
selves that guide decisions and actions seek primacy.
Neuroscientists have investigated this bias. When people
are confronted with an idea that conflicts with their
personal beliefs, the parts of the brain associated with
fear are activated. When the brain is in fear mode, it
suppresses the activity of the frontal part of the brain that
allows us to reason and listen to arguments. Conversely,
when a stance is affirmed or reinforced, the reward
centres in the brain are activated, releasing dopamine,
resulting in a pleasurable feeling (Gorman, 2017).
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My contention, in the face of the power of fake science
and the collusive power of our thinking (or unthinking)
processes, is that offence might be a more successful
strategy than defence in the battle for the truth: prebunking
might be the key. By prebunking, I mean that when an
individual is exposed to what is for them a new scientific
claim they should approach it with an appropriate degree
of circumspection. Before a belief has the chance to
become entrenched, the claim must be evaluated for
currency, relevance, authority, accuracy and agenda, and
the purveyor of the claim must be assigned the value it
deserves. Furthermore, prebunking a claim acknowledges
the correlation between confidence in the claim and the
magnitude of the body of evidence supporting it.
Belief perseverance and confirmation bias are powerful
human cognitive tendencies from which no one is
immune, and those who spread fake news take advantage
of the ubiquity of these biases. The Wakefield saga reveals
the cost of this duplicity not only to public health but also
to the cause of science and its status in society. Knowing
that the brain is hardwired to confirm, not falsify, beliefs,

the scientific community has put protocols in place
to minimise the effect of bias on scientific research.
Scientists rely on empirical evidence to produce
scientific knowledge, and public scrutiny and peer
review are designed to expose the theoretical and
cultural biases that might affect a scientist’s objectivity.
Scientists have an ethical responsibility to ensure the
highest standards of design, analysis and interpretation
of findings. These same practices can help us prosper in
our daily lives and serve as armour against fake news.
Students are immersed in the culture of science from
the moment they enter their first science lesson and
continue to amass the tools of science throughout their
science education. Every day we strive to ensure that
our graduates will be able to live an evidentiary life
with all of the social and cultural benefits that that
entails. We have seen the negative outcomes when fake
news gains traction and becomes ‘real’, but in the end,
I am confident that science will be victorious because it
is a reliable method with which to make sense of the
world.
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Silence between the notes
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‘The music is not in the notes, but in the silence between.’
—Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

I

n Japanese aesthetics, there is the most beautiful
concept, known so simply, as ‘ma’. Translated to
‘negative space’, ‘ma’ is that space between the walls of
a building, the white between the lines of a drawing, the
silence between the sounds in music.
It is not form, yet form cannot exist without ‘ma’; it is
almost a philosophical statement—what is darkness, but
the absence of light? It is what the person in the building,
the person admiring the picture or the person listening to
music experiences, and without it, there would be chaos.
In music, silence can take us on an emotional journey in
almost any direction. We can find the building of
incredible tension, the utter heartbreak of indescribable
beauty, a sense of anticipation or the shock of surprise; the
possibilities are endless, and it is this sense of possibility,
of wonder, that ‘ma’ seeks to create.
In a world that demands our attention, our time, our
energy, the opportunities to immerse ourselves fully in a
moment—to be completely present, the rest of the world
outside our ‘bubble’—are often few and far between.
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Without this time to pause, to reflect, to ‘hold the note’
and avoid the temptation to rush through each moment,
we forgo an opportunity to wonder, to imagine the
possibilities, to be so transfixed by a moment it appears
as though the rest of the world has stopped, momentarily,
with us.
Music is something that refuses to be rushed. Composers
and musicians alike understand that paradoxically, without
silence, there would be no music—only continuous noise.
Late composer and music theorist, John Cage’s famous
composition, 4’33,’ which is performed in the ‘absence of
deliberate sound’ remains controversial even today.
Famously performed by David Tudor, who sat at a piano for
four minutes and 33 seconds without hitting a single note
(much to the outrage of a Woodstock audience), Cage felt it
was his most ‘important’ work. It re-defined perceptions of
what music was, and could be, sparking in its listeners a
sense of possibility and wonder.
While we would not expect to hear five minutes of silence
during most musical performances, within even the liveliest

compositions, we find silence—in between notes, in a note
held, or at the end of a piece, when often, an audience will
be hesitant, reluctant even, to break the silence with
applause.

While to many, it is simply a building, to me it feels alive
with the spirit of Girls Grammar, a proud beacon of our rich
past, a sanctuary for our girls and staff alike, a symbol of
stability in an ever-changing world.

As a musician, what transfixes me is when I feel the music
breathe, feel it stretching into infinity before the next beat,
and discover the silence in between notes when all and
nothing combine to create moment of pure magic.

Entering the building, I make my way to the piano that sits
in the Annie Mackay Room, and play. I play for me, and
sometimes, it feels as though the building, the thousands
of Grammar girls who have walked its halls, are listening.

These moments of magic exist beyond the stage and
within every realm of our lives; certainly these moments
occur every day at Girls Grammar. Much like a piece of
music, the Girls Grammar day has its lively moments, and
those of stillness.

My hands dictate the music; there is no song in mind. Each
day, it is different. And, each day, I listen and feel the silence
between the notes. The sounds, the silence, they echo
through the building, and in this brief moment, time stops.

From the early mornings, when students seek pockets of
warmth within the sun-drenched corners of buildings to
study, to the groundswell of energy as students scurry, skip
or saunter (depending on age and dignity) to their various
before-school activities, the School is alive, its heart
beating in synchronicity with the movements of the girls.
My ‘ma’—the space between the moments of the
everyday—comes just after 7 am, as I ‘make my rounds’
around the campus, finding comfort in this daily ritual,
imagining those who have done the same before me, and
those who will continue to do so long after I have gone.
Meandering through girls playing sport, reading, studying,
I head towards the heart of the School, the Main Building.

It is in these moments—the spaces between notes, breaths,
thoughts—where we find meaning, we connect, we simply
exist.
As we navigate our increasingly busy world, going through
the motions of our daily lives, we are at risk of losing
connection with ourselves, unable to find meaning in a
moment, no time to pause, to ponder.
Regardless of where we find this connection, the ‘silence
between the notes of life’ is often where we are our true
selves. It is these moments where we have the opportunity
to ‘be’.
I encourage you to connect to your moment and find the
magic that lies within it.
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Developing student agency
MRS HAZEL BOLTMAN, HEAD OF GIBSON HOUSE | FRIDAY 24 AUGUST 2018

O

ne of the comments teachers often make when
writing student reports is ‘she is encouraged to take
responsibility for her own learning.’ Over the years,
parents have queried what this phrase means, and asked how
their daughters can apply this advice in their education. This
year, Girls Grammar staff have joined colleagues in a group
that investigates precisely this concept; the group focuses on
noticing learning and how to develop student agency. Under
the guidance of Dr Ann Farley, Director of Cross-Faculty
Initiatives, and with input from Associate Professor Lenore
Adie from Australian Catholic University, the Noticing
Learning group aims to observe student learning in the
classroom and to use this to inform further practice and
develop student agency through many means, but
particularly through the medium of formative assessment.
As defined by the Achievement Gap Initiative at Harvard
University, in their study titled ‘The Influence of Teaching’,
‘agency’ is the capacity and propensity to take purposeful
initiative—the opposite of helplessness (Ferguson et al., 2002).
Young people with high levels of agency do not respond
passively to their circumstances; they seek meaning and act
with purpose to achieve the conditions they desire in their
own and others’ lives. To put it simply, agency is a student’s
ability to self-reflect and self-regulate their learning.
Throughout their schooling, students take on various roles,
from passive learners, active participants and peer tutors, to
mentors and leaders. In some roles, they are intent on
developing their own growth; in others, they influence the
growth of their peers. In all this, student agency means that
students are stakeholders in their own education. They need
to be the agents of their own destinies—while at school and
in their lives beyond—and we as teachers are intent on
developing student agency in our classrooms.

