Education: More Important and Less Relevant Than Ever 

Erica McWilliam
The challenges of educating for the twenty-first century – what Daniel Pink (2005) calls the “Conceptual Age” - are greater than ever. Unlike the “Information Age”, whose core business has been the routine accessing of information to solve routine problems, the “Conceptual Age” invests in, and springs from, new cultural forms and modes of consumption that demand “high concept” and “high touch” capacities from a highly creative workforce. “High Concept” capacities include the ability to create artistic and emotional beauty, to detect patterns and opportunities, to craft a satisfying narrative, and to combine seemingly unrelated ideas into a novel invention. “High Touch” capacities include the ability to empathise, to understand the subtleties of human interaction, to find joy in oneself and elicit it in others, and to stretch beyond the normal in pursuit of purpose and meaning (Pink, 2005). It is no longer enough to focus on function or on aesthetics – the challenge is to be agile enough to work across these domains. 

In his seminal work The Act of Creation,
 Koestler identified the decisive phase of creativity as the capacity to “perceive… a situation or event in two habitually incompatible associative contexts”. Following Koestler, the capacity to select, re-shuffle, combine, or synthesise already existing facts ideas, faculties and skills in original ways may be understood to be evidence of creativity at work. David Perkins makes a similar point. In The Mind’s Best Work
, he insists that skills like pattern recognition, creation of analogies and mental models, the ability to cross domains, exploration of alternatives, knowledge of schema for problem-solving, and fluency of thought are indicators of creativity as a set of learning dispositions or cognitive habits. 
How should we think about the role formal education in terms of developing these capacities and thus preparing a more creative workforce? Put bluntly, schools and universities are more important and less relevant than ever. Indeed, many commentators like Ken Robinson and Richard Florida argue that schooling kills creativity stone dead. Yet we know that education is crucial to improving our life chances. What are we to make of this conundrum?

We know education is more important because of the weight of evidence that a more highly educated population means a better lifestyle, a bigger pay-packet and a more productive economy. There is no doubt about this as a fact of social and economic life
. We also know that that ‘creatives’ need to have high levels of traditional literacy and numeracy if they are to function at a high level in a ‘super-complex’ economic and social order. According to a recent Report from America’s national Center on Education and the Economy (2007): 

This is a world in which a very high level of preparation in reading, writing, speaking mathematics, science, literature, history, and the arts will be an indispensable foundation for everything that comes after for most members of the workforce
.    

Why are academic skills still needed? 

As social scientist Mark Warschauer
 points out, we live in paradoxical times (variously described as The Late Age of Print
 or the Post-Typographic Society
’), in which information literacy still depends to a large extent on print literacy. He asserts that “competence in traditional literacies is often a gateway to successful entry into the world of new literacies”
, citing American high school research into student use of computers and the Internet
 in defence of this claim. In doing so, he refutes “the romantic notion” that many reform advocates have of the “empowering potential of learning and new media”
 in and of itself. It is not enough, Warschauer argues, to be able to create multi-media presentations with the latest digital tools, or to spend most of one’s time in front of a computer screen. This is corroborated by the OECD finding that, while more experience with computer use is valuable, more frequent use does not necessarily lead to better performance. The PISA Study into computer use
 found that moderate users performed better than students who were either not using computers, using them rarely, or using computers very often. While the capacities associated with ‘going digital’ are useful and important, they are insufficient to creative workforce capacity. They can even be counter-productive if they are relied on to take the place of super-complex thinking. High levels of literacy – both traditional and digital - are needed, and neither can do it alone. 

A further point needs to be made here. It should not be assumed that because a young person is highly digitally literate, s/he therefore knows how to optimise digital technologies for academic purposes. A key conclusion of the University of Melbourne Study mentioned earlier
 concurs with the findings of a US study
 of freshman students that first year many students struggle, not to make technology work per se, but to make it work for academic ends:

It is not that first year students are incapable of using technology for specialized, context-appropriate purposes; indeed many would have recently had these experiences at school The critical point is that while first year students might use technology in a range of ways and may, apparently, be digitally literate, we cannot assume  that being a member of the ‘Net’ Generation is synonymous with knowing how to employ technology-based tools strategically to optimise learning experiences and outcomes. . .
    

