
Welcome to ATTACK! a two-page occasional publication. Most of ATTACK! will be concerned with the holistic 
curriculum which, if acted on, is a fundamental way to undermine the present undemocratic education system. Don’t be 
discouraged if opportunities to teach holistically are limited, do your best, be a guardian, and act as a witness to this 
culturally significant and inspiring way of teaching and learning. ATTACK! is a partner to 
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The holistic structure for learning 

In the following paragraph is my definition of the holistic. From time-to-time I will return to concentrate on 
one aspect within it. In this issue, I want to concentrate on the aspect that provides the basic structure for 
all learning.  

The holistic philosophy is about the interaction of the cognitive and the affective; the combination of 
knowledges – teacher and academic (also other); teaching and learning being organised by broad 
aims (assisted by criteria that can be seen as converted objectives); broad aims being an 
expression of the essence of curriculum areas; learning being meaningful, exploratory, and 
challenging (hence the attention to discovery learning and problem solving); learning experiences having 
shape extending from an introduction, to gaining information, to using that information flexibly, to a 
conclusion; learning being coherent and organic not fragmented and desultory; children having significant 
control over their learning; observational evaluation being central; and individual needs being attended to 
through a combination of open-ended class activities and one-to-one teaching. 

The aspect selected is: ‘teaching and learning being organised by broad aims (assisted by criteria that can 
be seen as converted objectives); broad aims being an expression of the essence of curriculum areas’. 

The holistic works with aims.  

A dynamic main aim should be produced for each curriculum area or topic to provide an holistic structure 
for what is done. This is crucial to the holistic philosophy in practice.  

Teachers should then ask how children might be moved towards the aim – the answer to that should 
suggest a number of activities (and by that function encompass the necessary skills).  

Associated with the dynamic main aim might be one or two other aims, or a few supporting objectives, but 
the holistic works best when it is criteria (that is converted objectives) that are the main buttress to the 
main aim. 

It is suggested the expression of main aims be introduced by the 
words: To develop in children the willingness and ability to … 
Willingness encompasses the attitudinal, ability knowledge and skill. 
For instance, the main aim for reading might be: To develop in 
children the willingness and ability to be independent readers. Such 
a main aim is holistic, extending beyond mere measurement and the 
technical, to the upper realms of the purposes of reading. 

It is acknowledged that these activities could then be expressed as 
objectives – behavioural or otherwise – but why bother? Regimes of 

aims and objectives are sources of rigidity in educational practice, and create an illusion of precision and 
finality – why not criteria? In other words, those useful things that can be expected to occur in the course 
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of pursuing the main aim, and if those useful things don’t occur, then that is a signal to teachers to attend 
to the nature of activities undertaken by the children and the manner of their undertaking. 

If a measurement-based curriculum is the only one permitted, changes to the command education system 
structured on that curriculum are not possible; and the curriculum will continue to narrow; and teacher 
status and professionalism reduce. 

In a command education system, interest by schools in the curriculum is low because the nature of the 
curriculum is not up for debate nor would it matter if it was. The curriculum is something handed down 
and available to schools to divide for measurement. 

In a way, with a measurement-based curriculum, if an adult is reasonably able to cope with and handle 
children’s behaviour, then anyone can teach. As well, a measurement-based curriculum is destined to 
become a computer-programme dominated one. 

The children who are at the greatest disadvantage from the measurement-based curriculum are those who 
start school with various learning disadvantages. These children are the ones who, above all, need to be 
drawn into learning and provided with rich opportunities for flexible thinking and imaginative learning. 
To cover up the failure of these children to properly engage with learning, various unusual marking 
strategies are employed, to some extent at primary, and to a major extent at secondary.  

A measurement-based curriculum is not a curriculum that is carried out then measured but one organised 
for measurement and, in being so, fundamentally changed in nature and process.  

The curriculum is everything: fairness and unfairness, freedom and command, and enlightenment and 
obscurantism. 

As well as Elwyn Richardson for a cultural marker, we have Sylvia Ashton-Warner who in her fiction and 
nonfiction was just as much an inspiration for me as Elwyn. Her novel Spinster is both a great New 
Zealand novel and a lyrical expression of the essence of education – and life. She was to spend most of 
her teaching career with young Maori children in isolated communities, but she shouldn’t be categorized to 
that experience; the secret for getting inspiration from Ashton-Warner is to read what she says, as being 
about all children. 

In her best non-fiction book on teaching, Teacher, she says:  

‘First words must have intense meaning. 
First words must be already part of dynamic life. 
First books must be made of the stuff of the child  
himself, whatever and wherever the child.’ 

My interpretation was to replace ‘First words’ and ‘First books’ with ‘Learning’ – 
that is: 

‘Learning must have intense meaning…’ and so on. 

Read like that she was, for me, transformational. 

Imagine if at an in-service course that that was the challenge, whether for reading, writing, science, 
mathematics, or whatever. Imagine at a course, say, for lifting the learning of Maori children, that was the 
challenge. I challenge you as a teacher to display that in your room. 

I feel searing frustration at education’s present directions; I can only try to imagine what it was like for 
Ashton-Warner. 