The importance of developing student agency should not
be understated. We encourage students to be life-long
learners. The skills of setting their own course, monitoring
their progress, adjusting, responding and reimagining are
integral components of this process. Student agency is
something that all students can develop. It is not
something they possess, but refers to the quality of their
actions and interactions. It involves understanding the
quality of the work that needs to be done, reflecting on
whether they have achieved this standard, and if not,
finding out what they need to do to improve. What student
agency looks like in a Year 7 girl is different to the agency
demonstrated by a Year 12 student, and different again to
that displayed by university students and adults. The
earlier agency is introduced, the more effective the tool,
as it becomes an inherent behaviour. In each girl, agency
should be developed age-appropriately through
opportunities provided to students in the classroom,
on the playing field and in many other situations.
One of the aims of the Noticing Learning group is to
investigate effective activities for the classroom that
support students in developing agency. Formative
assessment is one area that can help students to grow in
confidence as they reflect on their progress. Formative
assessments do not hold the same high stakes as
summative assessment pieces, freeing students to focus on
growth rather than grades. Teachers provide opportunities
to develop agency through self-reflection as well as peer
reflection. Students who develop this agency early are at
an advantage over students who do not. In circumstances
where students feel unable to complete these reflections,
teachers can play the role of mentor, monitoring the
process and providing structured feedback.
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As students grow in confidence, the scaffolding is removed
slowly until they can self-reflect and self-regulate.
Student agency also comes into play in classroom situations
where students are given choice in what they learn. These
choices may be somewhat limited as there are curricula to
cover, skills to be taught and behaviours to be learned.
Teachers, however, provide opportunities for agency within
their lessons. As we differentiate our lessons, students are
encouraged to take pathways for themselves that will
consolidate their knowledge, and then extend their
thinking. This self-regulation is key to student agency.
Zimmerman (1989) states that self-regulation relates to the
degree to which students are meta-cognitively,
motivationally and behaviourally active participants in the
learning process. Each student needs to decide where they

focus their energies and how they can take responsibility
for their own learning. For younger students this may be
as simple as being prepared for lessons, bringing all their
books, doing their homework and most importantly,
following up on what they do not understand. This is a
process where students rely on themselves, rather than
their teachers, to develop their learning further. For senior
students, it is also about plotting their pathway to success,
knowing when and where to apply themselves, and how to
self-regulate.
A student who embraces these opportunities will certainly
develop student agency. They will be masters of their own
lives, and the phrase ‘she is encouraged to take
responsibility for her own learning’ will be replaced with
‘she is an independent learner who makes the most of the
opportunities presented’.
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The chase
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I

t was apparent to me long before I commenced my
current role, that Girls Grammar is a school that prides
itself on achieving excellence across a broad crosssection of disciplines, including sport. Flip through the
pages of Mrs Pauline Harvey-Short’s history of Physical
Education and Sport at the School, To Become Fine
Sportswomen, and you will appreciate the legacy of the
world-class athletes that Girls Grammar has produced
and the fine tradition of Sport at the School.
The quest for sports excellence is certainly a worthy
challenge, but how is this defined? Is it a QGSSSA
premiership, a personal best or a gold medal? And, what if
we fall short of our aspirational pursuit—when we miss a
critical shot or falter in a crucial decider?
In 2016, I embarked on a significant personal sporting
challenge and entered the Gold Coast Marathon. During a
marathon, the challenge of overcoming your mind’s demons
and your body’s physical exhaustion is unique. As the
blisters swell and the glycogen stores are steadily depleted,
the athlete battles muscle fatigue, niggling injuries and the
tumult of the mind. I thought I was prepared. I had executed
my training program and adhered to advice from some
experienced marathon campaigners, so I set a defining goal:
to finish in under four hours.
Unfortunately, that’s not quite how my first marathon race
day transpired. Being competitive, the disappointment of
missing my 42.2km goal race time by a just few minutes
annoyed me, despite the personal significance of my
endurance achievement. In some ways, I had triumphed—
I’m certain I ‘hit the wall’, yet I bounced back. I had won,
in the purest sense, by putting one foot in front of the other.
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The ability to recover and refocus after a setback is an
integral component of sporting excellence, and is also an
essential part of managing life, both at school, as students,
and in our professional lives. If we think laterally, Professor
Carol Dweck’s renowned work on growth mindset has a
particular relevance to thinking about the quest for
excellence in sport. Dweck asserts that individuals who
believe their talents can be developed through hard work,
good strategies and input from others have a ‘growth
mindset’. She argues these people tend to achieve more
than those with a more ‘fixed mindset’, or those who believe
their talents or gifts are innate (Dweck, 2016).
Writing for Harvard Business Review, Dweck reminds us that
‘when we face challenges, receive criticism, or fare poorly
compared with others, we can easily fall into insecurity or
defensiveness, a response that inhibits growth … to remain
in a growth zone, we must identify and work with these
triggers’ (2016). For young sportswomen, who sometimes
doubt themselves when faced with a daunting opponent
or formidable challenge, this is sage advice. If girls are
conscious of this trait of human nature and imbued with
skills to repel these triggers when they materialise, they are
on the way to being prepared to combat any self-doubt.
Indeed, sometimes they may find that their fears are
realised—games are lost, or their skill execution falls short.
From this, they learn that the game goes on, and there is
always another chance to learn and improve. This aligns well
with the sporting ethos of the School, where girls train
intensively, test their physical skills and tactical knowledge
within the safety of a training environment, and seek advice
and constructive feedback from coaches and their fellow
team members. They learn that it is perfectly reasonable to
say ‘I can’t do that … yet’.

Equally important as attitude and self-belief, are the skills of
being able to set, evaluate and re-set goals. Research into
theories of motivation tells us that goal setting is essential to
performance, and that the best goals take feedback and early
results into account, while focusing on learning rather than
performance (Lunenberg, 2011). For our girls, setting a goal
to master new skills over the course of a sporting season is
more productive, and has more comprehensive and farreaching benefits, than merely aiming to win. Skill-based
goal setting encourages proactive effort in areas that girls
can influence, rather than tying achievement to the outcome
of a contest in a highly variable, unpredictable match
environment. What’s more, the learning goal orientation sets
students up for success in academic and professional realms,
both of which require individuals to be proactive, problem
solve, be creative and open to new ideas, and adapt to new
and changing situations (Luthans, 2011). Results are far from
everything.
True excellence in sport is about negotiating the pressurecooker of major competition. It is about working as a team

to improve, through painstaking effort, rather than taking
risks on opportunistic, individual plays. Just as important as
the elite competitor, are those girls who have strived for this
standard, yet fallen short of clinching honours at their
chosen sport’s pinnacle. They too have embraced all that
the pursuit of excellence embodies. Undeniably, sporting
excellence is also linked to playing on with humility and
dignity when a call goes against you. Proudly, our Girls
Grammar teams do this well.
Sport challenges you to place yourself on the precipice of
the unknown, where a mistake is possibly imminent, and
beads of perspiration dot your brow. Often when we fail in
competition, success is just around the corner, so the raw
result is not the measure of success. It is our hope that all
Grammar girls who play a sport strive for excellence. We
hope that in doing so they learn how to negotiate the
variable highs and lows of team performance, they practise
the skill of losing with humility and trying again, and they
emerge with confidence in their actions and enthusiasm to
give their best at their next opportunity.
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It takes a village
MRS JODY FORBES, DIRECTOR OF STUDENT COUNSELLING
| FRIDAY 7 SEPTEMBER 2018

