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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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Attack! 58 Mary Faire pioneers a trialling of the ‘feeling for’ approach (1984): an
insightful narrative Part 1
Mary Faire was a primary school teacher for a number of years and is now an associate professor at the
University of Auckland. (Photographs by Barbara Whyte.)
The following article written by her was in New
Zealand Social Studies: Past, Present and
Future, (1992) Roger Openshaw (ed.), The
Dunmore Press, Palmerston North.
Mary Faire writes on her experience in 1984
with the ‘feeling for’ approach; an approach
derived from both the primary classroom and
the holistic cultural tradition. Beginning in the
1980s and extending well into the 1990s, the
approach was to become common in New
Zealand classrooms to be then largely
displaced by the officially-sanctioned inquiry
learning (usually in combination with computer
use). Reading Mary Faire’s process of discovery
is an insightful experience, allowing teachers to
go back in an unvarnished way to the basics of
the idea. It was reassuring to find that the curriculum ideas and aspirations Mary articulates from that time
hold as true as ever to this one. In the future, though, I can see the practice being modified to different
circumstances, techniques, and technology – but reading about it in this straightforward state makes clear
the central oxymoron of it being something both systematic and free-wheelingly open-ended. Please note
that though the teaching was done with a junior class it can be done right through to secondary. It’s a
matter of grasping the essence and then making adjustments. While the ‘feeling for’ in practice is laden
with subtleties in child response, the best way to encourage these is by concentrating on simplicity in
practice. A point that needs to be emphasised is that taking the activities should never become routine: the
teacher should vary activities, make lively use of them when completed, and intersperse the programme
with quality drama and artwork.
Mary Faire writes: Prior to 1984 I was confused about social studies. I knew it was about people but, in
practice, that did not seem very helpful.
I wanted social studies to be activity-based but most resources for social studies required reading abilities
beyond the capabilities of primary-aged children. Even where the reading was within the grasp of the
children, I found the usual way of gaining information had a deadening effect on programme pace. As a
result the teacher was very often the giver of information.
Working with children I found that their questions were not confined to the contexts, concepts, and
objectives set out for the units. The children often seemed to find satisfaction in information beyond that
planned for them – usually related to finding out even more about central aspects of their lives.

I was not sure how the various parts of the syllabus fitted together. Several statements on social studies
contained a range of aims all seemingly of equal status. The different statements referred to different
aspects, concepts, contexts, areas of knowledge, groups of people, topics, objectives, main ideas,
contributing ideas, and so on. My task appeared to be to make sense of these and then to use them to plan
programmes.
I saw that the values children held were expressed in their social behaviour but observed that when
programmes were based on values exploration they often became very abstract and removed from
children’s direct experiences.
I sometimes spent hours planning and preparing new activities for social studies units which children
completed in far less time than they took to prepare. I wanted to challenge children’s cultural stereotypes
and confront issues such as racism, poverty, sexism and conflict but found little guidance in social studies
materials to help me tackle these issues in a child-centred way.
Listing concepts, skills and attitudes to be developed was in theory easy. In practice, however, the
procedure was complicated and artificial. I wanted to integrate concepts, skills, and attitudes in a natural,
effective way.
I was dissatisfied with my attempts to evaluate how successful I had been in developing these concepts,
skills, and attitudes. Most of the guidance given was for programme evaluation, a far more straightforward
task for teachers than the evaluation of children’s individual behaviours in relation to the programme.
This ‘feeling for’ approach clearly explained the relationship of social studies in the curriculum area, to the
total school social and moral experience. I was, however, still sceptical. The activities seemed rather
straightforward and repetitive – wouldn’t teachers and children want something more sophisticated? [As
suggested in the introductory paragraph above, variety and richness should always be sought as part of
good teaching.] As for the use of only one (or even a few) resources – wouldn’t this lead to an unbalanced
view? The approach claimed that skills would look after themselves. I was reluctant to let go!
But the clear philosophical base and the fact that this approach was activity-based drew me to try it out
with my junior class. I purchased two copies of a book which focused on the life of a 12-year-old child
(Chun Ling, who lives in China). I removed the pages from the books and glued them on to card so that I
had a complete set of pages.
I displayed these on pin boards around the classroom, covered a portion of each photo and invited the
children to write what was happening in the pictures on to strips of paper. They glued these strips on to the
appropriate newsprint sheets which were hanging below each photo.
The children managed this well – discovering small details I had overlooked. The activity aroused a good
deal of interest in the topic. I had not told the children where the pictures were taken or what they were
about, so they were curious to discover what the rest of the picture contained. I placed new newsprint
sheets below the same pictures and this time asked the students to write what was in the foreground of
each picture. They set to work eagerly – each at his or her own pace. It was with considerable satisfaction
that I realised the significance for learning of letting children commit their ideas to paper. Although they
only revealed a fragment of their thinking, these statements were often based on a great deal of thought
and led to further comment during discussions.
Yet again, I replaced the newsprint. Could they write questions for the pictures? They did. Many of the
questions revealed ideas about people in Chun Ling’s village that were stereotyped and culture-centred. But
as the children worked independently at these activities I was able to move around to discuss and challenge
their responses.
‘What did you mean when you said ...? ’
‘Why did you ask that?’
Continued in Part 2