.  

Why more of the same education won’t work  

The foundational literacies like reading, writing, speaking mathematics, science, literature, history, and the arts, are more likely than digital literacies to be developed within classrooms, just as they have been for a couple of centuries. This fact acknowledged, it is also necessary to face the uncomfortable truth about the increasing irrelevance of schools to the patterns of life and work in the 21st century. The Center on Education and the Economy Report makes this abundantly clear: 

[The 21st century]… is a world in which comfort with ideas and abstractions is the passport to a good job, in which creativity and innovation are the keys to the good life, in which high levels of education – a very different kind of education than most of us have had – are going to be the only security there is (author’s emphasis).
 

Put another way, a better education cannot mean more of the same education. The glossy brochures and syllabus preambles of formal education keep promising to help young people reach their full potential while schooling and tertiary education continue to deliver much that has little to do with their futures, or indeed the future of learning. Rigour is de rigeur for these 21st century times. As argued later in Chapter Six, we have been in retreat from rigour for some time, fearing that its effect on the self-esteem of vulnerable young people might be damaging, and signing off on ‘easy success’ and instant opinion-making as more appropriate to developing minds. ‘Having fun with maths’ is not the same as being introduced into the pleasures and affordances of numerical thinking. Fun is is important but of itself it is unlikely to result in a sustained passion for problem-solving and a willingness to wrestle with ambiguity and complexity. It may be a starting point on the journey, but too often we are seeing ‘having fun’ collapse into reiterations of low level tasks that come with low learning expectations, and inevitably lead to low achievement.           

This is not to argue that theories of teaching and learning have revolved entirely around ‘child happiness and safety’ in recent decades. We have seen a proliferation of interest in learning styles, special needs, cognitive development and so on. However, schools are by and large still organised through child protection and risk minimisation legislation on the one hand, and on the other hand through standard operational procedures that were produced in the Industrial Age and Information Ages of the 19th and 20th centuries. They were not designed for the risky learning challenges in what Daniel Pink calls the “Conceptual Age”
, the age in which we now live. 

Unlike the Information Age, in which the core business was the routine accessing of information to solve routine problems, the Conceptual Age invests in, and springs from, the new cultural forms and modes of consumption that digital tools and new modes of communication are making possible. Whether or not we agree that all this amounts to the first real generation gap since rock and roll, as Ken Robinson
 claims, it certainly makes unique demands of educators, just as it makes unique demands of the systems, strategies and sustainability of organisations. 
Educators, and the institutions in which they work, are ill-equipped to meet these demands, either by their professional learning or by the standard infrastructure of educational facilities. The vast majority of schools today (and, indeed, the institutions that train teachers), continue by and large to use structures and artefacts pertinent to the Industrial and Information Ages. In organisational terms, schooling is organised as a top-down hierarchy of command and control, with designated timetables, fragmented and specialised disciplines and classrooms designed to house thirty or so students with front-facing desks in rows and black/whiteboards. Moreover, despite the tinkering with curriculum that we have seen in more recent times, teachers continue to work as singular ‘content authorities’. As educator Viv White cryptically puts it, schools are still places where young people go to watch old people work!  