T

his week our Year 12 girls sat the annual Queensland
Core Skills (QCS) exam. While it is soon to be
phased out, the QCS Test has for many decades
represented the pinnacle of secondary school, with the
result contributing to a student’s final Overall Position (OP)
score. For many students, their OP number carries great
weight. While some believe it is testament to their sustained
effort, others feel it represents their value as a person and is
predictive of their future prosperity, success and happiness.
The reality is that the QCS Test is only one piece in the
puzzle of successful graduation. While important, neither
the QCS grade nor OP score define a girl, nor do they
guarantee future success. In the coming months, while many
will focus on our graduating cohort’s grades and scores, we
must not forget to employ a holistic view of each student’s
progress. What is of greater significance, despite not having
a scoring mechanism, is each graduate’s social and
emotional development, as well as her character, integrity
and empathy.

suggested, ‘academic intelligence offers virtually no
preparation for the turmoil—or opportunity—life’s
vicissitudes bring’ (Goleman, 1995, p. 36). Goleman describes
emotional intelligence as the ability to motivate oneself,
persist in the face of frustration, control impulses, delay
gratification, regulate mood, and maintain empathy and
hope. His research suggests emotional intelligence can be
more powerful than academic intelligence with regard to
success. Psychologist and President of Yale University,
Dr Peter Salovey, has proposed five domains of emotional
intelligence—self-awareness, self-regulation, self-motivation,
empathy and social competence (Salovey & Mayer, 1990).
There is little doubt that these domains are essential to
future personal and professional success and happiness.
Yet, the education system does not tend to scrutinise or
reward our graduates’ development of each domain. One
wonders what the outcome would be if each student
graduated with a score on both academic performance and
emotional intelligence.

As our Year 12 graduates walk across the stage on Speech
Day, what is it that we as a School, as parents, and as a
community hope that they have gained from their 17 to 18
years in the world? How will we know they are ready for
what awaits them, and whose responsibility is it to ensure
they are prepared? While a Senior Certificate or OP score
may stand a student in good stead, it is not the only
requirement for a successful future. Experts suggest that
‘soft skills’—those interpersonal or ‘people’ skills—like
listening, empathy, flexibility and optimism are just as, if not
more, important to success as training and qualifications
(Doyle, 2018). In fact, psychologist, Dr Daniel Goleman, has

Approaching graduation, the School’s Student Care team
reflect upon what it means for a Year 12 girl to be adequately
prepared. In our opinion, a fully formed graduate will have
experienced success, a dose of challenge and a drop of
failure. We know that Girls Grammar has a long tradition of
nourishing character as much as minds. The challenge is for
us to sustain this commitment. We hope that even our most
academically bright students will have navigated a failure or
hardship while behind the safety of the white picket fence.
At the commencement of the 2018 School Year, academic
staff attended a workshop titled ‘Creating Cultures of
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Thinking’. Presented by Simon Brooks and Ryan Gill from
Harvard’s Project Zero, the workshop opened with the
following question: ‘what do we want our students to be like
when they are adults?’ Interestingly, none of our teachers
focused on academic qualities. Rather, the responses
centred round more holistic values such as ‘fulfilled’,
‘happy’, ‘thoughtful’, ‘confident’, ‘kind’, ‘optimistic’ and
‘resilient’. Next, we were asked ‘are we providing an
education that helps children to develop these thinking
dispositions?’ From the classroom to the sporting field, the
café to the playground, Marrapatta to Student Reception,
every environment, every interaction and every member of
our community is tasked with the responsibility of helping
create academically and emotionally intelligent young
women.
If it really does ‘take a village to raise a child’, Girls
Grammar is part of that village. In today’s world of
individualism, many suggest that our village is sparse and
parents feel isolated in raising their children. My work with
families often reveals how relieved parents feel to
understand that other parents (including myself) are facing
the same dilemmas. Just as parents benefit from banding
together and supporting each other, girls too benefit from
the wisdom and support of a trusted adult in the form of a
teacher, coach, counsellor or mentor. Each one brings their
own expertise and skills. At times, it is little more than
offering a different perspective, or perhaps providing
similar advice as their parents, reinforcing its validity.
A village is only successful when members are working
together for a shared purpose. Our village works best when
parents and the School align, respect each other and are
consistent. If we want our students to be persistent and
resilient then they must face challenge, be guided to grit
their teeth and push through. If we want our students to be

motivated and manage their emotions then we must allow
them to experience distress and learn to bear it. If we wish
to raise young women who can hold their own in various
situations and sustain good relationships, then we need to
allow them to navigate playground squabbles themselves
and learn to assert their needs. If we want our girls to
possess integrity then we must challenge them when they
are rude or disrespectful and expect them to make amends.
Just as students must wrestle with the academic rigour in
order to improve their grades, so too must they face
frustration, distress, confronting conversations, or bear
disappointment from a member of their village, if they are
to become emotionally intelligent. Yet many experts warn
that the age of political correctness, entitlement and
cosseting parenting can risk the teaching of such lessons.
Whether it be a teacher holding a student in at lunchtime
in order to finish incomplete homework, a Head of House
challenging a girl about inappropriate behaviour towards
a peer on social media, café staff expecting students to
clean up their mess after lunch, or a parent refusing to
deliver forgotten items from home so that their daughter
faces the natural consequences of being disorganised,
these are important lessons from which the village must
not shy away.
Adolescents can be quite shrewd in obtaining their desired
outcome. They can toss difficult problems onto parents like
the proverbial hot potato. So too can they expect parents to
rescue them, or defend them from any chastisement. The
challenge for the adults in the village is to recognise what
forms of distress are essential to promote growth and
internal resolve. We must then bear our children enduring
such distress and trust that we are working together for the
same purpose—to grow young women complete with
wisdom, imagination and integrity.
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Pause, Breathe, Smile
DR RASHNA TARAPOREWALLA, HISTORY TEACHER AND MINDFULNESS FACILITATOR
| FRIDAY 14 SEPTEMBER 2018

A

yearning characteristic of the modern age is the
desire to be more tranquil and focused. The wish
to be calmer is almost universal. The age in which
we live is wonderous in many ways, but also potently and
tragically calibrated to predispose those living in it to
low-level depression and a high level of background anxiety.
Having been born into such an era, perhaps we should treat
ourselves, and those around us, with a measure of gentle
care. What can we do to alleviate our stress? There are
ancient antidotes to the problems that beset modern
humans, as simple as they are effective. Most cultures
possess some form of contemplative practice, and these,
adapted for a modern, secular world, lie at the core of
mindfulness. One simple practice, taught to students
throughout the School as part of our mindfulness program,
offers a clear path to peace and calm. It involves three
simple steps—Pause, Breathe, Smile.

