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Abstract 
“What did you learn in school today, dear little boy of mine?” asked the lyrics of satirist Tom Paxton a 
generation ago. “I learned our government must be strong./ It's always right and never wrong..../ That's 
what I learned in school today.”  (A full set of lyrics appears at the end of the paper). 
Should the role of our classrooms be to serve as dumping grounds for tired old theories, or as launching 
pads for unfettered inquiries into new exciting worlds? Should we continue to throw out theory and 
facts, and set answers, or should we embark on a never-ending quest for new questions and insights?  

On obtaining a degree or diploma, each student should know how to answer questions, but how many 
know how to ask questions? What would they say when asked “what did you learn in school today?” 

Keywords : enroll, teach, learn, question, relevance. 

Introduction 
This paper questions what is taught, how it is taught, by whom, to whom, and what is learnt in educa-
tional institutions. 

“Schools without a strong commitment to student questioning and research are wasting their 
money…As long as schools are primarily about teaching rather than learning, there is little need for ex-
panded information capabilities. Considering the reality that schools and publishers have spent decades 
compressing and compacting human knowledge into efficient packages and delivery systems like text-
books and lectures, they may not be prepared for this New Information Landscape which calls for inde-
pendent thinking, exploration, invention and intuitive navigation” (McKenzie, 1997). 

The paper concludes with some alternatives, some suggestions for teachers, and some questions for 
teachers. Students should be taught how to ask relevant and appropriate questions.  

“Once you have learned how to ask relevant and appropriate questions, you have learned how to learn 
and no one can keep you from learning whatever you want or need to know” (Postman & Weingartner, 
1977).  

The answer is to question, and to keep questioning. Teachers and students must forever question.  

What is the Purpose of Education? 
What is the purpose of education? I submit it is 
twofold 

• To expand to the limit the individuals ca-
pacity, and desire, for self education (to 
create life- long learners), for seeking and 
finding meaning, truth and enjoyment in 
everything he or she does, and  
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• To increase the survival prospects of the group to which the individual belongs  

Do our Schools and Universities expand the minds of our students, or do we restrict them to out-dated 
compartmentalized syllabi? 

Do we teach students to question, or to be questioned? Do we teach students discovery or what has been 
discovered? 

Do we teach students to seek truth even if it does not serve our cause? 

Do we teach students enjoyment and passion, or do we teach routine, fear and anxiety? 

Do we teach students to survive, to adapt to change, or do we teach them to conserve old ideas, concepts 
and attitudes? 

Most of our students fail at some point. The best may only fail to develop more than a tiny part of the 
tremendous capacity for learning, understanding and creating with which they were born, which they 
used to the full in the first few years of life. 

Most students are afraid of failing (see how many turn up when discussing exams), of disappointing par-
ents/teachers, and of not pleasing or not doing what other people want them to do. Most are afraid of 
making mistakes, of being wrong, of looking foolish, of standing out. Many are afraid to experiment, to 
try different and unknown things, afraid to be different. 

Many students are bored, they are given tasks which are trivial, dull, and make such a limited and nar-
row demand on their intelligence, capabilities and talents – they are encouraged to work for petty and 
contemptuous rewards – gold stars, marks, i.e. for the ignoble satisfaction of feeling better than someone 
else (Postman & Weingartner, 1977).  

Many of our students are confused. Words make little or no sense to them, there is little relation to rea l-
ity – many of our IS students have no idea of what a server is. They feel that the end aim is nothing more 
than to get a good mark. We kill curiosity and the feeling that it is good to be curious, to ask questions.  

Schools destroy our youth. Where would we expect workers (students) to work for 6 different bosses in 
one week, in several different workgroups, to have no desk of their own, to be always on the move? 
What sensible organization would forbid its workers to ask their colleagues for help, would expect them 
to carry all relevant facts in their heads, would require them to work for 45 minute spells and then to 
move to a different site, would work them in groups of 100-200 and prohibit any social interaction ex-
cept at official break times? 

Who Enrolls and Why? 
Who are the people who enroll, and why do they do so? Milliken and Barnes (2002) state that the stu-
dent population has “diversified in terms of age, gender, ethno-religious background and socio -
economic profile,” in the United Kingdom over the past few decades. This is probably a global phe-
nomenon. What do these people look like in terms of amb ition, ability, background, age, and gender? 
Why do they enroll, is it due to pressure from parents, lack of job opportunities, fear of open market, to 
enjoy a social life or because they can? 

How do Students Rate Teachers? 
A study by Hart, Adams et al (2001) revealed that students rated Teachers as the lowest influence in se-
lecting a career. Computers at home, media, friends, other, parents, career development centers were all 
rated higher. Why are teachers rated so lowly?  