It’s not just about new technology

Whether or not the blackboard has been replaced by a whiteboard, the dominant culture still remains a culture of transmission. This speaks of the resilience and intractability of the experience of being taught, and it extends from pre-school right through to doctoral studies. While technologically-mediated tools have recently been conspicuously employed, the logic of their usage is predicated on pre-existing transmission based models of pedagogy. Put another way, technologies specifically designed for social interaction may end up doing little more than transmitting information or assisting with the location of websites. Laptop computers, projectors and interactive whiteboards are more likely to ‘stand in for’ pens and paper, blackboard diagrams and print-based worksheets, despite the efforts of academic staff developers and a small but growing band of innovative teachers and despite the opportunities they afford for a very different type of introduction to learning. In universities we are still seeing instances where two dominant commercial learning management systems, BlackBoard and WebCT (Web Classroom Teaching) are being re-purposed for old ‘transmission’ teaching. Without real pedagogical expertise, many teachers remain wedded to the old transmissive habits, and this is true whether or not they have digital technologies at their disposal. 
Ask schoolchildren to provide a picture of their experience of school, and the picture they are most likely to paint is ‘blah blah blah’ from the teacher at the front. Whether or not the blackboard has been replaced by a whiteboard, a ‘transmission’ culture of traditional curriculum remains dominant. So, while technologically-mediated tools are now being more conspicuously employed, the ‘lesson’ may well continue to be designed along the lines of pre-existing transmission based models of pedagogy
. When this happens, as it so often does, laptops, data projectors and interactive whiteboards ‘stand in for’ pens and paper, blackboard diagrams and print-based worksheets, despite the efforts of academic staff developers and a few maverick educators. 
It is worth noting that information technologies may actually exacerbate regression to transmission pedagogy, not encourage alternatives. A recent study of the uptake and usage of digital technology in the UK made it clear how students experience this: 

It’s quite tedious. A lot of the teachers tend to just get the stuff off the internet and read it straight to you. Whereas before they might have explained it more, and they would have to have used their own words, rather than the internet’s words.   

I mean with my business teachers, they just go and visit, and copy stuff there, and they read it to you. Whereas I can just go on the internet and do exactly the same. I’m not particularly learning much from them.
 

The brute message is that young people are not very interested in listening to what old people have to tell them. They don’t learn best that way. However, the command and control model of schooling is still dominant, and this limits the sort of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment that is able to be enacted in a school. And it persists despite all the gestures towards democratisation we now see in the conduct of everyday school life. It would be understandable if teachers felt more than a little miffed by accusations that things have not changed much in schools. There is evidence of substantial change at the periphery – pastoral care is IN, student leadership is IN, parent engagement is IN. Parades and mass assemblies are generally OUT, corporal punishment is OUT as is sarcasm, ridicule and ‘failure’. Speech nights remain for some schools but with a difference – less formal, more celebratory. School formals, sub-formals and Rock eisteddfods are IN, allowing young people to try on identities derived from the entertainment industry and the lives of the rich and famous. However, while this might have made schools more interesting spaces for young people to interact in, the fundamentals – lock-step progression, class grouping, memorisation, testing, monitoring and reporting - remain pretty much intact.  

It is not a matter of ‘blaming’ school-based educators for this state of affairs but it is important to understand the ‘double vision’ that governments of all persuasions require of teachers. At a time when child protection legislation is central to any government policy related to children, teachers now have an expanded duty of care in which risk of any kind is to be minimised. At the same time that they are expected to provide an open, creative environment which encourages risk-taking. Schools must be on guard against the unfamiliar, the alien as potential danger at the same time that they are supposed to welcome ‘openness’ to new ideas and modes of thinking. So the sort of risk-taking that is made possible through opening up schools remains in tension at all times with claims about ‘safety first’. The fact that the push and pull of risk is a pendulum that swings back and forth in social life is a condition that we all now live with in a “risk society”
; it is not a problem amenable to a solution. We will continue to worry about the dangers of encouraging young children to sit on Santa’s knee at the same time we will worry about teaching young people to be fearful rather than outgoing. We want their robustness, yet we fear its consequences.   