PAUSE
In our busy society, it is of great value, from time to time, to
stop doing and simply be. It may feel counterintuitive, when
busy and pressed with deadlines, to sit still. Indeed, it
contravenes the values transmitted to us by the society in
which we live.
In anthropological terms, ours would be classified as a doing
culture. Every society asks of itself the fundamental question,
‘How best should we spend our time?’ The anthropologists
Florence Kluckhorn and Fred Strodtbeck (1961) suggested
that cultures that answer this question by emphasising that
people should continually complete tangible tasks—doing
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cultures—may be distinguished from those that value pause
and reflection—being cultures. While much may be
accomplished within a doing culture, much may also be lost.
The human body possesses only one stress system, and it
cannot discern between tasks to be accomplished and the
threat presented by predators our biological ancestors may
have encountered. Cortisol, the hormone that surges in
response to stress, can be useful when needed to prime our
minds and bodies to face an immediate and sudden threat,
but becomes more problematic when endured for a
sustained period. Cortisol activates our sympathetic nervous
system, one of the two components of the autonomic
nervous system, the bodily network through which signals
and instructions are transmitted. Our flight-or-fight
response is triggered. Within our modern society, we are
stuck constantly in this mode. When the body generates
cortisol, it does so at the expense of other hormones,
diverting resources from other processes. As a result,
ineffective digestion can lead to weight gain, sleep
disruption can leave us feeling constantly drowsy and our
immune systems can become exhausted.
There is, however, an ‘off’ switch—the parasympathetic
nervous system. Responsible for the rest-and-digest
response, this system, when activated, increases saliva
production and releases digestive enzymes, drops our heart
rate and allows our muscles to relax. Put simply, when the
neural pathway of the sympathetic system is activated, the
corresponding pathway of the parasympathetic system is
deactivated. When the neural pathway of the parasympathetic
system is activated, the corresponding pathway of the

ANABELLE HORTON / 10L

sympathetic system is deactivated. For this reason, the best
medical advice recommends pausing for 15 minutes each
day—more, if possible—during which we allow our bodies
the time and space to hit the ‘off’ switch on cortisol
production. It must be time spent alone, it must not involve a
screen and we must not feel guilty. It should not be delayed
until everything has been done, for there is always something
else to accomplish.
With the full stop at the end of this sentence, pause—sit and
feel your feet on the floor and your legs on the chair—stop
doing, and just be.

BREATHE
The breath provides a stable anchor in the present moment.
It is something that happens continuously, in every moment,
for our entire lives. Regardless of our internal thoughts,
emotions and perceptions, our breath is always with us.
From the time we are born, to the time we die, our breath
punctuates every moment of our lives.

The rhythm of our breathing quickens with physical strain or
emotional upset, and slows during periods of relaxation and
sleep. While we have little voluntary control over many
processes of our body, we can, to a degree, control our breath,
varying its rate and depth. Still, slow or rapid, controlled or
left to itself, the breath continues, through all our experiences.
And yet, we are often too busy to notice it.
For this reason, the breath plays an extremely important role
in meditation. Conscious breathing can serve to collect and
anchor our mind. So often, our mind is in one place while
our body is doing something else. Paying attention to the
breath can offer a way to access great calm and stillness,
even in moments of turmoil. The breath can remind us that
we are alive, and that being alive is wonderful.
With the fullstop at the end of this sentence, notice how
enjoyable it can be simply to breathe. There is no need to
control your breath. Simply watch and observe, feeling the
breath as it actually is—long or short, deep or shallow.
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Feel the flow of air coming in and going out, and say gently
to yourself, ‘Breathing in, I know I am breathing in;
breathing out, I know I am breathing out.’

SMILE
The pleasure that can be triggered by a smile is
immeasurable. As Nat King Cole’s 1954 hit ‘Smile’ would
have it, ‘When there are clouds in the sky/you’ll get by/
If you smile...’. Science would agree that there is, indeed,
value in the idea that we can put on a happy face. Charles
Darwin was the first to propose that facial expressions can
influence our emotional experience in his 1872 work The
Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animal. There, he
posited that ‘the free expression by outward signs of an
emotion intensifies it…Even the simulation of an emotion
tends to arouse it in our minds’ (p.366). This theory,
subsequently developed into the facial-feedback hypothesis,
has found experimental confirmation in modern studies.

In one study (Strack, Martin & Stepper, 1988), experimenters
instructed participants to hold a pen in their mouth in one of
two ways. The first group held the pen between their upper lip
and nose, forcing the orbicularis oris muscle to contract—that
is, making them frown. The second group held the pen
between their teeth, contracting their zygomaticus major or
risorius muscle, resulting in a smile. Thus poised, and
presumably equipped with a second pen, participants
completed a questionnaire, the final question of which asked
for a subjective assessment of the comedic value of a cartoon.
As predicted, those whose facial muscles were contracted in
emulation of a smile reported significantly higher amusement
at the cartoon than those whose face bore a frown.
With the full stop at the end of this sentence, try it—let a
gentle smile curl on your lips.
Any time you need to, take a moment to pause, breathe and
smile, spending as much time on each step as you may need.
You are living in the present moment, and whatever else may
be happening, it is a wonderful moment.
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The art of rewiring your brain
D R A N N FA R L E Y, D I R E C T O R O F C R O S S FA C U L T Y I N I T I A T I V E S
| THURSDAY 20 SEPTEMBER 2018

I

n Year 7 Philosophy of Learning classes, we investigate
some of life’s big questions: why do I respond the
way I do under stress; what can I do when I do not
understand new ideas or concepts in class; how can I
maintain a positive mindset when faced with challenges?
Students are not the only ones who need to consider these
questions. Teachers must continually evaluate their own
practice and approach to rise to the challenges of the
profession. This article examines some of these questions
from both student and teacher perspectives.

Philosophy of Learning is different from other subjects.
There is no assessment, instead personal reflection and
insights form the basis for learning. Students are
encouraged to respond to their thinking in order to gain
an understanding of themselves. Hopefully, this type of
thinking will help them to develop insightful strategies for
dealing with the inevitable disappointments of life. During
Term 3, classes have focused on developing some
understanding of the neurobiology of the brain, the brain’s
function, and its ability to be rewired through practice.
Through a discussion of both theory and real-life
experiences, students gain insights into the responses that
can occur when they encounter high stress situations.
Simply put, do they respond with a reflexive fight, fright or
freeze response, or a calmly planned response based upon
reasoned thought?
We can all identify with the ‘wish I had handled that
differently’ feelings that sometimes confront us at the end of
a stressful day. It is important that students learn from their
responses and that they develop strategies informed through

conscious reasoning and considered thought. These
strategies can provide a ‘cooling off’ period and valuable
thinking space. It is vital for students to understand that as
they are maturing and learning to manage their emotions,
their activities and their time, that it is not uncommon to sit
in a zone of confusion and uncertainty on the route to
problem solving. They need to feel confident that they are
capable of developing alternative behaviours from those
they may have already established. Thus in Philosophy of
Learning, we discuss the concept of neuroplasticity, the
ability of the brain to grow and change in response to
repetition and practice. Students easily relate this to
learning, unlearning or relearning skills in music, physical
activity or even their alphabet and tables from early
childhood. However, it seems more difficult for them to
accept that this also applies to what is happening in their
subject area classrooms and in their life more broadly.
Teachers are aware that students come to their classrooms
with prior knowledge and understandings or
misunderstandings. These, right or wrong, form the basis
for new learning and Lucarello and Naff (2018) discuss the
problems that occur in learning when students attempt to
build new concepts on ‘erroneous, illogical or misinformed
knowledge’. Sometimes students are unaware of their
misconceptions and genuine learning requires ‘radically
reorganising or replacing student knowledge’. That is why
it is vital that teachers partner with students in the
challenging process of unlearning incorrectly learned
concepts and processes. Over the term, the girls have come
to understand very clearly the importance of practising
their way to improvement.
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What they do not always accept is the danger of reinforcing
neural pathways based on faulty thinking and bad habits,
nor the effort involved in forming new thought processes
that will serve them better into the future. Research and
experience suggests that students will often default to naïve
misconceptions when faced with difficult problems (Taylor
& Kowalski, 2014). Successful students assume responsibility
for recognising and acknowledging that what the teacher is
saying is not making sense for them. They feel confident that
they are capable of developing an alternative understanding
and they have the confidence to ask questions.
Philosophy of Learning strengthens these skills. The value
of both student and teacher questioning is recognised as an
essential strategy in developing the ability to self-reflect and
modify thinking and behaviour. Questions demonstrate what
students understand, and that they can articulate their
location in the learning process. They allow teachers to ‘see’
and ‘hear’ student thinking so that they can gauge possible
areas of misunderstanding, while also offering teachers the
opportunity to model their own thinking for students.
Clarifying questions are an indispensable part of classroom
communication and students should always feel confident
that teachers value their thinking and feedback.
Complementing the work occurring in Philosophy of
Learning classes, during 2018 a number of teachers have
been participating in Inquiry Action projects grounded in

