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“The Settle-Bed”

“Willed down, waited for, in place at last and for good.

Trunk-hasped, cart-heavy, painted an ignorant brown.

And pew-strait, bin-deep, standing four-square as an ark.”
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• NAPLAN

• Australian Curriculum

• Knowledge and/or Skills?

• Creative and Critical Thinking

• Bernard Lonergan’s Generalised Empirical 

Method

• The Review of the Melbourne Declaration

• Education and Hope
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Literacy and numeracy: goal-posts or gateway? 
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The Australian Curriculum 

has been in place since 

2015.

ACARA is due to provide 

advice to Education Council 

by mid-2020 on the scope 

of any refinements. 

Key issues:

• Essential content

• The general capabilities



“When people say we need to cut back on the 
breadth of the curriculum and develop skills, 
people might misinterpret that as saying 
content knowledge is not important.

“They are not in opposition. They are 
complementary. It is difficult to teach a 
discipline and cover content knowledge without 
imparting skills and it’s impossible to teach skills 
without teaching children content knowledge.
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“My general approach in complex education 
debates, which often unfortunately collapse into 
people taking entrenched positions via Twitter, 
is to attempt to build bridges between sides, as 
opposed to taking sides.”
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Effective dialogue

• Being attentive to what is happening (or 

being said)

• Understanding through intelligent inquiry

• Judging through reasonable 

consideration of possible understandings
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Knowledge and/or Capabilities?
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Transferrable Skills?
There are a large number of programs that claim to teach 

or assess students' critical thinking skills independently of 

content knowledge, for example, but the evidence suggests 

that these programs only provide modest benefits in 

students’ ability to apply critical thinking skills. This is 

despite the large investments of time required to participate 

in these programs. Willingham notes, ‘the evidence shows 

that such programs primarily improve students’ thinking 

with the sort of problems they practised in the program –

not with other types of problems’.                                                             

CESE, July 2019

11



Critical thinking?

“In situations where problems need solutions, yet the 

available thinking is inadequate, the need for critical 

thinking is heightened. In environments where sloppy 

thinkers, wishful thinkers, liars and knaves roam about 

unidentified, some sort of special thinking is required to 

sort fact from fiction and to distinguish the valuable from 

the worthless. Critical thinking is a vaccine against 

“cognitively transmitted diseases” of epidemic 

vagueness, falsehood, runaway wishes, untestable 

propositions, and incoherent projects. Yet what exactly is 

critical thinking? How can it be implemented? Why 

should we bother with it?” Grallo 2013

•
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Critical thinking = reaching judgement

Critical thinking provides “yes/no” answers to 

questions about:

• Fact: “Is this true?”

• Value: “Is this good? Is this better than that?”

• Action: “Should I do this?” 

Based on Facione 2006
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Bernard Lonergan, 1904-84
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The Transcendental Imperatives

• Be attentive when experiencing data.

• Be intelligent when inquiring into that data and coming 

up with possible understandings.

• Be reasonable when judging between the competing 

possibilities.
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Inspector Hubbard comes to know
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Attending to the data of 

experience

Inquiring intelligently 

about possible 

understandings of the 

data

Judging reasonably 

about the truth of 

competing possible 

explanations. 



The Transcendental Imperatives

• Be attentive when experiencing data.

• Be intelligent in inquiring into that data and coming up 

with possible understandings.

• Be reasonable when judging between the competing 

possibilities

• Be responsible in deciding how to act upon what you 

have come to know
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Lonergan’s Generalisable Empirical Method 

(GEM)

1. Being attentive to the data of experience: 

experiential thinking

2. Inquiring intelligently to gain insights 

(possible understandings) about that data: 

creative thinking

3. Judging reasonably between possibilities: 

critical thinking
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‘Something is going terribly wrong. The United 

States is now a country obsessed with the worship 

of its own ignorance. It’s not just that people don’t 

know a lot about science or politics or geography; 

…the bigger problem is that we’re proud of not 

knowing things…The foundational knowledge of 

the average American is now so low that it has 

crashed through the floor of “uninformed”, passed 

“misinformed” on the way down, and is now 

plummeting to “aggressively wrong”.’

Nichols, “The Death of Expertise” 2017
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Melbourne Declaration 

Preamble

“As a nation Australia values the central role 

of education in building a democratic, 

equitable and just society - a society that is 

prosperous, cohesive and culturally diverse, 

and that values Australia’s Indigenous 

cultures as a key part of the nation’s history, 

present and future.”
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• The first iPhone is sold

• Facebook (in late 2006) opened its platform to anyone 

with an email address

• VMware software - the foundation of cloud computing

• Hadoop Software – the foundation of big data 

• Google launched YouTube and Android

• IBM launched Watson

• Netflix streamed its first video

• Satoshi Nakamoto and Bitcoin 

• Twitter split off on its own platform
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What happened in 2007?



“…whatever is given

Can always be reimagined, however four-square,

Plank-thick, hull-stupid and out of its time

It happens to be.”

Seamus Heaney, The Settle-Bed
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http://www.acara.edu.au/news-and-media/subscribe-to-acara-update
https://twitter.com/acaraeduau?lang=en
https://www.facebook.com/acara.edu.au/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/australian-curriculum-assessment-and-reporting-authority
https://www.youtube.com/user/ACARAeduau
https://twitter.com/acara_ceo