Making (class)room for creativity

Knowing all this does not assist schools to make a case that they are relevant to the cultural and social norms of the 21st century. Richard Florida expressed his negative view of schooling in general in his visit to Australia a few years ago
. Florida was responding to questions from an audience of Queensland academics, politicians, bureaucrats and students as an expert on economic growth and social renewal in the USA. He had just finished a presentation about the importance of place in organising the sort of work that is done by ‘the creative class’. According to Florida’s empirical study of American economic trends, growth requires open systems that value social and cultural difference, technology and talent
. Schools, by contrast, continue to operate as closed systems with traditional notions of accountability and performance expertise. Schools, he said, are squelchers. 
While admitting that his research has been in economics, not in education, Florida contended that schools are disconnected from the creative workplace and likely to remain so. By implication, preparing the creative class begins either after formal education has done its worst, or all around its dead heart. In a recent news article entitled “Restricted Room for Creativity”, it was reported that Kirpal Singh, a lecturer at a Singapore university, shares Florida’s negative view. Each year, he begins by explaining to his new students that the course he teaches in creative thinking is “to undo the damage that 12 years of schooling have done to you”
.  
Creativity guru Sir Ken Robinson is equally unequivocal about schools’ negative impact on creativity
. He argues that we are now paying dearly for continuing to build education systems in the image of the industrial economy and continuing to use analytic tools of the Enlightenment. The mutual dependence of our natural states of being is not, he argues, mirrored in education. We continue to fail to understand or value the process of defeating habit through originality because we use a narrow and dated economic lens to ascribe value. Dynamic cultural systems needs a different way of describing, but for Robinson, this is not likely in the current ideology of schooling, with its subject hierarchies (with arts at the bottom) and its predilection for testing the capacity to memorise dated information.  

With established populations in decline, and emergent economies growing at an unprecedented rate, the lives of young people are fast become much more complex in terms of the issues they face and the choices that are available to them. We have been monitoring ‘learning needs’ through special education for some time now, but it may well be that Attention Deficit Disorder is not a disorder but a logical social product of our times. Indeed, it may serve a perverse sort of purpose in relation to living with super-complexity. On the other hand, mass custody, the legal duty of schools, requires the identification and minimisation of the risk of aberrant behaviour, as defined through traditional conceptions of learning. 

Perhaps, then, the call to ‘open up’ to risk-taking and experimentation should just be ignored by those who really understand the nature of schooling and its necessary limitations. If Florida is correct in his assertion that closed systems which operate out of traditional notions of accountability and performance expertise are unlikely to lead to success either in wealth creation or in social renewal, then perhaps we should pull back from asking for creative capacity building to be taken seriously in schools and universities. If openness to the external world is fundamental to the tolerance, technological savvy and talent that are the attributes of Florida’s creative class, and if schools cannot by definition be run as ‘open systems’, then it may be asking for ‘double vision’ from our educators. 

The narrow performance-based logic of accountability that schools value and pay attention to flies in the face not only of a broad agenda about distributive justice as a human rights issue, but also the logic of economic growth itself. In the rush to get ‘the best clients’ in the schooling market, school leaders may misrecognise the importance of student and parent diversity as a spur to innovation and change. Moreover, as Guy Claxton points out
, our high achievers on narrow test instruments may not be the 21st century’s most robust and resilient learners, and this has implications for the on-going debate about the value of testing for quality assurance as well as debates about the skill sets that are most relevant to employability.  As indicated earlier, brilliantly successful creatives like Peter Jackson sidestepped formal education after the compulsory years. This does not mean that all creative workers have done so, merely that it has been possible for some.  
Schooling is still important but for how long? If its irrelevance is now so apparent beyond the education industry, then alternative ways and means will be found by enterprising young people to develop the skills, strategies and mental models needed for the 21st century workplace despite schooling, not because of it. This is of course already happening.

Many commentators like Robinson, and others within in the schooling sector, place the blame for locking in Information Age curriculum, pedagogy and assessment on the higher education sector. The argument is that university entrance is a tail wagging a large dog. All those young people who might otherwise want to explore exciting options beyond English, Maths and Science are unlikely to do so if university entrance scores continue value these test results above all others. When university entrance is the main game, initiatives like student-led media centres are quickly understood to be ‘extra-curricula’ activities, abandoned by ‘good’ students when the testing pressure is on. 

Top end achievers read the cues about what is valued in the system, whether it means engaging with dated concepts or not. What is tested is what they will pay attention to, so they will funnel their priorities away multi-skilling and towards academic achievement alone. Mark Warschauer cites a study of Chinese immigrant youth in New York who made very clear choices to jettison literacy practices that were not “directly related to academic success”.
  When these students are told – as they are in many schools - that 24 hours of homework is the minimum expected from them in their post-compulsory years, the message is pretty clear that jettisoning ‘extra-curricular activities’ is not just appropriate but mandatory. The message is also clear that the quality of their learning is held to be synonymous with a period of time. 