Harvard’s Project Zero, Cultures of Thinking. Richhart (2015)
describes a culture of thinking as ‘a place where the group’s
collective thinking as well as each individual’s thinking is
valued, visible, and actively promoted as part of the regular
day-to-day experience of all group members’. Each teacher
involved in an Inquiry Action project has developed and
refined a question designed to encourage more effective
thinking and collaboration within their classes. Those
involved have been challenged to rethink previously held
beliefs, to question their own default behaviours and to
deal with the uncomfortable feeling of taking risks and
experimenting as they renegotiate classroom interactions.
As expectations change, all learners, both teachers and
students, may find themselves experiencing some brain
rewiring as new norms emerge that help create the most
effective thinking environment for everyone.
As they move into the holiday, students are encouraged
to reflect on, and celebrate the successes of, the past term.
It is also an opportunity for all of us involved in learning to
reflect on our default behaviours and patterns of thinking.
Are there areas that would benefit from scrutiny, rethinking
and some conscious brain rewiring? Can we produce
outcomes that are more beneficial to achieving our goals?
Perhaps this will even allow us to free ourselves from the
past, and take small positive steps toward a less stressful,
more relaxed and happier approach to life.
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Let nature lead
MS KATE CHILD, OUTDOOR EDUCATION TEACHER
| THURSDAY 11 OCTOBER 2018

T

here really is nothing quite like packing your bags
and heading into nature for an adventure and a
reprieve from modern day life. At some point in our
lives, each of us have experienced the serenity, beauty and
feeling that results from quality time spent immersed in
nature with others. As Richard Louv states in his book, Last
Child in the Woods, ‘no one among us wants to be a member
of the last generation to pass on to our children the joy of
playing outside in nature.’ At Marrapatta, this ideal is more
than realised; the joy and value of connecting with nature
and its endless benefits is a paradigm enacted.
Enveloping yourself in nature is good for the soul. Once we
step away from our overwhelming and relentless schedules,
traffic noise and numerous other artificial features of
modern city living, we allow ourselves to become part of the
natural landscape (Levitin, 2015). The natural rhythm allows
us to discover our authentic self and realise what really
matters to each of us. What do I mean by this? In his book,
The Nature Principal, Richard Louv states ‘natural
environments…encourage introspection and may provide
a psychologically safe haven from the man-made pressures
of society’ (2012, p. 112). Schedules and co-curricular
commitments aside, adolescent students can tap into what
makes them who they are, surrounded by a natural
environment that accepts them for their true selves. Our
days in nature, removed from mirrors and advertisements
presenting an unattainable and false beauty, allow students
to begin looking outwards. When we step into nature, we
allow ourselves to become calm, reflect and appreciate not
only our authentic self, but also others too.
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Empathy is a profound learning that strengthens in the
natural setting. With nature as our vehicle to learning,
almost every aspect of life on expedition takes effort.
Breakfast requires the campout team to carry food on the
journey and prepare it in the early mornings. Moving
camp requires pack-down and set-up with each new day.
Canoeing on a lake with high winds requires a unified
response. Students realise just how much each person
contributes to the group’s success, because each person
has a defined and integral role. Hence, every small action
is at once shared and appreciated. Empathy, and its ability
to connect us more closely with others, is fostered in—
and hopefully transcends—the expedition setting.
Our programs are interlaced with mindfulness
opportunities. I recall a moment during a Year 9
expedition where we sat under a spectacularly large fig
tree, with a creek running under its roots. The group had
ridden bikes for few hours, navigating some wild terrain
to find it. We sat in silence under its encompassing
canopy, admiring its strength and the sanctuary it
provided for so many busy birds. It was a humbling
experience, and it provided a connection to the School’s
Spring Hill fig that stands proudly in front of the
Research Learning Centre. Humanities Teacher, Mr Dan
Larkin, reflected with the students that this moment
could be saved in his memory to recall and revisit during
times of stress. The students listened with maturity, as
they comprehended how they too could capture a
moment from the surrounds of Marrapatta, to induce
mindfulness in their day-to-day lives.
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Consciously stepping away from technology kindles care,
compassion and curiosity for the physical world around
us and allows space to develop and strengthen
relationships. Marrapatta offers a particularly unique
technology-free environment, allowing the benefits of its
absence to emerge. While staff carry appropriate
technology for emergencies, the ability to access social
media is removed. In nature, we look out and observe
natural happenings, feelings of connectedness and
sharing joy with others. Refreshingly, our students engage
willingly with this technology-free space, and are able—
after a brief period of detox—to acknowledge the
opportunity it presents to strengthen relationships with
others.
While taking a break from building rafts down by Yabba
Creek, I was able to draw the Year 7s’ attention to a
developing natural story. The birds had been chasing one
another away, fighting for the crumbs dropped by students
when the inter-species fighting halted abruptly. I asked
the girls to consider why the honeyeaters, the kookaburras
and many other species were chattering agitatedly in
unison, no longer chasing one another. The girls then
noticed that a sizeable female lace monitor had entered
the campsite. The birds instead worked cohesively to dive
on and chatter angrily at the monitor, driving it away from
their food. The shared humorous experience acted as a
bonding mechanism for the group, and fostered a new
feeling of comfort and connectedness with the natural

world. Moments away from technology remind us of the
inherent worth of remaining connected to nature and the
lessons it can offer.
Marrapatta offers a refuge, not in the colloquial sense, but
in a socio-ecological sense. After having hiked through the
mountains to arrive at our campsite, Year 8 students were
met with a challenge: a creek crossing. The water only met
the students’ knees, but there was the difficulty in the rocky
and slippery footing. As Outdoor Education teachers, we
pose questions rather than always offering solutions. We ask
the students, ‘How can we cross in a way that ensures each
team member’s hiking bag remain dry for tonight’s campout?’
Ideally, the students turn to one another, stand in a circle,
and share conversations that are considerate, caring, creative
and action-focused. They decide on a plan, walk in pairs and
assist others once the other side of the creek is reached. The
success of a dry landing morphs into playing and laughing in
the creek. These experiences act as a refuge of trust and
companionship, promoting social skills, exploration and
teamwork.
I have merely brushed the surface here of a topic supported
by ‘a growing body of theoretical, anecdotal, and empirical
research that describes the restorative power of nature’ (Louv,
2012). Returning to a natural place like Marrapatta has the
power to influence a student’s life for many years to come.
I hope that, like me, they are thankful that visiting this place
of natural beauty, to disconnect from city life and re-connect
with nature, is part of every Grammar girl’s education.
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Let's move it
MS SARAH BOYLE, HEAD OF O’CONNOR HOUSE | FRIDAY 19 OCTOBER 2018

T

his week, Girls Grammar athletes competed in the
100th Queensland Girls Secondary School Sporting
Association (QGSSSA) Athletics Carnival in the
110th year of QGSSSA.
The 115 members of the Girls Grammar Athletics team
focused their time and energy on training during the past
term so they could do their best at the carnival. Sometimes
they produced personal bests and sometimes they missed
the start or stumbled at the jump. Though disappointing in
the moment, in the grand scheme of things, students still
gain many benefits from the experience, simply from
being involved in physical activity. Balancing academic
commitments with physical activity is an asset for students’
wellbeing and wider success in all areas of their life. The
best part: it can be free.
It has long been understood that engaging in physical
activity has benefits for mental health. According to
psychologist and leading expert in adolescent mental
health, Dr Michael Carr-Gregg, 'research shows, regular
physical activity and exercise leads to changes in the brain.
It improves cognitive function, elevates mood, improves
learning and reduces ‘stress chemicals’ like cortisol' (n.d.).
Dr Wendy Suzuki, Professor of Neural Science and
Psychology at New York University, outlines the key effects
of physical activity. In short, Suzuki claims that exercise
‘brings about better mood, better energy, better memory
and better attention’ (TED, 2017). Consequently, for
adolescents whose prefrontal cortex is ‘shut for renovations’
during this period of their lives, physical activity can help
them consolidate school work, feel confident within
themselves and boost their ability to manage the ups and
downs of the social playground (Wallis, 2018).