“School-days, I believe, are the unhappiest in the whole span of human existence. They are full of dull, 
unintelligible tasks, new and unpleasant ordinances, brutal violations of common sense and common 
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decency. It doesn’t take a reasonably bright boy long to discover that most of what is rammed into him 
is nonsense, and that no one really cares very much whether he learns it or not, “(Mencken, 1928). Does 
this still hold true? 

Who Teaches and Why? 
Who are the lecturers at University, what are their backgrounds, abilities, ambitions etc? Why are they 
lecturing, because it is stimulating, fun, pays extremely well, can’t get any other job, or because it is a 
calling? What is the role of a lecturer, to induce new knowledge into the knowledge systems of students, 
or to coax students existing knowledge systems out of hiding? Should teachers be subversive? 

I challenge you to ask yourself the question, “Why am I a teacher?” I then challenge you to give yourself 
an honest answer and to reflect on that answer.  

How do we get to know whatever we think is worth knowing? Did we learn it, was it taught to us, or did 
we discover it? How do we expect our students to get to know worthwhile things? 

A teacher job is to induce new knowledge into the existing knowledge systems of students. This is a dif-
ficult job, as is often not welcomed by the students. A possible reason is that having to learn new knowl-
edge, means existing knowledge is challenged. A true teacher is someone who can get students to 
change their existing knowledge systems (Postman & Weingartner, 1977). How open to change are 
teachers? Research by Baylor & Ritchie (2002) found that teachers, who were open to change, help stu-
dents learn and develop thinking skills. 

Apart from the normal incentives, the morale of teachers can be lifted by creativity and satisfaction 
(Baylor & Ritchie, 2002) in the classroom. The question is how can teachers be creative?  

How and What is Taught? 
Lectures, textbooks and a few tutorials are generally the methods used to deliver new knowledge to stu-
dents. Theory with unrealistic examples is examined. There have always been questions at universities, 
but most of them come from the teachers, and most tend to require recall, rather than requiring higher-
level thought (McKenzie, 1997). Teachers need to vary their teaching methods (Boekaerts, 2002) and 
not stick to single models such as outcomes-based or learning acquisition models. Boekaerts (2002) 
states that teachers need to liberate themselves from content-driven theories of teaching, to context-
driven theories. Teachers’ attitudes need to change (Blanton, 2002; Baylor & Ritchie, 2002), from expert 
to facilitator. 

Think about the fact that people taught that the Earth was flat, that kings were superior beings, COBOL 
was ‘the’ programming language, PC’s were playthings and not for serious use, that women were infe-
rior to men. Now ask how much of what we teach today will be laughed at in years to come. 

Traditional teaching methods have served the interests of teachers and institutions more than the inter-
ests of students (Milliken & Barnes, 2002). 

How do you Learn? 
“You learn by what you see, what you hear, what you taste, what you smell, what you touch, what you 
do, what you imagine, what you intuit, what you feel” (Dryden & Vos, 1997). The average person learns 
15% of what they hear, 10% of what they read, and 80% of what they experience, so how should we 
teach? 

Reflection is an important and often neglected part of learning. Reflection is a difficult process as it 
questions personal prestige, decisions made, roles and actions (Wissema, 2002). Western culture en-
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courages us to be individualistic and to try to do everything alone (Wissema, 2002), but reflection can 
lead to new insights and learning.  

“The scientific mind does not so much provide the right answers as ask the right questions“ Lévi-
Strauss(1964).  

What should we do? 
It is proposed that teachers should have courage (Hare, 2002), and re-examine themselves, and their 
roles. Teachers should adopt a questioning toolkit (McKenzie, 1997) that is used in every course. Stu-
dents should be taught how to ask relevant and appropriate questions.  

“Once you have learned how to ask relevant and appropriate questions, you have learned how to learn 
and no one can keep you from learning whatever you want or need to know,” (Postman & Weingartner, 
1977). 

Some ideas of what to do: 

1. Pursue relevance – what is worth knowing? What is it good for? When will we ever need this? 
How do I know? Every teacher should ask him/herself these questions every day (Postman & 
Weingartner, 1977; Blanton, 2002; Yackel, 2002). 

2. Confront students with a relevant interesting problem in some lectures – allow them to work 
without your advice or suggestions. If asked a question, say you do not know the answer even if 
you do – answers can restrict thinking (Blanton, 2002) and learning, questions can stimulate it. 
Shift the burden of intellectual activity to the students (Postman & Weingartner, 1977). Make 
students work in small groups for short periods (2-5 minutes) to “think about” a question or issue 
(Yackel, 2002), then get the whole class to discuss the groups reasoning and arguments. 