For many young people, the greatest thing about school is that it provides them with a place to meet and interact with their friends. In doing so, they learn the social behaviours that are approved and verboten among their particular sub-groups. However, adolescents (a category now including anyone from 8 to 30 years) will not thank anyone who tells them that they are more susceptible to ‘peer pressure’ than anyone else, a response that any one of us might be likely to make to the same ‘accusation’. 

What they also share, apart from irritation when judged negatively by adults who ‘know better’, is a preference for interacting through navigator-led, distributed systems which allow them access to each other and to information storage in ways that are unmediated by adults. What schools offer by contrast is overwhelmingly a supply-side, provider-obsessed culture when it comes to the mastery of content and engagement with process. ‘We know what is good for you’ is the overarching logic from syllabus designers. And couch potato passivity is the understandable behavioural outcome. It is student passivity - not bad behaviour - that is the biggest obstacle to learning in 21st century schooling culture.  

To redress this problem, we need demand-side thinking focused on learning as a social and networked practice, one that welcomes error at the same time that it celebrates success. Unfortunately there are few signs of this happening in the risk minimisation climate. Indeed, the opposite seems to be true. At the very time when open-ness and experiment are being widely acknowledged as optimal conditions for 21st century learning, policymakers seem to be intent on nailing everything to the floor. 

Moral panics don’t help

The ‘more for less’ funding of education globally is very much implicated here. The call is out to all schools to minimise the danger of lower standards, wastage of resources and student failure. Claims that standards are declining, that funds are being wasted, that academic levels are lower than ever – all these are instantly recognisable to teachers and parents alike. Moral panics around literacy, numeracy and the use and abuse of technology are part of a push towards minimising waste and ‘raising standards’ of traditional literacy, numeracy, and the memorising of historical facts. 

As a result, we are seeing school and university funding tied to ‘outcomes’ measured against pre-determined government ‘standards’. These standards are generally linked to predictable government approved national priorities such as employability skills, and improvements in literacy, numeracy and citizenship. Inevitably these ‘skills’ are framed with both eyes squarely on an educationally conservative electorate. They both produce and exploit the anxiety that exists in some parts of the public consciousness about a perceived loss of ‘cultural foundations’. Under these conditions, ‘good spelling’ without a spell check and the ability to multiply or divide without calculator take on a moral and civilising purpose. They become much more than skills, despite their decreasing relevance to a digitalised workforce and a global citizenry. It is interesting to note that the lack of capacity to speak a second language – while it might well be regarded as more useful for a globalised workforce, does not seem to evoke the same anxiety in Anglo cultures – as long as the language spoken is, of course, English.      

While the air remains thick with calls to innovation, learning opportunities collapse when policy re-affirms the same old skills and disciplines as the things really worth knowing, because they are the only things that are the target of standardised tests. In broad terms, the logic of educational funding has come to fix almost exclusively on performance data that can be standardised in order to allow for intra-state, national and international comparisons. In a performative culture that makes it possible, in theory, to quantify the value of formal education on a national and even global scale, winners can be highly visible and valued, however that calculation is arrived at, while losers can be starved of funding until they get their act together. 

It goes without saying that schools in low socio-economic areas are on a hiding to nothing in this climate
. Their slim chance of attracting funding is to frame themselves as special needs schools – again using test data that categorises their student populations as ‘high risk’ – or their capacity to attract funds from emergent agencies that will provide highly targeted funding to address government sanctioned social problems e.g., obesity, attrition, mental health and so on.     