Current Year 12 students involved in physical exercise,
whether via individual pursuits or in a team sport, feel
that it helps them manage demands in all areas of their
lives. Sally Finch (12H) said that 'without physical activity,
I don't feel as motivated, upbeat or focused when it comes
to performing other day-to-day tasks’ (Personal
interview,17 October, 2018). Sally likens sport to
mindfulness, ‘as it allows my brain to refocus and my
mind is diverted from thinking about my studies or other
matters.’ Sally also mentioned that ‘playing sport provides
an outlet for the array of ideas and new concepts swirling
around in my head’. Alexandra Muratidis (12O) shares
these sentiments, stating that she finds her focus and
application to her school work is ‘improved significantly
after exercise’, and finds she can approach general
routines with a ‘better frame of mind’ (Personal interview,
October 17, 2018).
While the brain is the most complex and least known
structure of the human body, we do know that physical
activity has immediate, long-lasting and protective
benefits. Physical activity changes the brain by increasing
the mood hormones like dopamine, serotonin and
noradrenaline, which can stay elevated for up to two
hours after exercise (Suzuki, TED, 2017). To see longlasting effects and the growth of new brain cells in the
hippocampus we should adopt a regular exercise routine.
Through exercise, the hippocampus and prefrontal cortex
get bigger and stronger which will, over time, protect the
brain against neurodegenerative diseases. While this is not
at the forefront of adolescents’ minds, if they adopt and
approach physical activity as part of their daily lives, it will
support them throughout adulthood.
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In the late 1970s the Australian Government adopted the
Life. Be in it. campaign to promote the importance of daily
activity, and Norm, (the sedentary male couch-potato who
slowly came around to the idea of exercise) became a
national icon. The campaign’s message seems even more
important today, as children and teenagers’ screen time
leads to sedentary lifestyles. The government’s health
recommendation for young people aged 12 to 18 is 60
minutes of physical activity daily (Australia's Physical
Activity and Sedentary Behaviour Guidelines, 2017).
Following this guideline will help to elevate aerobic health,
strengthen muscles, improve oxygen delivery, attain and
maintain a healthy body weight, as well as decreasing the
risk of diseases like Type 2 Diabetes and high blood
pressure. The activity does not have to be highly organised.
The simple action of walking bears weight and strengthens
bones, working towards the prevention of bone density loss
in later life.
Participating in organised team sports brings other
learning opportunities for teenagers that can be applied in
many areas of their life. A sense of belonging to a group is

fundamentally important for teenagers, and can be found
in sporting groups. There are a wide range of sports and
physical activities on offer at Girls Grammar that are both
competitive and non-competitive, which foster connections
with other students, helping them find like-minded peers.
By participating in these activities, students also learn to
work within a team, respect authority and make a
commitment and dedicate themselves to the activity. When
engaging in competitive activities they learn to manage
disappointment when they don’t win, miss their personal
best time or suffer a setback. They learn through the help of
their coach and their team to bounce back and learn from
mistakes. All of these are important lessons and skills to
develop as they progress toward adulthood (Nikolic, 2015).
We may never all be elite athletes, or even manage to find
those 60 minutes of physical activity every day, but we can all
do something to increase our activity levels. Walk to Level 5
of the RLC a few more times a day. Take a slightly longer
route as you walk from home to the bus stop. Get dropped a
few blocks from school or work to increase your step count.
However you choose—let’s move it.
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Educating for purpose
M R S A N N A OW E N , D E P U T Y P R I N C I PA L | F R I DAY 2 6 O C TO B E R 2 0 1 8

F

ormer UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Dr
Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein, appeals for a movement that
will compete directly with the deleterious effects of
the ‘leadership’ being provided by some current heads of
countries and regions. He describes many present global
leaders very frankly as ‘bullies, deceivers [and] selfish
cowards’, and as ‘too busy with themselves’, rather than
being focused on their responsibilities as world leaders.
Against this poverty of leadership, Al Hussein asserts the
power of the foot soldier, or ‘grassroots leadership’. He
provides examples of acts of grassroots courage from around
the world that not only defend local communities, but also
help solve broader social issues. He implores all of us to
seek to coordinate this local work on a worldwide stage.
His vision: take the small-scale organisations and voices
protecting human rights around the world to create an
effective, coordinated, focused, human rights movement
with the backing of business leaders of purpose-driven
organisations. When I reflected on this, I saw that our
School—and every school—is just such a ‘small-scale
organisation’, and that we are very much purpose-driven.
We are, and I say this without any sense of elitism or hubris,
creating the leaders of tomorrow. To do this, we must look to
the strengths and weaknesses of our current global leaders,
and seek to learn from their successes and failures to support
the development of the next generation of leaders. So, how
should schools react to this outbreak of what Al Hussein
refers to as ‘mediocre leadership’—and to what principles
should schools hold fast?
The guiding principles of Brisbane Girls Grammar School’s
Strategic Design 2016-2019 articulate the contexts in which
our girls, during a six-year journey, meet, are challenged by,
and hone and apply the qualities that create great leaders.

112

BRISBANE GIRLS GRAMMAR SCHOOL INSIGHTS 2018

Grammar girls are encouraged to become leaders, ethically
and empathetically making decisions and judgements that
take direct action against injustice.
Is Al Hussein’s peaceful call-to-arms foolishly brave or at
worst inconceivable, or is it brilliantly deliberate? As we
near the 10th anniversary of the Melbourne Declaration on
Educational Goals for Young Australians, two overarching
goals remain: ‘Australian Schooling promotes equity and
excellence’; and ‘All young Australians become successful
learners, confident and creative individuals, and active and
informed citizens’. However, in the past 10 years, as we
charge ever deeper into postmodernity, schools are facing
the pressures of digital disruption, changing expectations
from families and communities, an unquestioning emphasis
on students’ academic performance on tests like NAPLAN
and PISA, and a tendency to ensure every gap in a young
person’s schedule is filled.
These changes grab a lot of attention, both in the generalist
media and in the specialist world of teaching. If we are going
to produce Al Hussein’s grassroots leaders, we need to pay
attention to the landscape in which said grass is growing.
We need to educate students to manage the increase in
information to which they have access, and are required to
absorb to complete even the smallest task. Ironically, while
there appears to be more information accessible to students
than ever before, there is also a concerning shift away from
deep, reflective and ethical analysis to alarmist, immediate
and shallow responses. As we are all too keenly aware, some
of our current leaders are all too prone to these reactive
(and sometimes reactionary) traits.
It is a slightly unorthodox notion, but perhaps schools
should not react to societal changes, changing to
accommodate digital expansion and anxiety about the nature

of employment. Slow thinking, deep learning, critical
thinking and reasoned decision-making are enduring
lessons, applicable to careers in the technology field as
well as academia, and beyond. In a recent opinion piece,
Professor Judith Bessant addressed the popular complaint
that ‘employers cannot find graduates with the appropriate
skills’. The tendency of governments and educational
institutions to adapt their offerings to be ‘responsive to the
needs of business’, she argues, misses the point, and what
is really required, is ‘intelligent and courageous leadership’
(Bessant, 2018). Hear, hear.