3. Listen to students, and make them listen to each other (Blanton, 2002). Engage students in a 
discussion with an unusual rule – anyone may say anything they want to say, provide that they 
first restate what the previous person said to that persons satisfaction. This forces students to 
practice and develop listening skills. By listening to students teachers may discover what 
students perceive as relevant (Postman & Weingartner, 1977). 

4. Inquiry method. Ensure that it becomes routine for students to question and challenge everything 
in class (Blanton, 2002; Yackel, 2002). Force students to ask questions, set tutorials/exams 
where they have to ask questions. At the University of Cape Town (UCT) we put such questions 
in tutorials and exams. We give bonus marks for good questions asked in class. How does one 
evaluate questions? Does question contain unwarranted assumptions, have undefined terms, sug-
gest an answer, clear/unambiguous, challenging, difficult, thought provoking, analytical, does it 
lead to problem solving, to decision making. The simple why, how and which produce relevant 
questions. Without strong questioning skills, students are unlikely to be able to survive informa-
tion overload, and navigate the all the information thrown at them. Students with weak questio n-
ing skills are less likely to discover value and truth. Teachers should develop Questioning Too l-
kits. These Questioning Toolkits should contain several kinds of questions and questioning tools. 
Essential Questions, Elaborating Questions, Clarification Questions, Irrelevant Questions, Irrev-
erent Questions Hypothetical Questions Unanswerable Questions Strategic Questions Provoca-
tive Questions Telling Questions Divergent Questions Probing Questions Inventive Questions 
Planning Questions (MacKenzie, 1997). 

5. Pygmalion principle ‘self- fulfilling prophecy’– imagine your students have unlimited potential, 
and act accordingly. Act as if they are all capable of great things, because they are (Postman & 
Weingartner, 1977).  
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6. Look forward; ask questions about the future. There are many professors of history, why are 
there no professors of the future, after all the future is more important to us than the past. We ask 
questions about the future in class and in exams, such as what do you think the effects of mobile 
IT applications will have on society? 

7. Look broadly, do not think or lecture only in terms of your field. Include bits about other courses 
they are doing, philosophical bits such as ethics, bits about the media, and bits about English, 
Math, and TV etc.  

8. Process not product is important. Students get a degree in IS, but have never seen a huge server. 
Don’t get hung up on syllabi. Learn golf by golfing, learn to walk by walking, learn best by do-
ing it.  “We see what we understand rather than understand what we see” (Labinowicz, 1985).  

9. Failure can be honorable if constructive, and failure is part of life (Postman & Weingartner, 
1977; Wissema, 2002). 

10. Allow each student to satisfy his/her curiosity (Postman & Weingartner, 1977). 

11. Allow each student to develop his/her abilities and talents. 

12. Allow each student to pursue his/her interests. Allow third years to choose any essay topic they 
like.  

13. Find fun in teaching and learning (Blanton, 2002), make the classroom a fun place to be for all. 
Ensure that there is an amount of play in the classroom. We sometimes use props such as toys to 
illustrate a point, or to stimulate discussion. For example students were asked why they thought 
the lecturer had a fluffy duck in class when discussing Customer Relation Management (CRM). 
The students came up with amazing ideas and insights about customer relationships. Like 
Blanton (2002) costumes and dress can be used for effect, for instance wearing a suit when dis-
cussing serious subjects such as strategy and finance. 

Conclusion 
This paper has questioned what is taught, how it is taught, by whom, to whom, and what is learnt in edu-
cational institutions. Several practical ideas as to what teachers could do in classrooms were put forward 
for consideration. So, what are you going to do now? 
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Appendix 

“What Did You Learn in School Today” a song by Tom Paxton 
 
What did you learn in school today, dear little 
boy of mine? 
I learned that Washington never told a lie 
I learned that soldiers seldom die 
I learned that everybody's free 
That's what the teacher said to me 
And that's what I learned in school today 
That's what I learned in school 
 
What did you learn in school today, dear little 
boy of mine? 
I learned that policemen are my friends 
I learned that justice never ends 
I learned that murderers die for their crimes 
Even if we make a mistake sometimes 
And that's what I learned in school today 
That's what I learned in school 
 

What did you learn in school today, dear little 
boy of mine? 

I learned that war is not so bad 
I learned about the great ones we have had 
We fought in Germany and in France 
And someday I might get my chance 
And that's what I learned in school today 
That's what I learned in school 
 
What did you learn in school today, dear little 
boy of mine? 
I learned that our government must be strong 
It's always right and never wrong 
Our leaders are the finest men 
So we elect them again and again 
And that's what I learned in school today 
That's what I learned in school 
 
Copyright Cherry Lane Music Publishing Co., 
Inc. 
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