By contrast, schools and universities that have the resources and reputational clout to sit at the top of a league table can advantage students who are similarly aspirational. This means that a significant minority of institutions with the cultural and financial capital to resource their campuses are unlikely to complain about public league tables. Others are much less sanguine. Some critics, for example, argue that what a performative educational culture aspires to is not a high standard of education but “a high standard of standardness”
 Research in the UK, the USA and in Australia
 supports this view, pointing to a trend to value critical, autonomous and creative thinking skills only if and when they can be seen to contribute to productivity as measured by the aggregate examination performance. In simple terms, performance on tests is no longer merely an important instrument or component within the formal education system. It is the system. 

It does not surprise therefore that, along with the proliferation of league tables and performance indicators, we are now seeing the proliferation of ‘excellence’ awards, showcase events and other activities associated with identifying and rewarding ‘best practice’. Politicians and media commentators alike know the value of selecting and riding themes within both the push and pull of the ‘bad school/good school’ claims. So tales of inefficiency, scandal and systemic failure continue to be made alongside triumphal narratives about an award-winning teacher, an ‘against the odds’ student or a ‘best practice’ photo opportunity. 
Learning and unlearning are both important

Meanwhile, there is a growing gap between what formal education claims to be doing and what is being experienced by most young people on a daily basis in schools.  As Mark Warschauer puts it, the challenge of education in this century is to equip young people “to aim further ahead of a faster target”
. Instead, there is growing disquiet about a formal education system that is “looking in the rear-view mirror”
, seeking to plan the future by relying on the lessons and habits of the past.  

This is deeply flawed logic, according to cultural theorist, Zigmunt Bauman
. He argues that any useful disposition to learning must map directly onto the ‘unfixed’ social world and work futures for which young people learn. Bauman evokes the ‘rat-in-the-maze’ experiments that were the basis of traditional notions of learning to pose hypothetical questions with real implications for this ‘liquid’ social order:  

What…if the maze were made of partitions on castors, if the walls changed their position fast, perhaps faster yet than the rats could scurry in search of food, and if the tasty rewards were moved as well, and quickly, and if the targets of the search tended to lose their attraction well before the rats could reach them, while other similarly short-lived allurements diverted their attention and drew away their desire?
  

This is a metaphor for what has happened to learning, he argues. The capacity to learn and reproduce appropriate social behaviours is no longer the key to success that it once was. Instead of opening up possibilities, much formal learning is actually unhelpful because it assumes a fixed or predictable social world that no longer exits. We train young people in linear-cumulative essay writing while ignoring what counts as good writing for the Internet. We teach the foundations of legal studies despite the fact that they will have almost no relevance to law graduates in their post-degree practice. This means that university students come to acquire the sort of literacies that academics use. As soon as they move away from that setting, they have to jettison or radically rework those same skills for environments in which speed, clarity and breadth of communication matter more than discipinary jargon and the conventions of formal referencing. That is, they have to unlearn many aspects of these skills, because they do not add value outside academe.  

In Bauman’s “liquid-modern” social world, the work of assembling and structuring new social relations is no more or less important than the work of keeping them always ready to be dismantled. The focus of learning is moving beyond the individual and the cognitive to incorporate the moral and the aesthetic, and the interplay among these various social elements. Put simply, the message we are getting about formal education is ‘too much performance, too little learning’ – too much attention being paid to habits and routines of the Industrial and Information Ages, and too little attention to the skills and capacities that are the working currency of the Conceptual Age. 
More creative times ahead?   

However, there are now some glimmers of hope in the sea of schooling standardness. In Queensland, educational policymakers have named ‘The Creative Citizen’ as one of five ‘Overarching Learning Organisers’
 that make explicit what Queensland state schools value.  The attributes they list as marking the Creative Citizen are in keeping with second generation thinking about the nature of creativity, in their emphasis on creative citizenry as involving a much wider brief than engaging in and valuing of the creative arts: 

· Understands that creativity is an imaginative and inventive act to produce something new of personal, social and/or cultural value, and can create functional, aesthetic, and/or expressive outcomes for self or others using a range of media with technical control.
· Understands that innovation is a generative process of identifying problems, building on the ideas and influences of others and producing original solutions, and can recognise patterns and make connections, explore ideas, seize opportunities, challenge conventions and take and manage risk.   