Educational institutions with strong leadership and
integrity of intent and purpose will have the greatest
impact at the grassroots level because this is the route to
global change and influence. Schools as organisations need
to respond and remain responsive, but continue to take
time to understand the need for real change, versus
perceived change, and if the evidence dictates, continue
to do what they know they do well.
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The obligation to remember
MR STEPHEN WOODS, DIRECTOR OF ENGLISH
| WEDNESDAY 31 OCTOBER 2018

At the School's Remembrance Day and Prize Reading Assembly , Mr Stephen Woods, Director of English,
delivered the following Remembrance Day address.

T

he 11th of November is Remembrance Day.

We all have a duty, an obligation, to remember those
who are affected by conflict. More specifically, I think
we have to remember because there are people all over the
world who cannot forget.
This message resonates with me because I am the son of a
soldier. Forgetting that my father had been in the British
army for 16 years was not an option for me: my middle name
is Cameron, for my father’s Scottish regiment, the Queen’s
Own Cameron Highlanders. My father’s arms were tattooed,
and the tattoo on his right forearm was a dagger wrapped in
a ribbon, and on the ribbon were written the names of all
the places he had been sent: Borneo; Aden; Suez; Malaya;
and more. Whenever he spoke about the army it was about
the good times, but I now realise, long after his death, that
there were probably bad times and bad things that he just
didn’t talk about. I think though, that my dad was one of the
lucky ones. He saw action but was not seriously wounded,
either physically or psychologically.
People who serve in the armed forces—any country’s armed
forces—are trained to deal with seeing things that most of us
will never see, and would never wish to see. They are taught
to survive experiences that most of us will never encounter,
and would never want to encounter. They prepare to face
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extraordinary risks to their lives, their health, and their
psyches. For this preparedness alone, whether they see
conflict or not, we owe them a debt of remembering.
I want to focus on those people who were not as lucky as
my father. I want to ask you to think about what used to
be called shell-shock, but which we now understand as
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). I hope that I am
not doing a disservice when I say that these labels might be
thought of as referring to an inability to forget, a persistent,
unwelcome remembering of traumatic events.
Experiences of war are without doubt traumatic—
unimaginably so for those of us who have had the fortune
to live peaceful lives. For some though, these traumatic
experiences of conflict return unbidden to haunt them in
the present.
The famous World War I soldier-poet Wilfred Owen wrote
these powerful lines about some shell-shocked comrades:
	Always they must see these things and hear them,
Batter of guns and shatter of flying muscles,
Carnage incomparable, and human squander
Rucked too thick for these men’s extrication.
	Sunlight seems a blood-smear; night comes blood-black;
Dawn breaks open like a wound that bleeds afresh.

LILLIAN BLANSHARD / 7R

One clear message from Owen’s harrowing lines is that war
exposes people to horror. But the message that I think is
more immediately relevant to Remembrance Day, is that we
have to understand that for some people, the things they
have seen and done are not matters of history. Time moves
on, as the poem says, ‘dawn breaks’, but for the shellshocked soldiers, ‘always they must see these things and
hear them’.
When servicemen and women return home, when refugees
from war zones find a new home, when civilians set about
rebuilding their lives after war, some—like Wilfred Owen’s
shell-shocked soldiers—will find it difficult to escape their
restive histories.
Once wars, conflicts or unrest are over, we consign them a
place in history, and we study them in school to try to
understand them in the hope that we can avoid their
recurrence. However, we also need to bear very much at the
front of our minds that for many, their painful lived
experiences are not stored away in history. They are hard to
forget, and persist into their presents.

We owe it to these people to remember that they have
experienced things that we have not—whether they chose
to, or whether the pain of conflict was visited upon them
unbidden—and that remembering should be mixed with
compassion and understanding.
ANZAC Day and Remembrance Day occur once a year, and
the next Invictus Games will be held in 2020. Days and
Games like these are powerfully symbolic and sincere acts
of remembering, but they come and go.
To return to the theme I began with: we all have a duty to
remember—and to do so persistently and often—those who
have been affected and those who continue to be affected by
conflict, whether in the distant past, or in today’s wars. When
we observe the minute’s silence, give a thought—alongside
the thoughts you give to those who lost their lives, and those
who were wounded—to those soldiers and civilians, past and
present, whose struggles were with memories.
We have an obligation to remember, because there are people
all over the world who cannot forget.
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I think, therefore I remember
DR PETER JENKINS, HEAD OF MATHEMATICS CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT
| THURSDAY 8 NOVEMBER 2018

F

rom 2020, Year 12 students in Queensland will sit
external examinations that assess content learned
over almost two years. Evidently, the ability of
students to effectively remember a large volume of content,
skills and understanding will be crucial for success. In
Mathematics, there is often a reluctance to talk about the
role of memory, possibly due to a fear that focusing on the
act of remembering somehow minimises the importance of
conceptual understanding. But not only is memory crucial
in the process of developing conceptual understanding
(Byers and Erlwanger, 1985), conversely it is the
development of conceptual understanding that makes
mathematical ideas memorable.
As noted by McInerney (2014), the most important
characteristic that makes information memorable is
meaningfulness. Meaningful information is information
that is already related to networks of ideas, or schemas, in
long-term memory, and thus gives rise to the feeling of
making sense. The richer the connections made with
existing schema, the more potent and robust the memory
of the new concept.
Helping students see mathematical information as
meaningful can be challenging for teachers, yet forms a
large part of what happens in the mathematics classroom.
Our school-wide pedagogy, based on the Harvard Project
Zero Cultures of Thinking, is an ideal framework to
accomplish this challenge. Encouraging students to engage
in specific thinking routines that require them to call on
prior knowledge, their expectations and intuition means
that this new information can then be integrated into their
existing schemas. Of course, this process is intellectually
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taxing, and can be demanding on the information-processing
abilities of students.
The cognitive system responsible for the temporary holding
of information available for processing is known as working
memory. There is a well-established direct relationship
between the capacity of working memory and mathematical
performance (Alloway & Passolunghi, 2011). A larger working
memory essentially allows one to keep more incoming
information and information drawn from long-term memory
at the front of their mind simultaneously, thus allowing them
to make sense of new information more easily. Because
working memory is limited in capacity and duration, it can
easily be overloaded. This phenomenon, known as cognitive
overload, results in minimal change to long-term memory
(McInerney, 2014), and thus represents a severe impediment
to learning.
When cognitive overload occurs in mathematics learning,
students fail to make sense of new concepts, and instead
must resort to remembering rules and procedures that are
often meaningless in isolation. While this may allow them to
experience limited success in simple, familiar situations, they
may struggle when presented with a problem in any
unfamiliar context. Further, their memory of such rules and
procedures will be fragile, and could be easily confused. For
example, a student who has not made sense of the concept
of area may incorrectly state the formula for the area of a
triangle as (b+h)/2 instead of (b×h)/2 .
Furthermore, the high level of connectedness and
dependence between mathematical concepts means that in
order to make sense of new concepts, students typically must
be able to readily access a variety of other concepts from

long-term memory. Yet, if these prerequisite concepts cannot
easily be retrieved, it makes the process of connecting future
concepts to existing schemas much more difficult.
This all underscores the importance of the mathematics
classroom experience, where teacher expertise and student
attention must combine to make learning possible. When
students are absent from mathematics class, they can often
learn important procedures by studying worked examples or
reading over notes, but they miss out on the activities and
discussions that help them think about the new ideas in
particular ways that make them meaningful. Skilled teachers
minimise the risk of cognitive overload by carefully
sequencing new information, and prioritising manageable
key principles that serve as powerful keystones of
subsequent learning. As an example, a key principle in
solving algebraic equations is that ‘performing any operation
to both sides of an equation does not change the solution
set’. Such a principle can readily be made meaningful by
an effective teacher, and subsequent techniques and
procedures for solving specific types of equations may then
be made meaningful by linking them to this key idea.
Given the deleterious effect that overloading working
memory has on learning, much research has been focused
on techniques for reducing working memory load in order
to facilitate the changes in long-term memory associated
with schema acquisition. For example, Chandler and Sweller
(1992) showed that when information contains both a
diagram and statements (neither of which can be
understood in isolation), then physically integrating the
statements within the diagram significantly reduces
cognitive load. More significantly, cognitive overload can be
reduced by a process known as overlearning. Overlearning
refers to the continuing repetition or practice of a skill past

the point of first mastery, so that the skill becomes automatic.
Once automatic, the skill contributes almost nothing to
cognitive load (McInerney, 2014). This explains why students
who have overlearned multiplication tables seem find it so
much easier to make sense of factorising algebraic expressions:
no effort is required in determining factors of numbers in
such expressions and so all their working memory can be
dedicated to making sense of the actual concept.
The amount of practice required to reach automaticity
with certain mathematical skills is significant, but it is not
impossible to achieve. Further, the type of practice is
important. Stobart (2014) points out the importance of
practice being purposeful and deliberate. This seems
especially relevant in mathematics, where there is always a
danger of repetitive practice reinforcing the wrong things
if it is done without thinking. For example, a student who
practices solving 20 equations, all having the exact same
structure (for example, having the form ax+b=c), can very
quickly forget the necessity of the key principle described
previously, which reinforces meaningless manipulations of
symbols. This can be averted by teachers who ensure that
the set of problems students are encouraged to practice have
enough variation to eliminate the possibility of false patterns
emerging, and require repeated application of the key
principles in order to solve them.
Clearly, memory is important in the learning and doing of
mathematics. Yet, mindless memorisation of facts and
formulas will not take students far. Instead, engaging in
classroom activities and discussions that help make new
ideas meaningful together with purposeful practice are
important key skills. These skills enable students to think
more effectively, remember more and be successful in their
learning.
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Expanding time with
slow thinking
DR SAM PENG, HEAD OF ECONOMICS | FRIDAY 16 NOVEMBER 2018

Précis: The subjective nature of time perception suggests that we can expand students’ brain time
in learning by engaging them in more slow thinking.

T

oday is a special day for the current Year 12
students. It is a day on which they celebrate growth,
maturity, friendship, learning, independence,
responsibility and a new beginning. Today is also a special
day for their teachers, as waves of joy, pride, happiness and
memory will gently tap their hearts. At this very special
time for farewell and reflection, I wonder how our students
will remember their education at Brisbane Girls Grammar
School. Will their memories play out as a rapid time lapse
of sunrise and sunset in this vibrant learning space, a slow
motion of some unforgettable, enlightening moments, or a
montage of both? What determines how moments of their
learning experience are processed in their brain and
contribute to their cognitive development? How can we
expand the seemingly limited time to add more richness to
this learning process, which will eventually become part of
our common memory?
These questions have been lingering in my mind since I
started teaching two Year 12 classes at the start of this year.
Like many other teachers, I counted how many days and
lessons I had left with my students, wishing I knew how to
bend time, until one day, a radio conversation about novel
writing inspired me.

‘What is the key to writing good novels?’ the host asked.
The answer provided was ‘altering time’—an answer so
unexpected, yet so true. When we read a good novel,
sometimes time seems to ‘freeze’, all the details happening
in a few seconds seeming to span hours and days. The same
technique is mastered and perfected by the film industry,
where time can be ‘sped up’ via a time lapse or made slower
in a slow motion montage. If the perception of time is
subjective, how can we stretch our students’ brain time in
learning and produce ‘slow motion’ teaching moments?

BRAIN TIME
Neuroscientific research has largely demystified the way our
brain perceives time. As Eagleman (2009) put it, ‘the days of
thinking of time as a river—evenly flowing, always
advancing—are over; time perception, just like vision, is a
construction of the brain’. Our perception of time however
is not constructed based on single sensory information,
such as taste, touch, smell, sight and hearing. Instead, it is
underpinned by a collaboration of multiple neural
mechanisms. This means our ‘sense’ of time is established
by information presented to us in a particular way, as
determined by our brain (Eagleman, 2009).
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Experience associated with rich and detailed information
will appear ‘longer’ in our memory, because it takes more
time and resources for our brain to process. To be more
precise, it is fresh information that makes time feel
elongated. Fresh information often does not come in a form
directly understandable to our brain. It needs to be
processed and reorganised in a form that makes sense to us.
Conversely, when receiving familiar information, our brain
does not have to work very hard because the information
has been processed previously. So the same amount of time
will actually feel shorter than it would otherwise. This,
according to Eagleman (2009), explains why we think that
time speeds up when we grow older. The more familiar the
world becomes, the less new information our brain ‘writes
down’, and the more quickly time seems to pass.
The above findings do not contradict our belief in the value
of routine activities. In fact, it is found that deliberate
practice does in fact ‘make perfect’ by rewiring our brain for
better performance (Shen, 2014). However, to make each
lesson worth more in terms of brain time, engaging students
in some hard brainwork with new information and calling
their attention to details is necessary. There is however one
more complication—our brain is programmed to minimise
effort by engaging predominantly in fast thinking
(Kahneman, 2012).

SLOW THINKING
Fast and slow thinking were concepts put forward by
Economics Nobel Prize winner, Professor Daniel Kahneman.
He classifies our thinking into two alternating and
cooperating modes: System 1, also known as intuitive or fast
thinking; and System 2, slow thinking. Most of the time, our
brain operates in System 1, an automatic and quick process
that requires little or no effort and is energy-efficient. This
process involves storing and accessing knowledge in
memory without intention or effort. This is an interesting
contradiction to our traditional understanding of time.
Generally, we believe we can save time by doing things faster.
However, when it comes to thinking, being fast means less
effortful mental activities, and less perceived time by our
brain. In addition, fast thinking is prone to biases because it
operates on impressions, intuitions, intentions and feelings,
rather than logical reasoning and statistical understanding
(Kahneman, 2012).
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System 2 is responsible for effortful mental activities, such
as complex computations, validating complex logical
arguments, critical thinking and constructing thoughts in
a series of orderly steps. Slow thinking is activated ‘when
a question arises for which System 1 does not offer an
answer’, or ‘when an event is detected that violates the
model of the world that System 1 maintains’ (Kahneman,
2012).
To expand brain time in learning, we need to engage in
more slow thinking. However, slow thinking consumes
more energy and can only be activated when the
conditions are right. To mobilise slow thinking, we need to
‘disturb’ the cognitive ease by asking questions that fast
thinking cannot answer; we need to challenge the
established understanding of the world by making
inquiries into constant changes; and very importantly, we
need to maintain focus, because once attention is
withdrawn, slow thinking is disrupted (Kahneman, 2012).
Looking back, I am glad that we have lived another year to
the fullest. I have peace of mind that the ‘magic’ of slow
thinking has already been deeply rooted in our pedagogy
and daily practices. Looking forward, our graduates will
enter a world where technological development and value
changes will be more rapid and radical than in the past.
Stimuli everywhere will compete for their attention. At the
same time, the constant bombardment of new, sometimes
inflammatory or even false information via the media, social
media and our devices can become so regular and mundane
that many of us feel compelled to ‘switch off’, and forget to
interrogate it rigorously for factual accuracy. I believe our
girls have been given the space and time to develop the
habit of thinking slowly, so that they can evaluate, absorb
and appreciate the depths of the world around them.
It is finally time to say goodbye. When I see the happy tears
on the faces of our Year 12 students, their reluctant steps
leaving the school gate, their vigorously waving hands, my
vision starts to blur. I know another year of rich memory is
deeply saved in our common memory.

AMISHI AHLAWAT / 7L
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