· Understands that critical self-reflection, making judgments and acknowledging feedback are an integral part of the creative process and can take action to refine and modify one’s own ideas and, as creator or consumer, can evaluate and reflect on products and outcomes.

Where they depart from second generation thinking is the extent to which they frame creativity as an individual attribute, ignoring the centrality of co-creation and dynamic team processes. 

Yet the fundamental problem remains. The Creative Citizen, as part of a values framework, is not for assessing. And this will ensure that it remains on the margins of curriculum, not at its centre. 
TheYuk/Wow generation has the tools to develop a high level of networking skill that has little to do with their formal education. It can step around the curriculum and still do the sort of learning needed to interact with a larger and more challenging world. Through engagement with and contributions to Myspace, Facebook, YouTube and similar customised, interactive websites, young people can seek out opportunities and ignore the blockages and obstacles that formal education may put in their way. In a recent study
 of student technology use at the University of Melbourne, it was found that a significant proportion of students use emerging computer-based technologies such as blogs, file sharing, social networking, VOIP telephony and Web-conferencing, to navigate their social and learning pathways. Moreover, students were “overwhelmingly positive”
 about the value of ICTs for their learning. While it does not necessarily follow that the students want to be taught entirely through these technologies, and while the student population was not uniform in its access to, use of, and levels of proficiency with emerging technologies, they are certainly alert to the host of opportunities that digital tools can provide.  

This Australian finding is supported by an OECD study
 conducted to find out whether 15 year old school students were ready for a technology-rich world. The PISA study findings were that, in general, students worldwide are confident in performing routine and Internet tasks on computers, and that Australian students are among the most confident. The study also found that students used their computers for a wide range of purposes including:  
· The Internet to look up information about people things or ideas

· Games on a computer

· Word processing (e.g. <Microsoft Word® or WordPerfect®>)

· The Internet to collaborate with a group or team

· Spreadsheets (e.g. <Lotus 1 2 3® or Microsoft Excel®>)

· The Internet to download software (including games)

· Drawing, painting or graphics programs on a computer

· Educational software such as mathematics programs

· The computer to help learn school material

· The Internet to download music

· The computer for programming

· A computer for electronic communication (e.g. e-mail or “chat rooms”)

This flies in the face of a popular myth among baby-boomers that playing computer games is the singular preoccupation of young people when using computers. This is of particular concern given that so many of their teachers are baby boomers who may be out of touch with the many uses to which computers can be put, beyond finding information and email. 

Baby boomer moral panics are not restricted to concerns about ‘playing too many computer games’. They also extend to worries about confidentiality and paedophiles lurking on the Net. Because Yuk/Wows do not share this moral panic about privacy or confidentiality, as indicated in Chapter One, they often develop and maintain social relationships through their digital technologies in a very different from their grandparents’ generation. With few concerns about ‘stranger danger’ or identity theft, they will move quickly to test out the affordances of digital technologies ands virtual neighbourhoods. ‘Make the link and make it fast’ is the predominant social imperative, not security or self-protection.     
All this can sound like quite manic, even dysfunction, behaviour. Much has been made of 21st century workers as too driven by fast productivity cycles and the dictum that ‘you are only as good as your last month’s sales’, and with some justification. It’s not for those who need a script or a line drawing to keep them from becoming anxious about their job security. However, there is genuine pleasure and richness in achieving what social psychologist Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi calls “a state of flow”,
 a mental and emotional state in which an individual is simultaneously immersed in, and transported by, their fixation on a creative project. It is a mental and emotional state that certainly can be irritating to those nearby who do not share your passionate compulsion and would rather you ‘snapped out of it’. It can even be experienced by those same folk as a form of exclusivity. In some senses, it means that you are not available, not reachable, through habitual social practices like mundane conversation or social niceties. Yet it can be physically exhilarating as an individual experience and can be generative of a powerful bond among creatives. In a state of flow, individuals can together move faster, fly higher and achieve synergies that are not available to themselves alone. This is more than effective group work, and does not just depend on meeting the right people at the right time. It is dynamic and it is learnable.        
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